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“Now when all the people were baptized, and when


Jesus also had been baptized and was praying, the



heaven was opened, and the Holy Spirit descended



upon Jesus…And a voice came from heaven, ‘You



are my Son, the beloved; with You I am well pleased.”

Thus proclaims the Gospel of Luke in its portrayal of one of the most important events in the earthly life of our Lord and Savior, Jesus.   It is an event that occupies a prominent place in all four of our Gospel accounts of the life and ministry our Lord.   On its surface it seems straightforward enough.   John the Baptizer is at the Jordan River and is surrounded by many expectant people.   They have heard of John and his new call to repentance.   Some were seeking their long anticipated Messiah; others thought they might find relief from illness or the grinding burden of a subjugated people. Some were concerned about John’s call for a new way of life and its threat to the status quo; others were probably simply curious.


John had been traveling about the countryside of Judea, attracting and baptizing crowds of people for some time.   He was becoming a folk hero to many and it was being whispered that he might just be their long awaited Messiah – their savior.   The one whom God had promised to their ancestors, generations earlier.   However, they soon discovered that John was on a very different mission.



“I baptize you with water; but one who is more power-



ful than I is coming; I am not worthy to untie the thong

of His sandals.   He will baptize you with the Holy Spirit…”

And on that particular day, suddenly up walks the One John is subjecting himself to – Jesus.   According to the various accounts, when His turn comes, Jesus wades into the water and receives the baptism of the people.   All of which culminates in nothing less than the parting of the heavens and the very voice of God.


Oddly enough, the accounts of this incredible event end at this point.   We don’t know how the crowds reacted.   We aren’t told how, or even if, their lives changed.   In three of the four accounts, Jesus moves directly from His baptism into His 40 day temptation in the wilderness.   Was His baptism in some way in some way connected to that time of trial?   And what about the people who witnessed the very presence of the Divine that day?   According to our Book of Common Prayer baptism is one of the two great sacraments of the Gospel.   That is Holy Baptism, along with Holy Eucharist, are the two sacraments of our faith that Jesus commended for all people.

While we believe that all seven are means of grace for us, the Gospels at least infer that His baptism and communion before death bestowed grace on Jesus, during his earthly life.   All of which brings us back to the Jordan River and Jesus’ sudden presence among those who were coming to John to be baptized.   Regardless of what they were seeking or expected to find, what they experienced must have exceeded anything that could have ever imagined.   Most would not have thought of the approaching Jesus as any different than themselves.   Some may have know him and his family; most probably didn’t.   In spite of what John had said about the coming of one more powerful I, there would have been no reason to associate that with just another Jew coming to the river.   But then, in a Holy moment, everything changed.

One like themselves was being hailed by a voice from above as my Son, the Beloved.   In that moment, what had been, changed.   While most did not have eyes to see, ears to hear or hearts to grasp what that would mean for the future of all people, it was a sign – an outward and visible sign.   In that moment God gave those gathered a glimpse of the inward and spiritual grace, given to Jesus that is the essence of the sacraments of our faith.   Was Jesus literally transformed in the midst of that act, as we believe we are through the sacraments of our faith?   I believe He was because I believe we all, including even the Son of God, experience the presence and transformation of God through the sacraments of our faith.   Now if you need to know how and what form that took place in the person of Jesus you’re going to need to ask someone other than me.

For me the what changed and how of our sacraments are a holy mystery.   Yet, that does not make them any less real for me and I sincerely hope it does not make them any less real for you.   One of the questions I am asked every so often is does someone have to be a Christian to be saved?   My answer is always the same: It depends on what you mean by saved?   If you are talking about the salvation that was offered to those who accept Jesus as Lord and Savior, then yes, you have to accept Jesus as Lord and Savior – that is be a Christian – in order to experience the salvation that was offered to all by Jesus.

Invariably that answer prompts the second question: If that is so, then are all non-Christians sentenced to eternal damnation?   What about those good people who are Jews or Muslims, Hindus, or even atheist?   Doesn’t God love them, too?   Again, my answer is always the same: That is not at all what I am saying.   I do not know how about the future of people of other faiths, or even no faith.   What I do know is that Jesus came into this world to proclaim the Good News of God’s love for all people and to promise eternal salvation to all who believe in Him.   As far as I know, non-Christians are not seeking what Jesus offered.   What that means in terms of their future, I do not know.

As it is with salvation, so it is with the sacraments of our faith.   Are they the only means to God’s grace?   Truthfully, I don’t know.   I can say I believe God can be experienced outside of the sacraments; however, at the same time, I believe that we experience God in the corporate settings of our faith, through the sacraments, in a unique way we do not experience God at any other time.   My point is that in accepting our faith we have accepted the gift of God’s grace through the sacraments.   It is something we give thanks for and are called to offer to all people.   They are a mystery, but they are equally real!                           
