Sermon on Sunday January 8th 2023, Diocese of Glendalough 

The First Sunday after The Epiphany, The Baptism of our Lord
Readings: Isaiah 42:1-9; psalm 29; Acts 10: 34-43; St Matthew 3:13-17
St Matthew 3.15: But Jesus answered John, Let it be so now; for it is proper for us in this way to fulfil all righteousness. 

We are now in the Season of Epiphany, the disclosure, the unveiling, the giving of The Son of God to the Gentiles – that is to us, in this place and in this time, here and now. The person of God, like the love of God, keeps moving further and further outward and always towards other people. We, of course, need to keep up with the wriggling movement of this tiny babe of Bethlehem. And it is hard work! Only two weeks after his birth at Bethlehem at Christmas, Jesus is being baptized as an adult in The River Jordan by his cousin John the Baptizer. The God of salvation moves quickly and moves decisively. We, in today’s church also move - from what the theologians call incarnation to incorporation. By our own baptism, we are incorporated into – we become one with - Jesus Christ who was born at Christmas – the incarnation - and in a special way we become children of God by adoption and grace. This is what Christmas is about. This is the heart of faith. This is the core of belief. We identify as individuals and as a community with God. This is why doing things for God and for the church is worth it. This is why persecuted Christians face torture and martyrdom. We all are part of God’s plan for the world of God’s creation wherever we fit in to this same world of Epiphany. 
The year has changed, everyone is back at work, some never stopped working, many are a bit sluggish, a bit reluctant because the prospect of a new year fills us with an overwhelming sense of exhaustion even if it has only just begun. And the fact that, for some, last week really only began on Wednesday does not necessarily make it any easier. But I do hope that we can all do a lot better than this. Early grumbling is not a good sign! We need to give it a real try and a real go because 2023 is a new year, a year of new things, stretching out ahead of us. It is for us to make it work and to enjoy its newness. One of the downsides of almost three years of Covid-19 is a type of fatalism. The advances in medical science which happened in less than a year (and which might have taken a decade or more) along with intense compliance and exemplary self-regulation on the part of so many has left us in a place where we who have survived have a duty to draw others together and to draw them back to community and to God for the sake of the present and of the future wellbeing of all. This is our baptismal calling in 2023.
Let us not, then, lose sight of the glory of Christmas and the majesty of Incarnation in the Season of Epiphany. This radiant light continues until The Feast of The Presentation, on February 2nd. It is the culmination both of the Season of Christmas and of the Season of Epiphany. There will be plenty to batter us around the head as the year progresses. There always is. Let us not give up on ourselves too soon. Let us strive for resilience. Let us lift our heads to greet the New Year 2023. The Readings for today begin with Isaiah inviting us to trust to the Servant of God who will pick up and protect the faltering, the bruised and the crushed; and he will do this for the sake of justice and of righteousness. He will also do this by unexpected and miraculous actions: opening the eyes that are blind; bringing the prisoners out of the darkest dungeon. And the catch cry of this servant is that the past is a thing of the past and new things are now happening. In many ways, this is a message with which today’s Church of Ireland will always struggle. Somehow, we don’t really want the past to go away and yet the new things are right in front of our eyes. 
St Matthew’s Gospel reunites us with Jesus and John whom we last met in the hill country just before Christmas. On that occasion both were described as leaping in the womb of their mothers, Mary and Elizabeth, greeting each other as cousins. This idea has to be one of the most delightful and relaxed and hopeful and playful pictures in the Bible. And perhaps only a doctor like St Luke would think of it as being of religious importance as well as being of obstetrical importance. Here today in the River Jordan they come together again before our eyes as grown adults. Their interaction is interesting. John is acutely aware that standing before Jesus he is totally unworthy; but Jesus is also acutely aware, standing before John, that John is to be respected; he knows that he has to be baptized by John in order to fulfil all righteousness. The justice and the righteousness of which Isaiah has spoken are not top-down values. No! John in fact offers the fulfilment of righteousness to Jesus by performing his baptism, conscious that he is his inferior at the point where the past meets the future in the present.
Now here, I suggest, is something that members of the Church of Ireland can take up and teach everyone if we set our mind to it: the relationship between justice and righteousness and tolerance and acceptance of everyone. Justice and righteousness are not the same thing. They need one another in the same sort of way as justice and mercy need one another. The one without the other is too brittle. The one without the other offers the veiled hand of punishment before it offers the open hand of acceptance. Over-legislation leads to over-regulation leads to rapid dehumanization of people and of trust. And, please be warned, Holy Scripture tells us that there is no way back. As St Paul says to the church in Corinth: … for the written law condemns to death, but the Spirit gives life … (2 Corinthians 3.6) The vision of today ought to stick with us. It can only gladden our hearts and inspire us as we go about our daily life and work: the Spirit of God descending like a dove and alighting on him … (St Matthew 3.16) This is the gift that our own baptism gives us as well and we are invited to use it – as the rugby referee is not unknown to say as he peers at the base of a scrum when not enough is happening. We could do a lot worse, particularly if our New Year Resolutions have already lost their halo. Today is the future of yesterday: Use it!         

Isaiah 42.9: See, the former things have come to pass, and new things I now declare; before they spring forth, I tell you of them. 
