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Epiphany is the “manifestation” of Christ to the world – we heard this in the refrain of the opening hymn that underlines this message with every verse - “God in Man made Manifest”.  Epiphany is the season of Light, light that fills winter darkness with hope & expectation for the new year, symbolized by lengthening of days with practical resolutions in our Annual Parish meeting.  God’s manifestation in human form - His glorious Epiphany - began with Jesus’ birth in Bethlehem.  From there, we saw the 13-yr old Jesus in the Temple, among the “doctors” (notice “teachers” not physicians), marveling at the boy’s questions, His understanding, & answers.  The young Jesus, like us, had to learn from Elders, the sages & priests of His time.  He was not born with full understanding of God’s Word & the Temple liturgy.  But He was eager to assimilate Scripture & conform to God’s will - as should we - manifesting God’s wisdom & loving kindness from early on.  His Manifestation in Glory was reserved to Peter, John, & James at His transfiguration on the Mount (August 6), although suitable as an Epiphany observance (as in the 1979 Prayer Book).  Now, today’s Gospel begins Jesus’ Epiphany as an adult embarking on His Mission.  

Mark’s Gospel begins with the appearance of St John the Baptist, who fulfilled the prophecy of Isaiah to announce John’s mission, to “prepare the way of the Lord”.  Likewise, our mission must be to prepare for the Return of the Lord in our lives & in those near & dear to us.  John’s appearance is linked to baptizing those people who came from “all the country of Judea & all J’lem, confessing their sins” - Mark 1:5.  The whole nation had become restless & eager to hear from God after 400 yrs of prophetic absence, when God seemed to have forgotten His promises made to Abraham & David.  The nation was under foreign occupation by the Romans & Jewish heritage was under siege by a Hellenist replacement culture, promoted by the elite in Jerusalem.  And so, John the Baptist was a sensation, a prophet, as of old, through whom God was speaking once again after centuries of silence.  Perhaps God was emerging from hiddenness, to judge & to save His people.  
John’s ministry & the Baptism of Jesus was so important that all 4 Gospel writers included this account.  (Remember, for comparison, only 2 of the Gospel writers recorded Jesus’ birth in Bethlehem.).  For St Mark, Jesus’ Baptism by St John was the very beginning of the story of salvation through Christ.  John Baptist announced One mightier than himself coming - verse 7 - One whose sandal straps he was not even worthy to untie.  But as yet, he did not know who this greater personage might be, the One whose way he was to prepare.  John knew what his own Mission was to be as “the messenger who will prepare the way of the Lord“ - a voice crying in the wilderness - Prepare the way of the Lord” - Isaiah 40:3, Mark 1.  John 1:29-34 tells us that John Baptist was given a sign that would identify the Messiah as the “Son of God”, “the Lamb of God that takes away the sin of the world”.  The sign would be the Holy Spirit descending & remaining on the Messiah.  This would be God’s promise fulfilled.

Worship at the Temple in Jerusalem was preceded by a confession of sins, as it is for us in our liturgy.  But John’s Ministry went beyond a standard liturgical confession.  He compelled a highly personal confessions before Baptism, linked to a pledge to embark on a new transformed life of holiness, guided by God’s commandments.  The Torah does not include such a ritual of Baptism.  But rabbinic tradition, dating to  ~1st century BC, added ritual cleansing to synagogue worship.  This was accomplished by immersion in a Mikvah - in a ritual to mark all kinds of life transitions.  The Hebrew spelling of Mikvah uses the same consonant letters as the word “hope”, perhaps to emphasize that ritual cleansing is an action pointing to hope.  
John Baptist baptized by complete immersion in the waters of the Jordan, as a sign of .unconditional submission to God’s will & commandments.  Full submersion symbolized death of the old life in a kind of re-enactment of drowning in Noah’s flood, or the death of Egyptian pursuers of Israelites fleeing through the Red Sea.  John’s message was by no means “seeker friendly” - just the opposite.  He chastised Pharisees & Sadducees from J’lem, warning them of God’s judgment, & addressing them as .”a brood of vipers” trying to flee “from the wrath to come” - Matthew 3:7.  His exhortation to them - “Therefore bring forth fruits in keeping with repentance”.  As descendants of Fr Abrham they were not automatically entitled to salvation - Luke 3:8.  The gathered multitude around John appealed to him, saying “What then shall we do”?  St Luke tells us that John exhorted them to practical love of neighbor, leading lives of humility & service - Luke 3:10-14.  John’s Baptism then became a source of hope in newness of life, like the waters of life that cover the banks of Mesopotamia great rivers, the Euphrates & the Tigris, with abundant fruitfulness.  
In this setting Jesus of Nazareth appeared among the masses of sinners on the banks of the Jordan river.  John 1:31 says that John Baptist “did not recognize [Jesus]”.  This may sound strange, considering that Jesus & John were cousins who had met before.  But John’s Gospel probably meant that John Baptist did not recognize Jesus as the Messiah, the Son of God.  But this was prophetically revealed to John by the Holy Spirit.  Realizing Jesus’ sinless nature, John tried to prevent Jesus’ Baptism, saying “I have need to be baptized by You, so why do you come to me?” -Matthew 3:14.  Jesus then replied “Permit it, for this way is fitting for us to fulfill all Righteousness” - Jesus wanted to become the godly Righteousness for all godly Israelites who had come for their Baptism, willing to repent & begin a new life.  John must have understood & baptized Jesus.  As he submerged Jesus into the waters, he foreshadowed Jesus’ death on Calvary.

Luke tells us that Jesus was praying throughout His Baptism, accepting from the Father the burden of mankind’s guilt, loaded upon His own shoulders.  He descended symbolically into a “watery tomb”, anticipating His 3 days in the grave for combat with the ultimate enemy to win His victory over death.  Jesus began His redemptive work in His Baptism & the sacrifice that would satisfy God’s judgment on man’s sinfulness.  Through the same kind of symbolism, Jesus’ rising from the Jordan waters foreshadowed His Rssn on Easter S morning with His rising to New Life.  Rising from the water, Jesus saw “the heavens Torn open” - notice this word of violence in Mark 1:10.  The same Greek word, schizo, is used in the Tearing of the heavy veil in the Temple when Jesus died, the sun turned dark, & an earthquake shook the Temple - Mark 15:38.  With the heavens torn open, the Holy Spirit appeared like a dove, the reverse of violence, to denote God’s love & meekness, peace, & gentleness.  A voice from heaven declared “You are my beloved Son;  with you I am well pleased”.  God the Father validated Christ’s divinity & power to tear open the heavens for reconciliation between God & man.  This is the revelation of God, the Holy Trinity, jointly working the New Creation.  
In our Baptism we receive the benefit of Jesus’ Baptism, with the power to say No to sin & the devil.  We receive Grace to enter & “continue in that holy fellowship, & to do all such good works as He has prepared for us to walk in” (Prayer of Thanksgiving).  Through our Baptism, God invites us to participate in His work through the Great Commission - Matthew 28:19-20.  “Go ye therefore, & teach all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father, & of the Son, & of the Holy Ghost:  Teaching them to observe all things whatsoever I have commanded you:  & lo, I am with you always, even to the end of the world.”  Jesus’ final commandment calls us to become His Epiphany - His witness to the world around us.  The Epistle from St Paul provides the setting through gifts of prophecy, Service, Teaching, & Exhortation.  In verse 12, he urges with the words “Rejoice in hope, be patient in tribulation, be constant in prayer.”  Be cheerful in love, mercy, & giving.  None of us has all these gifts.  But when we share our individual gift in the Church, we become a blessing for the whole family of God.  This we hope to do through our Annual Meeting, reviewing the past & making plans for applying our gifts together to the glory of God the Father, & the Son, & the Holy Spirit.  When Moses became God’s instrument & His Epiphany in the Old Testament lesson, the divine glory added a supernatural glow to his face.  In a similar way God’s Grace can shine through us & reveal God’s goodness to others & draw them into the Kingdom of Christ.  And so we end with the sermon hymn, verse 2, “Then cleansed be every breast from sin;  Make straight the way of God within,  & let each heart prepare a home  Where such a mighty guest may come.”   AMEN.  
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