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Sermon        Sunday 13 January 2019  
 
 
Lessons  Isaiah 43: 1 – 7  Acts 8: 14 – 17 
     St Luke 3: 15 – 22 
 
 
 
Prayer of Illumination 
 
Let us pray. 
 
May the breath of God, the ruach, breathe through us.   Open the eye of the heart 
to the miracle of creation, to the silence and subtlety of beauty, and the ear to the 
whisper of Eternity’s Wisdom.   Bless our meditations.   Amen. 
 
 
 

‘I baptise you with water; but one who is more powerful 

than I is coming….He will baptise you with the Holy Spirit 

and fire.’   ‘I am not worthy to untie the thong of his sandals’.   

If, as I said some weeks ago, that chapter 3 of Luke’s Gospel 

was the original opening of the Third Gospel, then these 

words of John are the evangelist’s chosen way of introducing 

Jesus to every hearer of the Gospel in the first century, and 

every hearer in every generation for twenty centuries, and, 

from the manuscripts of Luke, it is our introduction to Jesus.   

‘I baptise you with water….He will baptise you with the Holy 

Spirit and fire’.    
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In the Book of Acts, Peter and John journeyed to Samaria, to 

a community that had accepted the teaching of Jesus, in 

order that by the laying on of hands the people would 

receive the Holy Spirit.     

 

At His own baptism, while He was praying, Jesus 

experienced a vision.   In prayer, He saw heaven opened and 

the Holy Spirit descend like a dove.   Jesus heard a voice 

from heaven, ‘You are my Son, the Beloved, with whom I am 

well pleased’.   Described by Luke as ‘son of Adam, son of 

God’, Jesus began his ministry at the age of thirty years old.   

Having grown up in Nazareth in the Region of Galilee, near 

the foot of Mount Tabor, the spiritual journey of Jesus was in 

part shaped by the life and teaching of John the Baptist.   In 

His ministry, Jesus described John as the prophet Elijah and 

He told the crowds, ‘No one has arisen greater than the 

Baptist’.    We should not be surprised then to discover that 

Jesus went to John for baptism, for religious and spiritual 

renewal. 
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The religious intensity of Jesus’ encounter at the River 

Jordan brings to mind the words spoken by God to the 

people of Israel through the prophet Isaiah.   To Israel, God 

said: 

 
  Do not fear, for I have redeemed you 
  and I have called you by your name; 
  you are mine. 
 
  When you pass through the waters 
  I will be with you. 
  When you walk through the fire 
  you shall not be burned, 
  and the flame shall not consume you. 
 
 
God spoke to Israel:  ‘I will be with you; you are mine’.   It 

was with this same intensity and deep feeling that, in prayer, 

Jesus heard a voice from heaven, ‘You are my Beloved’.   

What are we to make of Jesus’ encounter with the dove and 

the heavenly voice? 

 

Visions while awake and visions in dreams are a familiar 

occurrence in the Hebrew Bible and Christian Scriptures.   In 

our Old Testament, there are no fewer than 86 visions to 
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those who are awake and 87 visions through dreams.   In the 

New Testament, there are 17 visions to those awake and 8 

through dreams.   We find visions and dreams in the Book of 

Daniel, Ezekiel and Isaiah.   Visions were ‘seen’ by Abraham, 

Jacob, Balaam, Samuel and Nathan.   In the Gospels and the 

Book of Acts, visions are ‘seen’ or experienced by Peter, 

James and John at the Transfiguration, by the first martyr 

Stephen before he was stoned to death and, of course, on a 

number of occasions by the apostle Paul.    

 

In all cases, visions or dreams are life-changing moments.   

Seeing the heavens opened is perhaps the moment when 

Jesus’ consciousness was widened, deepened and His 

appreciation of life, of God, of Mystery, of eternity, took a 

giant leap forward.   After thirty years of life, Jesus was ripe 

for spiritual awakening and His baptism, a sacrament of 

renewal, became an intense encounter with the Eternal.   

Although the details of the stories are different, the mystical 

encounter of Jesus is similar to that of Moses who, at the 
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Burning Bush, heard the voice of God.   Perhaps, it is similar 

to the voice heard by Muhammad while praying at the 

entrance of a cave on a hillside near the city of Mecca.   The 

mystical vision of Jesus at the Jordan was a life-changing, 

life-awakening moment for Him. 

 

I wonder if you noticed something quite significant about 

Luke’s account of Jesus’ baptism.   Often we read stories 

from one Gospel while, at the same time, assimilating details 

into it from another.   What is significant about Luke’s 

account of Jesus’ baptism is that, before the baptism of Jesus 

took place, we are told that John was imprisoned by the 

tetrarch, Herod.    Luke tells us that Jesus was baptised, but 

John is not mentioned.   If we only had the Gospel of Luke to 

rely on, we would have no image of Jesus standing in the 

River Jordan being baptised by the hand of John.   The story 

of Jesus’ baptism is changed with each successive Gospel to 

the point that, in the Fourth Gospel, the baptism of Jesus is 

not recorded at all.    
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The core issue is that in the earliest Gospel, Mark records 

that baptism was for repentance and the forgiveness of sins.   

Did Jesus need to repent for sins?   What sins?   By the 

Gospel of Matthew, reference to repentance and the 

forgiveness of sins disappeared.   By the Gospel of Luke, it is 

almost as if John has disappeared.   As the theology of the 

early Church evolved, the baptism of Jesus for repentance 

and forgiveness of sins became a theological problem.    

 

This past week I have appreciated the daily meditations of 

the Franciscan friar Richard Rohr.   Among other things, 

Rohr draws attention to the non-literal interpretation of 

Scripture.   Rohr says that the very fact there are four 

Gospels in the canon, four separate accounts included in our 

sacred texts, each reporting the same story and series of 

incidents in different ways with different emphases, is an 

indication that the Church could not have been literalist in 

its approach to Scripture.   Helpfully, Rohr reminds us that 

the early Church spoke of the seven senses of Scripture:  
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literal, historical, allegorical, symbolic, moral, eschatological 

and primordial.   Only after the Reformation and the 

Enlightenment did the Western Church narrow its 

interpretation to a rational and literal approach.    

 

For me, the different accounts of Jesus’ baptism do not 

diminish or detract from the mystical encounter He had at 

the River Jordan.   It was in prayer that Jesus saw the 

heavens open and the Spirit descend; in prayer that He 

heard the voice of the Holy One.   Prayer was a constant 

feature of Jesus’ life.   He often withdrew to deserted places 

to pray; He withdrew to the mountains; He prayed alone; He 

taught His disciples to pray; He prayed in the Garden of 

Gethsemane; and, He prayed on the cross.    

 

Rabbi Lawrence Hoffman of Hebrew Union College, New 

York City, says that prayer is all about imagination.   The 

names and images we use of God say more about our 

imagination than they do about God.   For Hoffman, 
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disbelieving in prayer is like disbelieving in painting or 

music.   All three take us into virtual universes that expand 

our horizon.   He says our life would be impoverished 

without Monet’s lilies or Beethoven’s ‘Ninth’.   Provocatively, 

Hoffman says: 

 
 You don’t even have to believe what the prayers 
 [literally] say, any more than you have to believe 
 the outrageous plots of most operas.   You attend 
 opera for the artistry that provides revelations 
 of truth beyond what the words alone can contain. 
 
 
Prayers, then, peacefully, meditatively, can take us beyond 

the limits of the words, the metaphors, used.   All language 

about God is metaphoric.   Hoffman says that prayer does 

not require us to believe that there is someone up there 

listening.   God is not a ‘someone’, there is no ‘up there’, and, 

if God listens, it is not the way humans do.   For Rabbi 

Hoffman, prayer at its best takes us into a different and 

virtual universe.   Prayer, he says, is ‘the longest running 

play of imagination we humans have ever devised’.    
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It can be life-changing.   In prayer, Jesus encountered the 

Holy.   At the Jordan He heard a voice.   In Hebrew, that voice 

is bat kol; literally, ‘the daughter of the sound’.   In the First 

Book of Kings, in the darkness of the cave, the prophet Elijah 

encountered God in ‘the still, small voice’.   In English, we 

may say ‘the sound of thinnest silence’.   What Elijah heard 

and what Jesus heard were beyond the boundaries of 

speech.   On the Mount of Transfiguration, in the mystical 

vision of the disciples, Peter, James and John, the voice they 

heard was the sound of thinnest silence.   Through the 

centuries, the mystics have spoken of  ‘the ear of the heart’.    

 

The voice of God told Jesus, ‘You are….my Beloved; with you 

I am well-pleased’.   Hearing such words of Divine Love with 

the heart, it is no surprise that His life was changed.   Every 

human heart, every child, every adult, needs to hear and 

know that they are accepted, welcomed, loved and forgiven.   

So much of human striving and pain is to hear and believe 
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these words.   We need to hear them from parents, family 

and friends; and we need to hear from our Eternal Lover.   

 

With love in his heart, with imagination, the second century 

Church Father, Clement of Alexandria, saw the sun as the 

symbol of the Risen Christ:  helios tas anastasis.   Clement 

said, ‘Hail, oh light….he who rides over all creation….has 

changed sunset into sunrise, and crucified death into life’.   

Every morning, Clement was greeted by the sunrise, by a 

vision of the Risen Christ.   Let sunrise each day be our 

vision.    

 

It was with prayer and imagination that the Scottish poet, 

George Mackay Brown, saw and believed that the God of all 

creation held everything that ever was or will be for 

eternity.   George wrote: 

 
 I have a deep-rooted belief that what has once  
 existed can never die:  not even the frailest things, 
 spindrift or clover-scent or glitter of star on a  
 wet stone.   All is gathered into the web of creation, 
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 that is apparently established and yet perhaps only 
 a dream in the eternal mind; and yet, we work at  
 the making of it with every word and thought and 
 action of our lives. 
 
 
What we think of God is limited only by our imagination.   

God speaks through visions, dreams and even the sunrise if 

we listen with the ear, listen for the sound of the thinnest 

silence. 

 

Amen. 

 
 
 
 
 
 


