“You Are My Beloved” — Jan. 12, 2025
Baptism of the Lord
Luke 3:15-17, 21-22

15 As the people were filled with expectation and all were questioning in their hearts concerning
John, whether he might be the Messiah, 16 John answered all of them by saying, “I baptize you
with water, but one who is more powerful than | is coming; | am not worthy to untie the strap of
his sandals. He will baptize you with the Holy Spirit and fire. 17 His winnowing fork is in his
hand to clear his threshing floor and to gather the wheat into his granary, but the chaff he will
burn with unquenchable fire.” 21 Now when all the people were baptized and when Jesus also
had been baptized and was praying, the heaven was opened, 22 and the Holy Spirit descended

upon him in bodily form like a dove. And a voice came from heaven, “You are my Son, the
Beloved; with you I am well pleased.” (NRSVUE)

On January 1st, brave souls took the Polar Plunge at beaches and ponds in Bourne,
Mashpee, Yarmouth, Harwich, and Provincetown Harbor. Donations will support
great causes! For example, Bourne will use all proceeds for the Bourne Friends Food
Pantry. | heard Alex took the plunge into the icy waters to kick off his new year.
Another brave man registered but couldn’t join due to a cold. Perhaps some more
daring folks joined too. | applaud each one of you for your courage, or (if you
couldn’t join in) at least, for your good intentions and efforts. And who knows, next
year you might just find me plunging right beside you!

Many countries, especially in Europe, also hold Polar Bear Plunges around New
Year’s Day. Interestingly, in Russia, nearly two million Orthodox Christians celebrate
the baptism of Jesus by swimming or jumping into icy rivers, ponds, and lakes. Mercy
and peace to the people in Russia, Ukraine, and neighboring countries!

It all begins with baptism! Baptism was the starting point of Jesus’ ministry. In the
Jordan River, John baptized crowds of people, preaching the message of life-
changing repentance. When John said, “Bear fruits worthy of repentance,” people
asked, “What are we supposed to do?” John’s answer to them was to practice love,
compassion, and justice.

Listening to John, their expectations were growing. They were all beginning to
wonder in their hearts, “Could this man be the Messiah?”

“It’s not me.” John intervened. “The main character in this drama is coming. | am
not worthy to untie the thong of his sandals. . . . He will baptize you with the Holy
Spirit and fire.” In the Message version, He “will ignite the kingdom life, a fire, the
Holy Spirit within you, changing you from the inside out.”



John added a prophetic image of judgment: “He will clean the grain, separating the
good grain from the chaff. He will put the good grains into his barn but burn the
chaff with unquenchable fire.” Proclaiming this message of judgment, John’s
intention was clear. He wanted people to repent, change their ways of life, and
accept God’s forgiving and cleansing grace, especially through baptism. For those
who accepted and embraced John’s proclamation, the message of judgment would
have been heard as good news.!

John also invites us to reflect on our inner world. Imagine that Jesus uses a special
tool, like a winnow fork, to keep what’s worth in us and discard the rest. We are
grateful that it is not we who hold the handle, but God. If God works in us and we
respond to God’s grace and love, we will experience changes, either immediately
or gradually, from small to seemingly impossible transformations.

We are all in this circle of divine grace. No matter the time it takes, the effort it
takes, the first thing we need to do is notice that the Spirit of God is working in me,
working in us even at this moment. This is a call to the life of the reign of God, in
which love, compassion, and justice prevail.? We are called to embody our prayers
of “Your kingdom come [here and now] as it is in heaven.”

Finally, Jesus, the main character, came and was baptized. Now the camera facing
John is off, and the other camera is on facing Jesus only. We often miss that Jesus
was praying when he was baptized. Let me read it again: “When Jesus had been
baptized and was praying, the heaven was opened.”

From the beginning, prayer was an essential part of Jesus’ life (Luke 3:21; 6:12-13;
0:18; 9:28-29; 11:1; 22:32, 41-46; 23:34, 46). Luke shows that Jesus prayed all the
time, especially at critical moments, such as choosing the twelve disciples and
before bearing the cross. When one of his disciples asked Jesus to teach him how
to pray, Jesus taught the Lord’s Prayer.

The baptism of Jesus is also the beginning of a new creation that connects heaven,
earth, and people. When Jesus was praying at his baptism, heaven was opened, and
the Holy Spirit descended upon him in bodily form like a dove. The descent of the
Holy Spirit commissioned and empowered Jesus for his ministry ahead, showing
that his ministry would also be the work of the Holy Spirit. An affirming voice
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came from heaven: “You are my Son, the Beloved; with you | am well pleased.”
The opening of heaven, the descent of the Holy Spirit, and the affirming voice all
reveal who Jesus is.

“You are my Son! The Beloved!” This heavenly voice became Jesus’ fundamental
identity. In the wilderness, when Satan tempted Jesus, Jesus could say, “No, no, no.
| am the Beloved of God.” Jesus could continually claim that identity all the time,
whether he was being praised, or despised, and rejected.® All of this was the
heavenly witness to Jesus as God’s Son.

Asian theologians like C. S. Song also bring light to understand the baptism of
Jesus. Song said that Jesus’ baptism means his solidarity with the people who came
forward to be baptized, and baptism became the decisive moment of the beginning
of Jesus’ ministry and was “consistent with the way he carried out his ministry
with the disinherited and the oppressed.” Jesus humbled and emptied himself from
his birth to his death on a cross. Jesus wanted to invite people to see themselves,
and one another as God’s beloved.

We are God’s beloved children. Our belovedness is our identity, and we need to
remember and claim it. We can be grateful that Jesus does not expect us to climb
up the ladder to hear the Good News. Jesus comes down to where we are now, just
like Jesus came to our messy world a long time ago.

“Shall we, beloved?” From there, Jesus invites us to walk together, step by step.
As Jesus identified himself with us, especially through baptism, Jesus invites us to
see ourselves as beloved. Our identity is beloved, and our community of faith is a
circle of the beloved. In this circle, the primary language is prayer and love. The
guiding principle is living out the reign of God here and now amid our weakness
and vulnerability. As Henri Nouwen said, “We are the Beloved, not because we
did anything, not because we proved ourselves. Basically, God loves us whatever
we do. If that’s true, these few years that we are in the world, we are sent to say, in
the midst of our life, “Yes, God, I love you, t00.”®
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Baptism is God’s gift to the Church, the Body of Christ. Baptism reminds us that
we are the community of the Beloved. | invite you to remember our baptismal
covenant, saying “I do” to the following questions:

On behalf of the whole Church, I ask you,

Do you renounce the spiritual forces of wickedness,
reject the evil powers of this world,

and repent of your sin? (I do.)

Do you accept the freedom and power God gives you
to resist evil, injustice, and oppression
in whatever forms they present themselves? (I do.)

Do you confess Jesus Christ as your Savior,

put your whole trust in his grace,

and promise to serve him as your Lord,

in union with the Church which Christ has opened
to people of all ages, nations, and races? (I do.)

God loves you. God loves us. We are God’s beloved.

If you are baptized, or if you are preparing for baptism, or expecting to be baptized,
please remember you are God’s beloved. Thanks be to God, who becomes our
eternal Love through Jesus Christ, our Lord! Amen!



