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It was a momentous time. The people of Israel were hoping, yearning, longing 

desperately for a Messiah, the one to free them from Roman rule and restore their land 

to them. For hundreds of years the prophets had told them the Messiah was coming.  

Now here is John the Baptist, in his outlandish clothing and wild hair, crying that 

they should repent. Was this finally the one? Hundreds, maybe thousands of people have 

massed at the Jordan River in high expectation. Imagine the scene from a birds-eye view: 

The crowds stretch down the riverbanks as far as the eye can see. In water up to his 

waist, John works his way down as, one by one, they are immersed and baptized. People 

must have been whipped up into a frenzy at the spectacle.  

But John knows he is not the Messiah. He shouts at the Jewish leaders, who oddly 

have also come to seek him, that his baptism is for repentance and the forgiveness of 

sins. Hypocrites! Are they there for the right reason, or not? Even if they are, he baptizes 

only with water. One is coming who will baptize the Holy Spirit and with fire.  

Then Jesus wanders onto the scene. He is completely unknown at the time except 

to John, whose mother Elizabeth, Mary’s cousin, has told him about him. Jesus is there to 

be baptized but John resists. He tells Jesus, “I am the one who needs to be baptized by 

you, so why are you coming to me?” Jesus answers: “Let it be so, to fulfill all 

righteousness.”  
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For Jesus, fulfilling all righteousness meant being aligned with his Father’s plan for 

the salvation of the world. He is there to do God’s will. We, too, understand 

righteousness as being in right relation with God—being in a living, active relationship 

with God so that we can know what God’s will is for us, and carry that out.  

Being in relationship with God is what Archie Bunker wanted for his grandson 

Joey. Some of you may remember the pathbreaking series “All in the Family” and in 

particular the episode called “Joey’s Baptism.” Archie is distraught because his daughter 

Gloria and her “dopey atheist” husband Michael do not plan to have their newborn son 

Joey baptized. Archie is not an active churchgoer but has deep religious convictions. He 

pleads with Michael to have Joey baptized but Michael will not budge. 

 In desperation, Archie takes Joey from his crib one night and sneaks off to the 

local Catholic church. The priest is still in his office. Archie enters and explains the 

situation. The priest asks whether the parents are in favor of having Joey baptized. Archie 

can’t lie to a priest, so has to admit no, they’re not. The priest in effect says, “Then there 

is nothing I can do for you.” 

Archie isn’t about to give up. He makes as if to leave the church but instead turns 

into the dark sanctuary, where a light is shining on the baptismal font. First he has a 

heart-to-heart talk with God because he knows what he’s doing isn’t right. “I don't want 

my little grandson growing up without religion in this rotten world of yours,” he explains, 

thinks better of that choice of words, and adds, “We all you know you did the best you 

could with only six days to put the earth together.”  
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Then, cradling Joey tenderly, Archie dips his hand into the font, touches his 

grandson’s forehead with the water and says, “I baptize thee in the name of the Father, 

Son, and Holy Ghost.” A moment of silence. Then he looks us. “I hope that took, Lord, 

because they’re going to kill me when I get home.” 

By the way, It did: In an emergency when no pastor is available, any baptized 

person may administer the sacrament. All it takes is water and the words, “I baptize you 

in the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit.” 

Archie wants Joey to grow up with religion, but baptism is so much more than 

that. Baptism inaugurated Jesus’ ministry, and it inaugurates ours. It launches us into the 

active life of a Christian.  

Do you recall what happened immediately after Jesus’ baptism? Jesus emerged 

from the water, the heavens opened, the Holy Spirit came to rest on him, the tender 

sound of God’s voice affirmed him as God’s beloved Son, and then the Holy Spirit 

immediately drove Jesus into the wilderness. There, he proved for 40 grueling days and 

nights that the devil had no power over him. This positions him for ministry. He calls his 

first disciples, and begins to proclaim the good news of the kingdom and to cure every 

disease and every sickness among the people (Matt. 4:23).  

This is the purpose of our baptism as well. The triune God to awakens our faith, 

lights it on fire and sends us out to do ministry in the world. With child baptism, the 

parents stand for this in place of the child until they are older.   
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To understand this more deeply, think of the other phrase you hear at every 

baptism: “[Name], child of God, you are sealed by the Holy Spirit and marked with the 

cross of Christ forever.” 

Being sealed by the Spirit is not like envelope being sealed with wax, but a whole-

body action in which the totality of who we are is enveloped by the Holy Spirit. When 

these words are spoken, the Spirit comes upon us just as it did at Jesus’ baptism, and 

then into us. We have so many images of sound in today’s readings: The mighty voice of 

God throughout Psalm 29, and the loving voice of God at Jesus’ baptism. Since the 

universe is composed of vibrations, think of baptism in that way as a person’s entire 

being begins to resonate with the Holy Spirit. God’s love is then poured into our hearts 

through the Spirit and overflows out into the world.   

But how do we know how and where to go? By the cross of Christ by which we are 

marked.  Being marked with the cross commits us to a life defined by Jesus Christ—by 

the love and forgiveness he taught, by the upside-down new reality of the world order he 

proclaimed, and by his death and resurrection that exploded the chains that held us 

captive in fear and kept us from living freely as God desires for us. In baptism we are 

freed to love others, and ourselves, just as God loves us. In baptism we become true 

disciples of Christ.  

This is not to say that those who are not baptized lack faith or do not have the 

ability to follow Jesus.  But the clothing of Christ that we put on at our baptism becomes 

the garment by which the world knows us. This is not a smooth process. Imagine having a 
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piece of clothing made for you but having to have it altered over and over so that it fits 

you as you grow or change. It is the same as we are clothed with Christ. It will never fit 

perfectly, but in baptism we have committed our life to learning how to wear it.  

After his baptism, Jesus spent the remaining years of his life on earth calling 

people to participate in God’s kingdom on earth. His disciples took over where he left off, 

and the church has taken over where his disciples left off. I beg each of you who believe 

and are baptized to live through the church into the promises of your baptism. Be 

present. Be active. Be good stewards of the abundance of riches that God has given you. 

Be the hands, and lips, and feet, and heart of Christ in the world. Jesus needs you, and so 

do we. 

Amen.  


