
Fr James’ homily for the Feast of the Baptism of the Lord 2021 
 
First Reading:  Isaiah 55:1-11 
Second Reading:     First Letter of St John 5:1-9 
Gospel:   Mark: 1:7-11 
 
 
The Gospel account of Jesus’s baptism in Mark’s Gospel - the version we hear in 
church this year - is very brief but still it is charged with meaning and with significance 
to our life of faith. The Baptism of Jesus is part of his Epiphany, his being shown and 
revealed to the world. 
 
All the Gospels in some way depict the scene of Jesus baptised by his cousin John, 
son of the Temple priest Zechariah and Elizabeth, herself descendant of the line of 
priest Aaron. The Gospels compel us to, as it were, pass through John in order to get 
to Jesus; to understand John in order to understand what Jesus is about. 
 
People came to John for a baptism of repentance. It was a sort of sacramental 
reconciliation. Hence it is puzzling and in a way embarrassing to see Jesus doing the 
same. But this embarrassment IS THE POINT. There is a saying that it is in the place 
that you stumble that you dig for treasure - so this point of awkwardness is a place for 
us to dig deep in our faith. The image of Jesus standing in the muddy waters of the 
river Jordan shoulder to shoulder with sinners is what he is all about. That Jesus 
identifies with sinners, that he identifies with us, is what it means that God is with us. 
This is the mystery of Christmas revealed. Jesus is not a sinner. If he was he too 
would need a saviour. Yet he stands shoulder to shoulder with us. 
 
The prophets of Israel had revealed much about God. The philosophers of the 
ancient world, as they do today, know elements of the truth about the divine. Nobody 
foresaw that God would come himself and stand in the mud with us sinners. (Of 
course, to know this and take advantage of it you have to consider yourself to be a sinner in need of 
repentance and salvation). This is no our job as Holy Church in the world. Yes, we 
proclaim the truth and challenge souls to do what is right and, as Jesus challenged 
souls, to tell them to “sin no more”. However, then our job is to invite souls and 
accompany them and enable them to do this, as none of us can do it on our own 
resources. The Church says to the sinner: do you want to get from A to B? Good, 
then we stand with you. (A problem very often is that we quite like staying at A and don’t like 
the idea of getting to B!) 
 
In St John’s version of the Baptism scene, John points at Jesus and says “Behold the 
Lamb of God”, words we repeat at every Mass. What does it mean that he is a lamb? 
That he is gentle, cute or fluffy? Not so much. It means that he is the sacrifice. John, 



as I mentioned at the start, grew up around the worship of the Temple. He saw 
people bringing the lambs to be sacrifices for sins. So he knew what he was saying 
when he says that Jesus is making himself the lamb of sacrifice. He is more than just 
standing in solidarity with sinners but providing the means of our salvation - which of 
course is also what we as the Church provide to the world around us. 
 
In Mark’s short sentences today we see, in a sense, the same: the heavens are torn 
open, like the veil of the Temple, and the whole life of God is shown to us, Father 
Son and Holy Spirit, uniting heaven and earth. In Jesus, through the sacraments, we 
are drawn in the life of God the Holy Trinity. This is what we see when we look at 
Jesus through the lens of John the Baptist. Let us make a resolution for 2021 to use 
the sacraments - above all Reconciliation and the Holy Eucharist - that by God’s grace 
we may be drawn deeper in his life and in our own different and unique ways bring 
that hope to a world that so badly needs it. 
 
Amen. 
 
Fr James and Fr Tom wish you a blessed Sunday.  Keep safe and well, and never hesitate to pick up 
the telephone and be in touch. See you in church I hope! Keep in close contact with the website for news 
of how practical plans are developing. 
 
 
 
 


