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The Baptism of Jesus - 2011

The End is the Beginning
This time of year readily brings to my mind those lines of T.S. Eliot:


What we call the beginning is often the end.


And to make an end is to make a beginning.


The end is where we start from . . .


We shall not cease from exploration,

and the end of all our exploring will be to arrive where we started


and know the place for the first time – (T.S. Eliot – “Four Quartets”, V)
.
The festivities have quickly faded away, and we are already facing the looming drudgery of office desks and kitchen sinks, of readying children for school and the routine of daily chores for a fleeting moment put on hold over the last two weeks – and all this flavoured most likely by the sickening frustration of peak hour traffic or of crushing loneliness of that elderly person sitting alone by the window, with only memories for companionship and hope.

Accepted or rejected, this is the fundamental law of all nature: new buds can only come about out of the dead of winter, and the harvest time is but the beginning of new vitality and growth.  The joy of an encounter with a loved one is always conditioned by a previous separation and distancing.  The hope and promise of fulfilment encapsulated in the dreams of a new year will only explode into life if we move on from where life has brought us.  Endings demand beginnings and beginnings will inevitably project us to endings – endings which are never “good riddance”, but a beckoning call to move on and an energy to begin a new journey towards fulfilment.  
This is the season of hope and promise, fired and energized by the past year and the festivities of the last two weeks.  For Christians this is the time of thankfulness to God for what has brought us this far, and of hopeful and determined forward movement, because God is the one beckoning us into the future by his intimate immersion into our life today, as we have been told so many times over the Christmas season ending today.  The end of the Christmas season marks inescapably the beginning of the Christmas of our ordinary life, or our Christmas celebration remains a meaningless euphoria leading nowhere.  If we are to believe the words of T.S. Eliot, however, this is not an ending but a beginning and the God of the fading Christmas carols must become the God of our living and of our dying.

This same insight resonates strongly in today’s liturgy.  By focusing on Jesus’ Baptism in the Jordan, we are confronted with our own Baptism as the fundamental Christian symbol of God’s living and active presence in our life and are challenged to live by that presence in and through all the endings and beginnings of our story.  Christian Baptism is not a ritual or a tradition, or even an excuse for a family celebration, important though the latter may be.  Nor is it a rite of purification or of passage as we see in many other religious traditions.  For the Christian believer, Baptism is a point of intersection of all human endings and beginnings, bringing together past history and present reality, and in this way shaping a totally new relationship between us and God, and a new vision for our life journey ahead.  Just as by immersing himself into the river Jordan, Jesus immersed himself totally in his Jewish culture, tradition and faith, so Christian Baptism becomes the clearest statement of our God immersing himself totally in our life, energizing our present and transforming our future.  Thus the ending of the Christmas story of a child born long ago, leads to the beginning of a transformed reality of every child called into life today, and in that interchange of endings and beginnings we discover who we are and who God is for each of us and for all of us together.  To make an end is to make a beginning . . . The end is where we start from . . . and the end of all our exploring will be to arrive where we started and know the place for the first time”.
Today marks the end of the official Christmas celebrations and the beginning of the lived Christmas experience, and at this juncture the Liturgy of the Word leaves no doubt in our minds as to who we are in the God’s plan and who God is for each and all of us from all eternity and for all eternity. “We have arrived at the very point we started from at the beginning of creation in the mind of our God”, when according to the ancient tradition of Genesis, at the very beginning “God made man in his own image”, and appraised his handiwork work as being “very good”.    Today the Word of God puts before us the symbol of water to remind us that we are the ones whom God upholds, his chosen ones in whom he delights and endowed with his spirit.  In Baptism God takes hold of us as the all-embracing energy of our life, and with Jesus, we are called “Beloved, on whom his favour rests”, as we hear proclaimed in the Gospel of Matthew.  Because of Baptism our journey into the future of our life is assured of strength and energized by hope, because “we are the ones he has taken by the hand and formed, appointing us to be light of the nations, opening the eyes of the blind and setting captives and those in darkness free, as the prophet Isaiah identifies us in the First Reading.
Are we prepared to accept this unique revelation and begin to live as people who know that they are the “beloved of God”, proclaimed and transformed as such through our own Baptism?  The sense of guilt, of inadequacy and of not being good enough lurks deep and dangerous in our psyche, so that we are afraid to accept God’s claim that he sees us as “good” as “children and as “beloved”.  Baptism is that “sacred-moment” whereby God not only calls all “good and beloved children”, but when God actually takes hold of our life to ensure that we are “good and beloved children”, as precious in God’s eye as the child is precious to the parents who bring him to the baptismal font.  In our inadequacies, God calls us children.  In our mistakes, God proclaims us Beloved.  In our human struggles, God immerses himself into our life to journey with us, whatever that journey may be or wherever it may take us in our own time and place
 Made aware of our God-enriched identity from the beginning of time, may we have the wisdom to begin our journey into 2011 with a renewed sense of hope and courage by the knowledge that we are “the Beloved” of God!  May each day be a new beginning energized by trust and confidence born of the “sacred sign of water”, committing us to immerse ourselves into life.   Then the blind, the prisoners, the lame and the poor in us and all around us will know healing g and freedom.  Then we will truly understand that the end of all our exploring will be to arrive where we started  . . . and know the place for the first time, because God stands at either end of our story, totally immersed in the life of every human being and calling us all  “Beloved”, whatever our past or our future. 
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