Baptism of the Lord
When all the people were baptized, and Jesus was at prayer after likewise being baptized, the heavens opened and the Holy Spirit descended on him in visible form like a dove.  A voice from heaven was heard to say: “You are my beloved Son.  On you my favour rests.”                                                                                                                                Luke 3, 21-22 
Back in the late 1980s, I had the good fortune of being able to spend two weeks trekking in Nepal.  Every Nepalese person my companion and I met during two weeks of walking the mountain tracks greeted us with the word “Namaste”  -  “I greet the God within you.”  The greeting was always accompanied by joined hands and a profound bow.  This greeting is given and received also in many other parts of the Sub-continent.  In reflecting on the experience, it struck me that this greeting of respect captures the real meaning of Christian baptism.  From Genesis, we learn that we have been created in the image of God  -  good and creative, with a capacity to reach out in love and to grow in freedom.  Baptism confirms that God’s Spirit is alive within us, animating and leading us.

I find it interesting that many Catholics of my vintage know much more about the sacraments of eucharist, reconciliation, confirmation, marriage and even ordination than they do about baptism.  We all know the date of our birth, but few of us know the date of our baptism without going in search of our baptismal certificate.

There have been times in our lives when we have all ached to hear from someone close to us the simple expression:  “I love you”.  It might have been the “I love you” of forgiveness after we have caused hurt or the “I love you” of appreciation after we have gone out of our way to help.  Some parents report, after they have struggled to survive the storm of bringing up teenagers, that music to their ears was the simple but rare expression:  “Thanks, mum and dad.  I love you.” 
Today’s gospel gives us an account of Jesus hearing similar words of confirmation and affirmation from his Father in heaven:  “You’ve done well, Son.  I love you.”

In our own baptism, that’s what God effectively said to us.  Through baptism, God claims us as his own.  Unless and until we are convinced that we are cherished by a God who is “well pleased” with us, we will never really be able to cherish anyone else or believe that we ourselves are valued, loved and appreciated by others.  It is God’s Spirit given to us at Baptism that enables us to give to others the love that God freely and happily gives to us.

I heard recently on talk-back radio an account of an incident that happened in a restaurant where two women friends were having lunch.  One of them had been a waitress herself in earlier years and was distracted by a couple who were making extraordinary demands of the young man who was waiting on them.  They rejected everything the young man brought them and began to comment loudly on the quality of service they were getting.

“See that couple over there,” commented the former waitress.  “I think they’re trying to berate that poor kid into a free lunch.”  Sure enough, a few minutes later the manager appeared beside the young waiter.  Immediately, the couple began to complain once more about the quality of the food and the service.  The manager took the bill from the young waiter and motioned him away.  Shortly afterwards the young man came across to the women’s table.  “Is there anything else I can get you?”, he asked as he placed the bill on the table between the two women.  Before her friend could even look at it, the former waitress grabbed it, opened her purse and took out $80 and gave it, with the bill to the waiter:  “And keep the change yourself.”   “But madam, that’s too much.”  With that, she took the young waiter’s hand, squeezed it and said:  “I know the kind of afternoon you’ve been having.  You’re a good waiter, and you’ve earned every cent of this.  So, don’t argue with an old lady who’s been there.”  

This woman’s response to a young man who had been dealing with “customers from hell”,  mirrors what Jesus’ incarnation and baptism is all about:  God takes on humanity in all its complexity, crookedness, pain and despair and shows us how to live our lives in peace, compassion, respect and justice.  By being baptised with the rest of humanity, Jesus adopts us, he takes us on.  He demonstrates that we are not just the object of his work, rather, we are his work, we are his glory!  When we are free enough to let ourselves become vehicles of God’s presence and love in our world, we, too become sacred and holy.  Jesus is the sacrament of God.  We are the sacrament of Jesus.  Our selflessness, compassion and care for others make that sacrament credible.    Without saying “Namaste”, we truly greet the God in those around us.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                    
