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A Homily preached by     Baptism of the Lord C
The Rev’d Jo Popham          “The Work of Christmas”

January 10, 2010
Luke 3:15-17,21-22

When the song of the angel is still,
When the star in the sky is gone,
When the kings and princes are home,
When the shepherds are back with their sheep,
The work of Christmas begins:
 to find the lost,
 to heal the broken,
 to feed the hungry,
 to release the prisoner,
 to rebuild the nations,
 to bring peace among people,
 to make music in the heart
             ---Howard Thurman

Howard Thurman, an honorary Canon of the Cathedral of Saint John the Divine in

New York City wrote that poem. Dr. Thurman was Dean of Theology and Chaplain of

Howard University and Boston University for two decades. As a Christian missionary he

traveled the globe and met with world leaders. When he met with Gandhi, and asked him

what message he should take back to North America. Gandhi said that he regretted not

having made nonviolence more visible as a practice worldwide and suggested some

American black men would succeed where he had failed. Indeed, Dr. Thurman served as

a spiritual director for Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr.

While we were on the road after the flooding following Hurricane Katrina, Jim and I

asked every Bishop we met with what they would do differently if they were just starting

out in ministry. One Bishop’s message has stayed with me and always will. He said he

would do only three things: preach the Gospels, teach the people to pray, and practice

pro-active non-violence. I believe ministry might be just that simple. And I think Dr.

Thurman’s Epiphany poem calls us to live into these three ministries through our

baptismal covenants, covenants that we will renew later in today’s service.
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In today’s reading we heard “Now when all the people were baptized, and when
Jesus also had been baptized and was praying, the heaven was opened, and the Holy

Spirit descended upon him” (Luke 3:21–22). Jesus begins and ends (22:46) his ministry

with a prayer. Here his ministry begins, his ministry to live into his baptism.

And at the end of his earthly ministry in the garden at Gethsemane just before he was

betrayed and turned over to the authorities, Jesus “got up from prayer, he came to the

disciples and found them sleeping because of grief, and he said to them, ‘Why are you

sleeping? Get up and pray that you may not come into the time of trial’ (Luke 22:45-46).

My friends, we do live in a time of trial, a time when there are spiritual forces of

wickedness that rebel against God where there are evil powers which corrupt and destroy

the creatures of God. And too often we are drawn from the love of God by our sinfulness.

These are the forces and powers that we renounced when we were baptized. At our

baptism we also promised to turn to Jesus Christ, to turn to him and put our trust in him,

to turn to him and obey him as our Lord. John the Baptizer called for people to repent and

to baptism – and repent is literally that turning about, turning back to God who created us

to be holy – to be God’s own image. How do we fulfill these promises to repent made at

our baptism? To have the power to turn around we must use the gift of prayer. We are not

alone; we have the advocate, the Holy Spirit to com fort and guide us.

Jesus’s baptism was the pinnacle of John’s ministry. Jesus was not made a disciple of

the Baptist, rather Jesus’s baptism was an example to all believers. His baptism was an

act of obedience to God’s will, just as was his birth into our humanity and his

circumcision on the eighth day after his birth in accordance with Jewish law. John

baptized Jesus after all the people had been baptized. Jesus acknowledged John as God’s

agent of justice. And so Jesus both joined with and led the renewed people of God. And

just so while we were baptized individually and have our own personal relationships with

God, we are even more importantly baptized into a people of God, into a fellowship with

the church.
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In today’s reading it is important to note that Jesus received the Holy Spirit as he is

praying. All of Jesus’s ministry began with prayer just as we end all our prayers with

praying through the name of Jesus being sure that the Holy Spirit will affect our prayers.

Jesus in prayer acts as a mediator: his power to save comes from God, yes, but we have

the assurance that the Holy Spirit will be given in response to prayer. (“If you then, who

are evil, know how to give good gifts to your children, how much more will the heavenly

Father give the Holy Spirit to those who ask him!’ (Luke 11:13). For everyone who asks

receives, and everyone who searches finds, and for everyone who knocks, the door will

be opened” (Luke 11:10).)

I have been reading a book on the efficacy of prayer, The Intention Experiment by

Lynne McTaggart, which is a follow-up to her book, The Field, that sought to explain

homeopathy and spiritual healings. She has brought the experiment on influencing things

by thought – dare I say prayer – to the world of science. For centuries doctors and

lawyers, and scientists and clergy all have united to try to prove the efficacy of prayer by

double-blind clinical trials and triple-blind studies. I am sure that we are all familiar with

studies that appear to prove that prayer does work. But my favorite Christian apologist C.

S. Lewis insisted that there is no proof that when one prays for something and that thing

happens, that the prayer is what made it happen.” Whether prayers are answered or not is

not of so much importance as is the revelation of God that comes from prayer, Lewis

would say to us. But we 21st century folk have this need to know why, so we gather data

and categorize and form focus groups to prove the efficacy of prayer. Perhaps the most

interesting of recent studies on healing and prayer has had extraordinary results. Research

has shown that not only does prayer work to extend life and effect healing, even more

surprisingly, praying for the well-being and full recovery of patients in the hospital from

1990 to 1996 showed fewer deaths and more rapid healing. The twist in this study was

that the praying was done in the year 2000. There were 4000 people in the study, but they

did not know that there was a study nor did the hospital staff. This “praying for

yesterday” experiment was meant as a spoof, yet it shows, I believe, that God does not
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live in our time and we should never underestimate the power of the Holy Spirit. Nor can

we deny that our lives are united to God through prayer. We have access to God through

God’s son Jesus, the Christ who taught us to pray and who sent us the Holy Spirit so that

he might always be with us.

In Luke’s Gospel reading today, the Holy Spirit seemed “like a dove” – a bird

symbolizing our human hopes for love, life and union with God – hopes that are realized

in Jesus. Whereas John baptized with water he anticipated the one who would baptize

with the Holy Spirit and fire.

I think that Howard Thurman was filled with that fire, as was Gandhi, and as was Dr.

Martin Luther King, Jr. We too have the fire in us, the passion, the desire to pray, spread

the Gospel, to live into our baptismal covenants and help create a world defined by God’s

justice. Our bishop friend regretted that he had bent to the sensitivities of his

congregations. He had curbed the justice message of non-violence in fear of the impact it

might make on the treasury of the church. We have been praying especially intentionally

for those lost in Afghanistan in the past weeks and also for a cease fire, if you will, in the

war against terrorism which seems to have been brought to this continent once again. The

message of non-violence is not mutually exclusive with support of our troops at home

here in Canada and those in harms way, nor is non-violence inconsistent with the efforts

to resist terrorism.

My friends, John has baptized Jesus, God has identified Jesus as the Christ, the Holy

Spirit has come among us, the star is gone, the kings have left Bethlehem, the shepherds

have gone back to grazing their sheep, and now the hard work of Christmas has begun. It

was begun in people like Dr. Thurman, Gandhi, and Martin Luther King, Jr. And now it

must continue in us. With God’s help, we will continue in prayer. May the fire burn in us

as we proclaim the Gospel. And as we strive for justice and peace among all people and

respect the dignity of everyone, the lost, the broken, the hungry, the prisoner, and all

those who long for a peaceful resolution to conflict, we really will begin the work of

Christmas.


