There’s a time for everything. And the time is now. That’s always been the message when we think about the baptism of the lord.  But today, January 9, 2011, it’s especially true.

Here’s what I mean. Way back in the 5th century, a bishop-theologian called Maximus of Turin wrote a sermon about the baptism of the Lord. And, like people today, he struggled to explain why Jesus, who of course was sinless, would chose to be baptized by John the Baptist.  

Here’s what he came up with. According to Maximus, “someone might ask, "Why would a holy man desire baptism?" Christ is baptized, not to be made holy by the water, but to make the water holy, and by his cleansing to purify the waters which he touched. For the consecration of Christ involves a more significant consecration of the water. 

“For when the savior is washed, all water for our baptism is made clean, purified at its source for the dispensing of baptismal grace to the people of future ages. Christ is the first to be baptized, then, so that Christians will follow after him with confidence.”

Maximus also described Jesus’ baptism as the second part of his birthday; even though, he noted, many years had passed between Christmas and the event we’re celebrating today.  

In a way, he said, Jesus celebrated one part of his birthday with his mother; and another with his father.

At Christmas he was born a man; today he is reborn sacramentally. Then he was born from the virgin; today he is born in mystery. When he was born a man, his mother Mary held him close to her heart; when he is born in mystery, god the father embraces him with his voice when he says: this is my beloved son in whom I am well pleased: listen to him. The mother caresses the tender baby on her lap; the father serves his son by his loving testimony.

“The mother holds the child for the magi to adore; the father reveals that his son is to be worshiped by all the nations.”

So there we have it:  Jesus had a time with his mother; who gave him so much.  And a time with his father, he gave him other things. 

There’s a time for everything.

Today’s gospel tells us that on this day, the time had come for the Lord to leave Galilee for the Jordan River. He went to the river to be baptized because he wanted to consecrate himself in the river by signs from heaven.

That second part of the birthday of Jesus was a turning point in history. How often do we look at our baptisms that way?  How often to we truly appreciate how the birthday we receive from our mother and biological fathers can only be completed by the birthday we celebrate with our heavenly father on the day of our baptism?

My friends, this is more than just a theoretical question. All over the world today, Christian men and women are asking about their birthdays. They’re asking themselves, “Was I simply born to my mother in some particular place, in some particular ethnic groups, to some role that the forces of the world have pre-destined for me? 

“Or have I also been reborn with my heavenly father to do great things in this world?”

Consider, for example, what is happening in the African nation of Sudan.  As I speak to you this morning, the people of southern Sudan are going to the polls to decide if they would like to divide Africa’s largest nation in two.  

Should they vote yes?  Well, it’s not my place to say.  But I will say this on behalf of the church both here in the United States, and in Sudan: the people of southern Sudan have a right, and a duty, to determine their own future. They’re being called to do great things for God today.

For more than 30 years, the people of southern Sudan have suffered and died because of the accident of their birth.  They’re almost all black, while the people in northern Sudan are mostly Arab.  For too long, that first part of their identity has defined who they are.  And as you may know, they were embroiled in a civil war that killed 2 million people, and displaced millions more to places like Springfield.

Today, men and women from southern Sudan like my friend Adem Malek here will go to the polls to determine their future.   Show them your registration card, Adem.

Adem and other natives of southern Sudan who will travel to a community center near Boston today to vote on their homeland’s future are stepping forward to celebrate the other part of their birthdays.  

They will decide if they want to create a new nation called south Sudan. And regardless of the outcome of their vote, their fate is in their hands.

This is not just something political. Yes, you will hear a lot in the coming weeks about power sharing, and parliaments and oil revenue.   But what really lies before Adem and his friends back home is the challenge of creating a new society that reflects the power of their baptism.

Most southern Sudanese are Christians, so the voice of the church should be important as southern Sudan builds a new society on what may be its upcoming birthday. Will they successfully transition from a culture of struggle and war to a culture of cooperation and peace?  It’s an awesome responsibility.

And come to think of it, that’s the challenge we all face, isn’t it?  We all have to decide if in our lives, we’re going to follow Christ back from the Jordan River to a life of service and peace in our communities; or if we’re going to wander off somewhere else with the devil.

In his sermon, Maximus of Turin compared the baptism of Christ to the column of fire that lead the way for the Israelites as they crossed the red sea into the promised land:

“The column went first through the waters to prepare a path for those who followed. As the apostle Paul said, what was accomplished then was the mystery of baptism. Clearly it was baptism in a certain sense when the cloud was covering the people and bringing them through the water.

In the column of fire the Lord went through the sea before the sons of Israel; so now, in the column of his body, he goes through baptism before the Christian people. At the time of the exodus the column provided light for the people who followed; now Christ gives light to the hearts of believers.”

All we have to do is follow Christ’s footsteps of faith in the bath of baptism.
