
 I strongly suspect that I haven’t turned out as my parents 

expected – not worse, I hope, but not as they imagined. I don’t suppose 

a priest in the family ever even occurred to them while I was growing 

up – with good reason, I might add. Think about your own children and 

grandchildren. How many of them are turning out as you imagined 

when you dreamed about them as babies? There have had to be some 

adjustments along the way – some giving up of your own dreams as you 

became accustomed to theirs. 

 And in our own lives it is the same.  If we think back over our lives 

and think of all our dreams, from an early age until now, there are 

many unforeseen twists, turns, and even crashes.  Most of us are not 

where or who we thought we would be. 

 This is the feast of the Baptism of the Lord.  When we hear 

Matthew’s account of Jesus’ baptism in the Jordan by John the Baptist I 

think it’s safe to say that John is surprised by the way things turn out.  

He is clearly expecting Jesus.  We don’t hear it in today’s reading 

because we only have chapter 3: 13-17.  But just before Jesus arrives at 

the Jordan, in verses 11-12, John is describing Jesus like this – “I am not 

worthy to carry his sandals.  He will baptize you with the Holy Spirit and 

fire.  His winnowing fan is in his hand.  He will clear his threshing floor 

and gather his wheat into his barn, but the chaff he will burn with 

unquenchable fire.” Here is a figure that is powerful, even fearsome – a 

great judge and king.  But instead Jesus arrives asking to be baptized 

just like the other people.   

 John is shocked, even horrified.  “I need to be baptized by you, 

and yet you are coming to me?” John knows about Jesus, but Jesus still 

surprises him.  What happened to the unquenchable fire? Jesus seems 



to be identifying Himself not with the judge, but with the sinful people 

who need conversion and mercy.  This is a key to the whole story that 

will now unfold in Matthew’s gospel. The Father’s plan for the salvation 

and glory of humanity will not lead through conquest and strength, but 

through his Son’s coming as one among us, weak, vulnerable, to die like 

a criminal for us.  This is why we can still see the Baptism of the Lord as 

the last day of Christmas. It is a further demonstration of God’s 

humbling Himself to become one of us like the little baby in the 

manger.  How will this work?  How will this weakness – humanness help 

us? The answer to those questions is what the gospel is all about. 

 Part of the point of the feast day of the Baptism of the Lord is to 

remember what it is to be surprised by Jesus. We can forget about that.  

We good Christians can think we can know what OUGHT to happen in 

our lives, in the lives of our loved ones, in the life of the world, but that 

is an illusion that keeps us from God.  (As an aside I think that is one of 

the attractions and irritants of Pope Francis – we don’t know what he’s 

going to do.  Popes shouldn’t be so unpredictable.  We think we know 

what God is supposed to do with His Church, so let’s get on with it – But 

maybe not, huh?) 

 Think again of the life story of your own family members – or 

think of yourself as you imagine your parents dreamed of you as an 

infant or growing up. It didn’t turn out quite as anyone imagined.  But, 

and here’s my main point, Jesus has come to fulfill His plan, not John’s, 

or ours. And they’re not the same thing.  God’s plan and our plan 

usually have different schedules, different directions, and even for 

devout Christians, different priorities.  Forgetting this leads to so many 

regrets and disappointments in families and individual’s lives. Don’t let 

that disappointment ruin your lives, or your love for those close to you.  



Play the long game.  Pray the long game! Our stories and God’s plan are 

far from over.   

Be like John the Baptist.  When he was surprised by the way the 

Messiah came and how He acted John made an immediate recovery. 

“Allow it for now,” Jesus says to him.  “Then he allowed him,” Scripture 

states. John accepts God’s plan (which will include his own death at the 

hands of the petty tyrant Herod). 

 But how often do we respond to God’s grace with a firm “No!” 

not because we don’t want to serve God, but because we believe we 

have a better and holier plan than He has? Think of all the ways our 

individual lives or the lives of our loved ones today are not going 

according to our plan. I’m not saying we shouldn’t confront sin in our 

lives or theirs, or that we should be passive automatons. But when it’s 

just a matter of surprise that things aren’t working out as we imagined, 

maybe we should put aside our plan.  By submitting to God’s plan, 

which usually means more humility and failure than we would want, we 

might be granted glimpses of the Holy Spirit coming down upon us. We 

have been baptized.  We have been washed in the waters of the Red 

Sea that make an end to the old way of life.  Let us trust in our baptism.  

This is how the Messiah works – through humility and the forgiveness 

of sins.  Our salvation will be worked out according to God’s plan if we 

allow it.  Let us give the Spirit room to surprise us. 


