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Feast of the Baptism of the Lord
Christian Initiation of Shawna Valeri
John Kasper, OSFS

Today's feast invites us to stand on the banks of the
Jordan River and watch something quietly
astonishing take place. Jesus comes to John the
Baptist—not to teach, not to correct, not to
distinguish himself—but to be baptized. Jesus steps
into the same water as everyone else. He stands
where ordinary people stand, people carrying
regret, longing, confusion, hope. And immediately a
question rises for us, just as it did for John: Why?
Why would Jesus submit to a baptism of repentance when he has nothing to repent of?

The Gospels never give us a neat theological

explanation. What they give us instead is a gesture. Jesus steps into the river. And that
gesture tells us something essential— not only about who Jesus is, but about what baptism
means. Jesus doesn’t come to the Jordan because he needs to be changed. He comes
because he chooses to be with. With the people. With their vulnerability. With their
unanswered questions. With their longing for a new beginning. He doesn’t stand above the
human condition; he steps into it. Baptism, from the very beginning, isn't about separation
from the world — /t’s about solidarity with the world,

This moment at the Jordan isn’t an interruption of Jesus’ mission. It is the mission, already
taking shape. Before Jesus heals anyone. Before he preaches a single sermon. Before he
gathers disciples or confronts injustice. He places himself in line with those who are waiting,
hoping, and trusting that God is still at work.

Only then does the voice come from heaven: “This is my beloved Son, with whom | am well
pleased.” Notice the order. Jesus does nothing to earn those words. No miracle. No teaching.
No sacrifice. The declaration of belovedness comes first. Identity precedes activity. Love
precedes mission. That matters —not only for Jesus, but for us. So often we reverse the
order. Weimagine that we are loved because of what we do, or because of how well we do
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it. That we are pleasing to God if we are useful enough, faithful enough, selfless enough. But
at the Jordan, God makes something clear once and for all: belovedness is not a reward. It is
a gift.

Baptism names what is already true before we have proven anything at all. And that voice—
spoken once over Jesus— continues to echo quietly over every baptized life. Today, it echoes
in a particular way.

Shawna, in afew moments, you will step into these waters—not because your life has been
untouched bystruggle, and notbecause you have already figured everything out, but
because God has been at work in you for a long time. From the days your grandmother took
you as a child to her Pentecostal Church and you first heard the lyrics and melodies of
“Amazing Grace” and “Our God is an Ontime God.” Long before this day. Long before this
moment.

Your years of caring for others here at the IHM Motherhouse, of tending bodies and spirits
in places where vulnerability is unavoidable, have already placed you in the river.

Today, the Church simply names what has been true: that you belong to Christ, and that
your life is gathered into his. And yet your question that we discussed a few days ago is the
right one: How do you live this every day? What does it mean, in real terms, to live as
“another Christ"—as priest, prophet, and servant-king—in a world that feels so fractured, so
loud, so wounded?

The scriptures today don't give us strategies. They give us a way of being. Isaiah describes the
servant of God not as triumphant or overpowering, but as attentive and restrained: “A bruised
reed he shall not break, and a smoldering wick he shall not quench.” This isn't weakness. It is
strength disciplined by love. It's the refusal to dominate, humiliate, or extinguish what is
fragile. Thet, too, flows from baptism. To live our baptism doesn’t mean we withdraw from
conflict or pain. It means we enter them differently. We don't respond from fear, resentment,
or the need to win. We respond from the deep center of belovedness, trusting that God is
already present where we are sent.

Jesus’ public ministry unfolds from this moment at the Jordan. And it unfolds in a way that
contrasts sharply with other voices of his time. John the Baptists speaks with urgency and
fire--- his words are needed, and his role is vital. But Jesus’ way will be different. He heals
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rather than condemns. He eats with those on the margins. He resists violence without
retreating from truth. He restores dignity quietly, one person at a time.

Baptism doesn’t make us louder. Often, it makes us more attentive. In a world marked by
division, outrage, and uncertainty, the baptized are called to embody another rhythm. Not
passivity, but presence. Not indifference, but fidelity. Not spectacle, but mercy that endures.
This is especially important to remember in places like this Motherhouse Chapel, where
decades of faithfulness are held in prayerful silence.

Many here have lived their baptism for years without fanfare—through classrooms, clinics,
chapels, and kitchens; through ministries that unfolded as planned and others that did not.
The Feast of the Baptism of the Lord reminds us that none of that was accidental.

Each act of care, each quiet decision to remain gentle in a harsh world, each refusal to
abandon hope—these are baptismal choices.

Shawna, today you will be anointed as priest, prophet, and servant-king. Not to place you
above others, but to send you more deeply into the world as it is. You won't be given a script
for every situation. What you will be given is a name: beloved. And from that name flows
everything else.

For all of us, this feast asks a simple but demanding question: Where do we choose to stand?
Do we stand apart, protecting ourselves from the world’s wounds? Or do we step into the
water, trusting that God meets us there? Baptism doesn’t remove us from the world’s
suffering or challenges. It teaches us how to stand within them—grounded merciful, and
unafraid—knowing that before we do anything at all, we are already claimed, already loved,
already sent. Today, at the Jordan and at this font, heaven opens again. And the voice still
speaks.
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