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“Epiphany After Epiphany” 
 

It has long vexed theologians why Jesus needed to be baptized. For even today 
when we look upon Jesus, we seem to be gazing upon the impossible—a human 
being without sin; One who reflects God’s image with eminent clarity, unveiled 
and without distortion. In Matthew’s Gospel, for example, the text goes out of its 
way to try to explain why Jesus was baptized by John, with John protesting, “It is 
I who need to be baptized by you, and do you come to me?” 

And yet, as each Gospel records, Jesus begins his public ministry by choosing 
baptism for himself, asking to have his already perfectly polished soul polished 
even further. It’s an amazing thing to consider: if baptism, as John the Baptist 
was preaching it, is an act of repentance whereby the one baptized becomes 
cleansed of sin, why, then, would Jesus think that this baptism was also meant 
for him? 

* 
I invite you this morning to try to imagine the moment of epiphany, of revelation, 
of sudden insight, that it must have taken for Jesus as well as the others to join 
up with John, that wild man wearing camel skins and eating locusts and wild 
honey who had set up shop somewhere out there in the desert along the Jordan 
River, and who was preaching a pretty “out there” message—one about leaving 
the ills of society behind, becoming baptized, making a clean break, and so 
setting out on a quest for a new way of life. 
  
What, if not an experience as momentous as a true epiphany, could have 
inspired Jesus, could have inspired all the others, or could inspire perhaps even 
us, to make such a clean break, such a radical change with the course of our 
lives?  

* 
When we compare Luke’s account of Jesus’ baptism with the other Gospel 
writers’, there is one striking difference which points to what perhaps is another 
moment of epiphany harbored within this text. In the other Gospels, the focal 
point of the story is the encounter between John and Jesus, and the moment of 
Jesus’ baptism itself is described in vivid detail.  
 
In Luke, however, the moment of Jesus’ baptism is noteworthy precisely for being 
rather un-noteworthy. Luke, as we heard, uses only a brief, straightforward 
sentence to describe that moment, writing: When all the people were being 
baptized, Jesus was baptized too. When everybody else was standing in line, 
Jesus also stood in line. When everybody else was taking a plunge into the river, 



Jesus also took the plunge. Nothing particularly special about it, and yet perhaps 
this too could be an epiphany. 

* 
 
In the 2nd-century BC, there lived an African slave named Terence who was 
brought up from Libya to Rome to serve in the household of a Roman senator. 
While enslaved in that household, Terence impressed the senator with his 
intellect such that Terence was eventually granted his freedom. Once free, he 
went on to become a famous playwright whose plays continued to be beloved 
throughout the Middle Ages and Renaissance periods. Closer to our time, 
Langston Hughes and Maya Angelou have credited him with being the first poet 
of the African diaspora. In a line which, for me at least strikes the chord of an 
epiphany, Terence, the former slave, wrote in one his plays a line which has 
since become a sort of rallying cry for human solidarity, “I am a human being; 
therefore nothing human is alien to me.” 
 
I am a human being; therefore nothing human is alien to me./ When all the 
people were baptized, Jesus was baptized too.  
 
I’m struck by the epiphany of solidarity here, in both Luke and Terence, an 
epiphany about what it means to be human—of what it means to share in a 
common birthright and a common experience.  

* 
As if to further underscore the epiphany of our shared human condition, Luke 
concludes this account by presenting us with one of his favorite themes repeated 
throughout his Gospel, repeated more than in any other Gospel, which is the 
theme of Jesus turning to God in prayer—in other words, turning towards God in 
the same way that we do, in the same way that humans have throughout our 
journey on this earth—I like how, from an anthropological perspective, a book I 
have on the History of Prayer puts it, which is that, “wherever one finds humans, 
one finds humans at prayer.”  
 
In the end, it’s through this very human posture of prayer that Jesus becomes 
open and receptive to the greatest epiphany of all, the epiphany towards which 
all the others of this text have been leading, the epiphany of epiphanies.  
 
Deep in the throes of prayer, in that posture of openness to what lies beyond the 
narrow confines of the self, something like that still-small voice visits him, and 
Jesus knows, as if in a flash of sudden insight—the type of moment that passes 
just as quickly as any other moment, but whose message and whose truth stays 
with you forever—a moment where life’s meaning crystallizes into a pattern of 
coherent beauty—a moment that you can take with you and carry with you like a 
picture in your pocket—it’s in this type of moment that the skies open up—and 



Jesus knows all that he needs to know, now and forever: that he is God’s child, 
God’s beloved one, and when God looks at him, God smiles. 

* 
And given Luke’s emphasis on Jesus’ solidarity with the human condition, I 
wonder: what is to prevent this epiphany from being ours today as well? May it 
be so. //Amen//  
 


