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I love church holidays—and there are a lot of them.  I love Christmas and the carols and candlelight.  I love Easter, the expectation of new life and the smell of the lilies in the sanctuary.  I love the somberness of Ash Wednesday and the triumphant music of Christ the King.  I love Lent and Advent and the great fifty days and even Ascension Day.    Which is your favorite?  But which one do you think is the most important?  In the very early church, Christians did not celebrate so many holidays.  Most of the church, in fact, celebrated only three holidays as the most important ones to celebrate.  Obviously one of them was Easter—the resurrection was the event that prompted people to believe.  The next one, also perhaps obviously, was Pentecost.  It was at the coming of the Holy Spirit at Pentecost that the church was truly formed.  And the third holiday?  It was not Christmas as you might guess—but the third holiday important to the early church was Epiphany.
The feast of Epiphany traditionally celebrates the visit of the wise to the holy family in Bethlehem where they present their gifts of gold and frankincense and myrrh. We usually celebrate Epiphany of January 6th, since the twelve days of Christmas run from December 25th to January 5th.  Some places celebrate the evening of January 5th as Twelfth Night or the eve of Epiphany.  The word Epiphany means “revealing, or appearing, or manifestation,” and it is supposed to be the holiday that celebrated the revealing of Jesus as the Messiah, as the Son of God, to the wider world.  The three kings or wise men who came to Bethlehem are seen as the first representatives of the non-Jewish world to recognize the appearance of God in the birth of this child.

All this is traditional for Christians for the last two thousand years, except not really.  It’s true except for a very large part of the church.  For some, the feast of Epiphany doesn’t have anything to do with the visit of the wise, but with another event in Jesus’ life.  When was it, do you think, that people began to realize that Jesus was the Messiah, even began to think of him as the Son of God?  For a large part of Christianity that is called the Orthodox Church, the birth of Jesus is celebrated on January 6th.  For them the twelve days of Christmas end on January 18th and then comes another great holiday.  In the Ethiopian Orthodox Church, which has 40 million members, this holiday is called Timkat.  For three days there are great parades through the cities, feasts and parties that go till late in the night.  They conclude with the priests leading a procession down to a pool or river and the people dunk themselves in the water as a remembrance of their baptism.  This isn’t a rebaptism but a remembrance that they have been baptized.  Because in the Eastern Church, Jesus is revealed to the world, not at the visit of the wise, but at his baptism, when the spirit descends upon him and the voice of God says, “This is my beloved son.” 

Did you ever wonder, did Jesus always know that he was the Son of God?  I mean did he not go through the terrible twos because he was God’s son?  Or was he fully human like the rest of us, growing pains and all?  In the very early church there was a group of Christians who believed that Jesus of Nazareth was just a good man, a holy man, conceived and born in the usual way, a carpenter who went to be baptized by John, like many people did.  And God, knowing that he needed a son, adopted Jesus at his baptism, but up till then he wasn’t the son of God.  It was at that moment that he was overwhelmed by the power of the Holy Spirit and became the Son of God. This is called adoptionist Christology and it has numerous problems, especially in trying to explain the crucifixion and resurrection and who it was who died on the cross and who was raised again, and it is eventually condemned by the larger church, but the idea that the baptism of Jesus is when the world began to realize that he is the Christ held on for the Eastern half of Christendom.  Although most of the church’s earliest records have been lost we know that there was a large part of Christianity from the early centuries on, that came to celebrate the baptism of Jesus as one of their most holy days.  And during that celebration nothing was more important than to celebrate and remember their own baptism.  That is what we are going to do today.  I am not going to have us process outside and march to the nearest lake where we can all jump in with shouts of joy, although that is what our Ethiopian Orthodox brothers and sisters are going to do.  Instead, we will in a good Presbyterian way, done decently and in order, following the next hymn, reaffirm our own baptism by taking again the vows that either we made or someone made on our behalf when we were baptized, and then affirm our faith using the Apostle’s Creed.
When Jesus was baptized by John in the Jordan, it began to dawn on the people there that this was someone special, and eventually they grew to believe in him, and trust him, and love him as the Son of God.  As we remember our own baptism, that is what I pray will be true for us as well, that we believe . . . and trust . . . and love.
