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The Rev. R. Justice Schunior 
The First Sunday after the Epiphany “Baptism of Jesus” 
Mark 1:4-11  
 

Be the Epiphany You Wish to See in the World 

In high school I had an English teacher who was just one of those teachers who makes a 

mark, leaves an impression. Mrs. Lancaster. Many of the books I still love today, were books I 

read in her class. She made us work hard – lots of papers, tough exams. But she would always 

say that she worked as hard as we did. And I believed her. She would get out of breath, 

lecturing in class, she was that excited about what she had to tell us and knew there was not 

enough time to share it all.  

 By the time I was in the 11th grade, when I had Ms. Lancaster, I was already an avid 

reader. But she taught me to be a better reader. She helped me work harder at seeing beyond 

mere words and plot and character to discover something more meaningful. The Great Gatsby 

was not just a book about a rich guy trying to impress the girl next door, but a cautionary tale 

about the limits of the American Dream. Huck Finn was not just a series of tales about a kid and 

his friend striking out on their own, it is a scathing satire of American hypocrisy and racism.  

 These insights into the deeper truth lying beneath were what Mrs. Lancaster called 

epiphanies. And she loved to assign us epiphany papers in which we would try to make and 

describe our own literary discoveries- those flashes of understanding that lift the written word 

from mere entertainment to vital touchstones for comprehending the human experience. 

 The love of epiphany moments is what drew me to study the bible. Scripture so often 

seems opaque to me, so strange and far from my own experience. But in a good sermon, or a 
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well-researched essay, or after quiet contemplation in prayer, a passage might open up to me 

and become a cage of meaning, even a place where I might meet God. 

 Yesterday was the feast of Epiphany. It is a feast that kicks off a brief season of 

unpacking and unfolding the mystery of the Incarnation, what we celebrate at Christmas. In it 

we explore profound manifestations of God’s presence as they relate to Jesus – the star in the 

sky, the baptism, water turned in wine, and so on until the transfiguration on a mountaintop.  

The day of Epiphany itself, January 6th, is twelve days after Christmas. On it we celebrate 

the arrival of the wise ones from a foreign land (Matthew’s story does not tell us how many 

there were or what their gender was)1. We think of the epiphany as something sudden and 

bright like the star that manifested in the sky for those wise ones to follow. But that was only 

the outward sign of the inner epiphanies – the wise ones saw that worshiping a child was 

discovering the power of vulnerability.  

Herod, the King of Judea, who tries to find the child in order to kill him and then, failing 

to find the one child, kills all newborn children in his realm. Cruel and stupid Herod also has an 

epiphany, realizing that a king who would rather die than kill is a threat to him and all who 

claim power by oppression.  

The season of Epiphany continues with our story today – the baptism of Jesus. Today we 

typically view the ritual of baptism as something that happens to babies and young children and 

we rightly try to make it more joyous and less terrifying than it might be. So, we have to take a 

minute to back up from the baptism story to see it anew.  

                                                           
1 Matthew 2:1-12 
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First of all, we have to reorient ourselves to Mark’s gospel after spending so much time 

and attention on those birth narratives in Matthew and Luke. Mark’s gospel has no birth story 

for Jesus. This is it. This is his big entrance – no angels, no shepherds, no star, just Jesus, a 

seemingly ordinary man in the crowd who came out to the wilderness to see John the Baptist. 

It is what happens next that tells us something special and provides the epiphany 

moment we need to see deeper. The voice of God tears apart the heavens – the Greek verb 

schizo that Mark uses for this rending of the heavens is exactly the same verb he will use later 

to describe the ripping of the temple curtain when Jesus is crucified at the end of this tale2. God 

splits open the heavens to cut through all that separates us from God, or all we thought could 

separate us from God; and then, God splits the grave to end death and our enslavement to it.  

Baptism is not just a comfortable and comforting ritual to bring a new person into the 

family of this parish, it is a reminder that there is no barrier that God cannot and will not crash 

through in order to be with a new baby, a distracted child, even you and me.  

But this action of God is not the only epiphany going on here. Jesus, himself, is an 

epiphany – he is the epiphany. In his body, in his life, and in his death, he manifested God’s 

boundary breaking love revealing to those with eyes to see it the flash of insight that God is 

with us and for us. 

Mrs. Lancaster taught me to love the experience of epiphanies, the thrill of discovering a 

new insight and understanding. Our challenge, as Christians, however, is not just to recognize 

the epiphanies that scripture holds or even the ultimate epiphany that Jesus is the 

manifestation of what we need to know and love about God. No, that is not enough. We, as 

                                                           
2 Mark 27:51 
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Christians, need to be epiphanies ourselves. We need to be the bright flashes of God’s 

boundary breaking love. 

This is hard to do, I know. It’s hard to be the light when many of us are feeling like we 

are in need of so much light ourselves. But this is when Mark’s Jesus with his lack of mythos, 

pedigree, or impressive origin story is so helpful. He is just an ordinary man from the crowd – 

Jesus of Nazareth. Mark might as well have said Jesus from nowheresville. He just appears to be 

an ordinary man who submits to dipping his head beneath the waters and rising again.  

We look like just an ordinary church (a very pretty church in a nice neighborhood) but 

an ordinary church not terribly distinguishable from any other church. It’s full of nice people, 

but ordinary people. Groups of ordinary folks like us are gathered together all over Denver this 

morning. But we are, in reality, the deepest reality of God, we are epiphanies – flashes of light 

that break boundaries and bring down walls. 

A generation ago, St. Thomas tore through the boundary that separated black and 

white, rich and poor in this neighborhood; years later St. Thomas would rip apart the barrier 

that said that same sex couples were less worthy of God’s grace than male/female couples. And 

today, as much or more than ever, walls are being built, people are being separated and left 

out. The world needs epiphanies; we have to be epiphanies. Rise up – the light is within you. 


