St John & St Stephen’s Church, Orts Road, Reading, 12 January 2025, Epiphany 1/Baptism of Christ
Isaiah 43:1-7, Luke 3:15-17, 21-22
The virginal point

A few years ago now, then studying for her A-levels, our daughter Naomi came down to breakfast one Saturday
morning and announced she’d like to go to the open day at Reading University, to visit some departments and
see if that would help her make up her mind about what she would like to do at University. A bit later on that
day | accompanied her and we visited some of the science departments — since she was doing science A-levels.
We ended up at the biology department and | hung back as she chatted with one of the lecturers. And watching
her, I saw her face change — she smiled, leant forward a bit, her body language revealing her real interest in this
subject. A bit like a light coming on. When she finished, she walked over to me and, just said, ‘That’s it! | want
to study biology’. And so she did, and loved it! She still works in that field. What happened in those few minutes
was that something inside of her resonated strongly with what the lecturer was speaking about and she
experienced an epiphany — a Greek word which means ‘revelation’ — as she realised that was what she really
wanted to study. This epiphany gave her the direction of travel in her studies which has led on to a career for
her.

We are in the church’s season of Epiphany. Last Sunday we thought about the Magi, those mysterious wise men
from the East (note — they were not Jews) who followed the star and found the baby Jesus. It had been revealed
to them that this child would be the king of the Jews (Matthew 2:2) — which is why this is called the season of
Epiphany. This morning’s gospel describes another epiphany. We read the story of the baptism of Jesus in the
Jordan river by Jesus’ cousin, John the Baptist. “...when Jesus had been baptised and was praying, the heaven
was opened, and the Holy Spirit descended upon him in bodily form like a dove. And a voice came from heaven,
“You are my Son, the Beloved, with you | am well pleased”’ (Luke 3:21,22). God the Father revealed to the
human Jesus, told him, for the avoidance of any doubt, who he really was: the beloved son of God. Didn’t Jesus
know that already? I’'m sure he did: we read a bit earlier in Luke’s gospel that at the age of around 12, just a
boy, he got involved in discussions with some of the religious teachers in the temple, so much so that his
parents lost him! When they finally found him, he explained himself in these words: ‘Did you not know that |
must be in my Father’s house?’ (Luke 2:41-50). From this we can understand that Jesus knew God to be my
Father — but the right time hadn’t yet come, that knowledge hadn’t yet taken wings — but what happened at his
baptism, the words from heaven, the descent of the Spirit in ‘bodily form’ had a profound effect on him. That
affirmation, confirmation or epiphany of his true identity as the beloved son of God, and his filling with the Holy
Spirit, catapulted him into his world-changing 3 years of ministry. Straight from there he went into the desert
for 40 days, tempted by the devil; then to his preaching, teaching and healing ministry. Here’s the point: it was
only as Jesus came to know beyond doubt who he really was that he began his work. This was knowledge that
went way beyond just head knowledge: this was soul-knowledge, graced knowledge, knowledge empowered by
the Spirit — he knew it in his very bones, if you like. It gave him purpose, direction, mission — come what may.

The experience of epiphany is a common one — for us, perhaps not quite in the degree that Jesus experienced
it! My daughter Naomi’s epiphany that she wanted to study biology showed up on her face, in her body, in her
excitement when she told me this is what she wanted to do. Probably all of us have experienced epiphanies of
some sort —a moment when someone says something, you hear some music, or a drama, a poem, a verse from
the bible, and it seems to crystallise something in you: you react, you feel something new that perhaps helped
you make a decision, to go forward in a new way. Falling in love is perhaps the most profound epiphany any of
us can experience, if we are fortunate enough to have had that experience. Sometimes you are privileged to
see it in another person in their body language and know that something profound has taken place. The Greek
word epiphany has another level of meaning: shining upon. And it’s true, that epiphanies can have a luminous
guality to them. They shine. It sounds like Jesus’ epiphany did, quite literally shine: we read that the heaven was
opened. The season of Epiphany is also known as the season of light.

Last week, on Epiphany Sunday, Claire spoke about 3 levels of understanding about ourselves drawing on
Margaret Silf's book: where we are, how we are, and who we are. It's the who we are that is the core. Jesus
could have said of himself in answer to the question, who are you? | am a carpenter of Nazareth, a Jew, son of



Mary and thought to be son of Joseph; brother to my siblings; about 30 years old at that time; living in Roman-
occupied Palestine. That’s all true, of course. He already knew God to be his Father, so when, with his heart
open in prayer and touched by the Spirit he heard the words, ‘You are my Son, the Beloved, with you | am well
pleased’, that knowledge was set on fire. This is one of the few places in the Bible where we see The Trinity:
God the Father, Son and Holy Spirit all working together. It was as if God the Father was saying, ‘You know who
you are: now get on with what you’ve got to do! And here’s the Spirit to give you the energy and strength to do
this!’

We don’t have to leave Jesus’ epiphany on the page in our Bibles. This story is preserved in the gospels —
Matthew, Mark and Luke all record it — so that we can have a clear picture of who Jesus knew himself to be and
what it was that propelled him into his 3 years of ministry. But there is more. This is our core truth as well,
whether we know it or not. We too are beloved children of God. Maybe we know that in our heads but haven’t
let it filter down into our souls. We can be sure that this is God’s will for us — to know exactly who we are as a
beloved child of God. It was while Jesus was at prayer that he received his epiphany, his soul-knowledge of his
identity and mission. For us too, finding a place of prayer, probably in silence, to allow that truth to find its way
into our soul is important.

Some of you will know that | am a spiritual director or accompanier. In fact, | had an epiphany about that while
watching Paddington 2 on an airplane! Spiritual direction or accompaniment is the offer of being a reflective
companion to someone as they consider their spiritual life. So, | see a number of people every six weeks or so
and give them the opportunity for an hour to talk about their lives, what is happening for you, how is God for
you, how is your prayer? God is always in the picture. Sometimes | hear something that touches me, that
seems significant — and | invite the person to dig deeper: tell me more about it, what happened, how does that
affect you, what do you think it meant, how do you feel about it, do you think perhaps God was saying
something to you? What was it? And so often it’s like what they described was a sort of letter from God, it’s just
that they hadn’t considered it enough, hadn’t opened the envelope, hadn’t thought even that God would want
to speak to them. Those moments turn out to be epiphanies, luminous moments of insight that make us just sit
in silence as the reality deepens.

There’s another spiritual practice, the Examen prayer, which gives us the space for reflection on how God has
been for us in the day, was there a moment of significance, an epiphany even? This flows from the reality that
God is present with us at every moment of the day and night whether we know it or not, and is present in all
things, even the tough ones. I'm not going to talk more about it now, I've done that before, but if you're
interested | can direct you to ‘Sleeping with Bread’ by the Linn family, and also the excellent ‘Pray as you Go’
app which has a whole section on Examen.

I’'m going to finish with a quote from a lovely book | have recently read and recommended to a lot of people:
‘First belong to God, On retreat with Pope Francis’ by Austen Ivereigh. There is a moment...that the Monk writer
Thomas Merton called le point vierge, the “virginal point”. It is a place of fresh possibility, the moment when
things can begin anew. Many of us know it when we stumble on some beauty, truth or goodness that opens a
new horizon, or sense an inrush of the Holy Spirit while in prayer, silence or solitude. The virginal point brings a
joyful, expectant peace; it is to experience, in relief and joy, our true self. It is the point from where we see “the
innocence for which we were created, which we have lost and which we can begin again”, in Merton’s words.
This is grace, an irruption of the divine, that reveals to us that we were created and can again be re-created.
Many words are spilled to describe these moments, but they cannot match the experience. “l am about to do a
new thing,” says the Lord in Isaiah. “Now it springs forth, do you not perceive it?” (Isaiah 43:19)
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