
‘The fire immersed in the water’ – A Homily for the Baptism of the Lord 

Isaiah 42.1-9 
Acts 10.34-43 
Matthew 3.13-end 
  

On the front page of PewNews this week, we have the poetic and profound meditation by 

Proclus of Constantinople on the theophany, or baptism of Christ. He paints a vivid picture 

indeed and takes us beyond mere history, seeing in Christ’s actions a deep symbolism and 

sacramentality as he fulfils Old Testament prophecy and literally re-makes the world. This is 

what he has to say as he compares the feast with that of Christmas: 

 “Christ appeared to the world, and putting order into the disordered world he made 

it resplendent. He took upon himself the sin of the world and cast down the enemy of the 

world. He sanctified the founts of water, and enlightened the souls of all. He surrounded 

miracles with still greater miracles. In the former festival day of the Saviour’s nativity the 

earth was joining in the gladness, because she carried the Lord in a crib; but on this present 

day of the Epiphany the sea leaped with the highest joy and danced with delight – 

delighting indeed that it had received the blessing of sanctification in the midst of the 

Jordan. In the former celebration an imperfect infant was exhibited witnessing to our 

imperfection, but on the present festival day a full-grown man is to be seen, in obscure 

fashion pointing to him who being perfect proceeds from the perfect God. There the King 

puts on the purple robe of a body; here the fount forms round him a river as if to clothe 

him. Come then and see new and overwhelming miracles: the sun of righteousness bathing 

in the Jordan, the fire immersed in the water and God being sanctified by human ministry. 

Come, see the strange and new flood, greater and more excellent than that in the days of 

Noah. There the water of the flood destroyed the human race; but here the water of the 

baptism, by the power of him who is baptised in it, has called back the dead to life.” 

 ‘The fire immersed in the water.’ Christmas and Epiphany are the great feasts of the 

incarnation. This is about a God who steps right into the mess and danger of human life, a 



God who allows himself the risk of human flesh, a God who loves us from the inside out. 

The early Church fathers had a wonderful metaphor for understanding the incarnation, 

about how we can begin to think of Jesus as completely human and completely divine. It is 

one I’ve reminded you of before: the image of a rod of iron held in a furnace. The rod is 

completely iron just as Christ is completely human, but as it is held in the furnace it 

becomes red-hot; still fully iron, but now it becomes the fire. This is like Christ’s humanity, 

red-hot with divinity, burning through with the life of God. 

 We can see this throughout the pages of the gospels. Christ’s humanity and divinity 

completely at one, the power and purpose of God made fully known in a human life. 

Weeping at the grave of Lazarus his friend, Jesus’ grief-filled groaning literally bursts 

human life out of the grave; as he patiently drawing circles in the sand as an angry mob 

falls upon a woman with all the violence of self-justifying judgement, he finally speaks a 

new world of forgiveness and freedom into being; or in his passionate embrace of a leper to 

show that it is holiness not uncleanness that is contagious; and finally, as he is broken with 

compassion on the cross, becoming a still-point of radical forgiveness in a world spiraling 

into chaos, hatred and death. Human life, red-hot with divinity, burning through with the 

life of God. The fire immersed in the water. 

 The early Church saw all this prefigured at Christ’s baptism. Not just a family affair 

cooing over a new-born child, but a fully grown adult stepping into the swirling chaos of 

human life and dragging a new creation out of it. This is Jesus literally immersed into our 

life, descending into it and then lifting it into the light and presence of God.  

 Here’s a slightly earlier Bishop of Constantinople, Gregory of Nazianzus, writing 

about Jesus’ baptism in 389AD: ‘Jesus rises from the waters; and the world rises with him. 

The heavens like Paradise with its flaming sword, closed by Adam for himself and his 

descendants, are rent open. The Spirit comes to him as to an equal, bearing witness to his 

Godhead... The Spirit descends in bodily form like the dove that so long ago announced the 

ending of the flood and so gives honour to the body that is one with God.’ Gregory here 



speaks of Jesus’ resurrection power lifting us out of despair and death as ‘the world rises 

with him.’ This Jesus penetrates right into our guilt and dislocation and powerfully lifts us 

into the compassionate heart of the Father. 

 Just as Jesus is driven into the waters of death and chaos and breaks through the 

surface to reveal a new world shaped in righteousness, justice and love, so each of us is 

called to a shape of life that follows this same dynamic pattern. This is because every 

Christian is baptised into the death and life of Jesus. We are ‘implicated’ in Jesus’ life, 

sharing in his joyful relationship with the Father, agents of Shalom, sent out as doves into 

our world to transform the floods of violence into havens of peace, called to bring meaning 

and blessing out of darkness and despair. We stand with Jesus in his baptism, right in the 

middle of the swirling waters of other people’s lives, in all their disorientation and 

unsteadiness, and are called to speak peace to the frothing waves and tremulous winds that 

are all around. But we will never be overwhelmed with the chaos or darkness that we find 

swirling around us, because as we stand with Jesus, we stand in the midst of the life of God 

itself, that reckless, abundant love that burns with everlasting creative energy. We are to 

become, like Jesus, the iron immersed in the fire, so that we can cleanse the world and 

create it anew. AMEN. 

 


