
1 2
nd
 Sunday in Ordinary Time 2014 

 

2nd Sunday in Ordinary Time 2014 

The baptism of the Lord that we celebrated last Sunday conjured up a picture of some really 

strange stuff happening.  You have this John character- a drop-out from a priestly family doing 

his repentance thing down by the Jordan River, telling the people- especially the religious 

establishment people- that they had better change, that God was beginning to work again.  

Although John appears in the pages of the New Testament, his real role is the completion of the 

great prophetic tradition that was so important a part of the testimony of the Hebrew scriptures.  

After the voice of prophecy had fallen silent for a few centuries, and according to the rabbis all 

that the Jewish people seemed able to hear was a faint divine whisper, then all of a sudden John 

the Baptist appeared on the scene.  He was striking sight, not someone whom you would readily 

ask in for a cup of tea if he knocked at your door.  But that, of course, is sometimes how God 

works- through the oddest, weirdest, most uncouth characters around. 

And it was a odd time for God’s People generally: they were still politically and militarily 

occupied by a foreign power- this time, the Roman Empire- they had been back from the Exile in 

Babylon for centuries now but things just had never come right-  the Lord didn’t seem to be in 

the Temple like in the olden days, and the community was divided into factions- Pharisees (and 

they were probably the best of the lot), the Sadducees, the priests, Essenes, Zealots, those who 

were willing to co-operate with the Romans, those who wanted to slit Roman throats, and those 

who retreated into religion, into observance of the Torah, as a way of avoiding as much as 

possible the whole Roman thing and  as a way of distinguishing themselves from the evil, 

wicked, unclean pagans and even from other Jews whom they regarded as not doing things right. 

Sound familiar to you in any way? 
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And in the midst of all of this, one day John the Baptizer sees Jesus coming to him and he says 

(and I’m using slightly different words to describe what John said, but they are the way that the 

text can actually be translated, “Look, this is the Lamb of Elohim (Elohim is the Jewish name for 

God).  This is the one who is lifting up the sins of this world.  Behind me is coming a man who 

in being came in front of me.  He was First.  He was before me.  And even though I didn’t know 

him, I began doing this thing down here by the river so that He- this man- might be made visible 

in Israel.  I came purifying with water.  And I saw the Breath coming down like a pigeon out of 

the sky.  And it remained on this guy.  I didn’t know him, but the One who sent me-God- said to 

me, “The One upon whom you see the Breath coming down and resting, that one is the one who 

purifies in Holy Breath.”  And John then concludes, “This One is the Son of Elohim”. 

Once you get rid of some of the churchy language that we are used to and you hear a passage like 

this, you have to ask, “What in the world was going on there?”  “What did John see or think that 

he saw?” Either John was just nuts, or something was happening that shattered all the ways in 

which people were thinking about things, broke apart all the expectations, all the conventions 

about how they thought about God and about God’s absence and about God’s presence.  Stuff 

was being overturned, upset, revamped by what was going on down by the Jordan. 

John was the quintessential proclaimer of “I have some bad news- and you are going to have to 

hear it- things are not as they are supposed to be!     And I have some good news- something is 

happening.  God is doing something new, something fresh, something really unexpected.”  The 

way that John expressed this was first of all by the title he shouts at Jesus and the crowd when he 

says- “Look, the ‘Lamb of Elohim is coming!”  That’s a pretty odd thing to yell out at some guy 

coming down to the river to be baptized.  But John was rather strange. 
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At first sight we, of course, may think we know exactly what John meant- that he was identifying 

Jesus metaphorically as either the Passover Lamb or as the Lamb offered daily in the Temple 

sacrifices according to the Mosaic Law.  We still use the title in the Liturgy and associate it with 

the Eucharistic Passover meal: “behold the Lamb of God, behold him who takes away the sins of 

the world,” the celebrant says at every Mass as he invites the people to come to the Supper, 

“blessed are those who are invited to the Supper of the Lamb”.   

John probably had something else in mind.  When he called Jesus the “Lamb of God”, he was 

probably using it as a title for the Messiah he was expecting to arrive.  At that time, “Lamb of 

God” was being used by various writers to talk about a triumphant Lamb, a king, a conquering 

Messiah much like the title was used later on in the book of Revelation.  And that certainly 

seems to be what John was expecting- a Messiah who would come and bring swift judgement, a 

Messiah who would wallop the wicked, put things back the way they should be, and clean up the 

place.  John was certainly not looking for or expecting a Messiah of the sort found in some of our 

own contemporary religious circles- a kind of gentle hippie in a white dress with a lot of product 

in his hair, who drank lots of herbal tea and made pithy Zen statements about the meaning of life.  

Oh no, John had more in mind somebody like what one finds in the book of Revelation- a prize-

fighter with a tattoo down his leg, a sword in his hand, and the commitment to make somebody 

bleed.  John’s Messiah was the kind of guy you might even be able to worship, not the kind of 

guy you could beat up.   No wonder that when John was in prison he began to wonder whether 

Jesus was the real thing.  

In any case, what is clear is that Jesus was the One to whom John was pointing  when he came 

down to the Jordan for baptism.  Whether John then used the words “who takes away the sins of 

the world” or whether that is the gospel writer’s gloss and interpretation of what the Lamb of 
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God would do is an interesting but secondary question.  What’s crucial is exactly the claim being 

made in the gospel- that this Jesus would somehow “take away the sin of the world”.  And I 

think that is where we often hit a roadblock.  Either because we have heard words about sin so 

often- we Catholics can become somewhat obsessed with the idea of “sin”- and in reaction to this 

obsession we no longer actually pay much attention to the idea of sin at all, or because we can’t 

quite see how Jesus or anybody for that matter can “take away” the sin of anybody else- that 

certainly is not obvious.  But however difficult this may be for us, it is clear that the gospel 

writer thought it was important enough to begin his story pretty early on about who Jesus is by 

describing him as the One who takes away the sin of the entire world. 

And maybe we should pause with that for a bit and think about what we do mean when we talk 

about sin, because we and lots of people really struggle to make sense of what we’re talking 

about.  Just last week, for example, I had a person in the class that I’m teaching at Regis 

announce quite openly that she didn’t “believe in sin”.  It’s a rather odd thing to say, I think, 

because sin may be the one Christian doctrine that is empirically obvious- all you need to do is 

either look around or look inside yourself and it’s not very hard to see.  But her comment made 

me aware of how difficult the very idea of sin may be for people.  

Sometimes, I think, we treat the story of the Fall into sin found in the book of Genesis as if it 

were on par with the story of the tooth fairy.  But rather than being a meaningless fairy tale, I 

would suggest that what we meet in the story of Adam and Eve, the temptation by a serpent, and 

their eating of the fruit of the tree of good and evil is a truth so deep and so powerful and so true 

that it can only be conveyed through a story.  It’s a message that the root of the human 

predicament, which shows itself over and over again in the skewedness and  the shabbiness of so 

much of life, is our misplaced, misdirected belief that we can go it alone, that we can do with 
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God.  However else we may want to describe it, “sin” means that we human beings are very 

easily alienated from the only source of life and the fulfillment of our humanity that there – 

which we call “God”- and that we become curved in on ourselves, thinking and living as if we 

were somehow autonomous. 

When we hear the words, “Behold, the Lamb of God, who takes away the sin of the world”, what 

we are hearing is a proclamation that there One who has come into our midst to end that state of 

affairs, that there is One who has come to provide the road by which we might find our way back 

into a sharing of the life and the energies of God, that there is One who has come so that we 

might flourish again, that we might, as John the gospel writer put, “have life and have it 

abundantly”.   

As we conclude the festal season that we have just gone through, today’s gospel reading is 

pointing us in the direction that lies in front of us for the rest of the year. It’s pointing us towards 

God’s liberator,  the One who certainly was not a tea-sipping, organic-greens-eating guru, but 

One who likewise decided that a tattoo running down his leg and a sword in his hand was not a 

whole lot tougher or better than scars in his hands, feet and side.  The suffering, serving One who 

bled on a cross- not the one with a commitment to make others suffer and bleed- is the King of 

kings and Lord of lords.  “Look, the Lamb of Elohim, the One who takes away the sin of the 

world”! 

 

 

 


