Sermon for The Feast of St. Louis IX
By the Rev. Larry Wagoner, MSW
TEXT:


I indeed baptize you with water unto repentance: but he that cometh after me is mightier than I, whose shoes I am not worthy to bear: he shall baptize you with the Holy Ghost, and with fire:
 In the Na(me of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Ghost. Amen.
HOMILY:


If you think you have seen great things, just get ready, ‘cause you ain’t seen nothing yet!


John Baptist, who had already stirred up the people of Judea and the rulers of the Jews with his stern preaching calling for the people to repent of their sins and be baptized, or face damnation, was now issuing a further warning.


John, the “voice of one crying in the wilderness, make straight the pathways of the Lord,”
 now warned of new and greater things than anyone could even imagine. 


At this point in his ministry, John had been in the region around the River Jordan, baptizing all who would listen and repent of their sins, in the waters of the river.


Intrigued by this seemingly half-crazed wild man, the Pharisees and Sadducees of the Sanhedrin had come out to see him and question him.   



But John was not deceived by their interest into thinking that they had repentance in mind. 

“O generation of vipers, who hath warned you to flee from the wrath to come? Bring forth therefore fruits meet for repentance:”


They came, John, noted, but they were not interested in or worthy to repent, for true repentance was not in their hearts.

But even if they had been baptized, John notes, the real baptism of sprit and fire was yet to come.

“I indeed baptize you with water unto repentance: but he that cometh after me is mightier than I, whose shoes I am not worthy to bear: he shall baptize you with the Holy Ghost, and with fire:”


John, after all, was born before Jesus, and started his ministry earlier. But while John announced the coming of Christ, he was not in any sense equivalent with Jesus, as he noted.


As he put it, he was not even worthy to offer to Jesus the service that a servant offers his master – untying and carrying the master’s sandals. 


Furthermore, John noted, the baptism which he offered was only with water and repentance. 


Jesus would offer and command a very different baptism – of the Holy Ghost and of fire.


The reference to fire in the baptism of Jesus refers to many things. It seems to presage the gifts of the Holy Spirit, which were bestowed to the Apostles on Pentecost when cloven tongues of fire appeared on their heads.


It also seems to refer to the purifying fire with which a refiner removes all imperfections and dilutions from precious metals, leaving only the desired pure metal. 


It also seems to refer to the fire with which believers are filled as they begin their lives in Christ and are consumed by the driving energy and force given them by the Holy Spirit to bring the Word of God to others.


When Jesus Himself came to John to be baptized, John at first refused, rather naturally pointing out that the master need not be baptized by the servant, but the other way around. Jesus, however, insisted, saying that He must be baptized of John to fulfill righteousness.


But unlike every other person who John had baptized, when Jesus emerged from the waters, something quite extraordinary happened.


“And Jesus, when he was baptized, went up straightway out of the water: and, lo, the heavens were opened unto him, and he saw the Spirit of God descending like a dove, and lighting upon him: And lo a voice from heaven, saying, This is my beloved Son, in whom I am well pleased.”
 


We can only imagine how shocked the crowd present must have been at these events. 

Let us pray.


Come, Holy Spirit, Heavenly Dove. As you descended upon Jesus, marking Him as the very Son of God, so mark each of us as His followers, so that we may be known by all people as God’s own. In His Eternal Name we pray. Amen.
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