Sunday 9th January 2011, Baptism of the Lord. Canongate Kirk.
St Matthew 3:16-17
No sooner had Jesus been baptized and come up out of the water than the heavens were opened and he saw the Spirit of God descending like a dove to alight on him. And there came a voice from heaven saying, “This is my beloved Son, in whom I take delight.”

If you haven’t yet seen it for yourself, there’s just over three weeks left. And if you don’t manage it this month, there’s always next year. I refer to the annual exhibition in the National Gallery of Scotland entitled Turner in January, in which according to the terms of the Vaughan Bequest thirty eight immaculate watercolours by the renowned artist JMW Turner are taken out of the wooden cabinet where they spend eleven months of every year to be put on display for this one month of January. At the  end of the month precisely, they will be returned to the darkness from which they came and from which they will not emerge again until next New Year, just as has been the case every year since the first day of the twentieth century. Such are the terms of the bequest through which they first made their way to Edinburgh, and by which they cannot be allowed the risk of fading in the brighter sunlight of any other time of year. They’re well worth a visit. I went the other day. I try to go every year, I don’t always manage but some people make a point of it, almost a pilgrimage. The pictures represent a wonderful cross section of the artist’s work, drawn from every episode of his career, as he developed from precocious youngster to old master. But now is the time to see them, just a short time when they may be viewed, a tantalising glimpse of greatness which passes all too quickly. The very transitoriness of this most precious of exhibitions calls to mind a short poem by RS Thomas, entitled The Bright Field:
I  have seen the sun break through 
to illuminate a small field 
for a while, and gone my way 
and forgotten it. But that was the pearl 
of great price, the one field that had 
the treasure in it. I realize now 
that I must give all that I have 
to possess it. Life is not hurrying

on to a receding future, nor hankering after 
an imagined past. It is the turning 
aside like Moses to the miracle 
of the lit bush, to a brightness 
that seemed as transitory as your youth 
once, but is the eternity that awaits you.
No sooner had Jesus been baptized and come up out of the water than the heavens were opened and he saw the Spirit of God descending like a dove to alight on him. And there came a voice from heaven saying, “This is my beloved Son, in whom I take delight.” Jesus had hardly been kept in the dark until that moment, but he had been out of sight, leading as normal a life as possible, growing up in the family home, enjoying his own transitory youth and working away quietly and anonymously in the family workshop in Nazareth. But now, now just as the sun breaks through to illuminate a small field, all of a sudden a tantalising glimpse of greatness and of glory and of the eternity that awaits us, No sooner had Jesus been baptized and come up out of the water than the heavens were opened and he saw the Spirit of God descending like a dove to alight on him. And there came a voice from heaven saying, “This is my beloved Son, in whom I take delight.” Unlike the Turner watercolours this moment of revelation, this emergence literally from the water did not necessarily take place at the beginning of the year, it just happens that the Church commemorates the Baptism of Jesus at this time, but it does mark the beginning of his ministry and the next most crucial phase of his development. And from that moment on, through the subsequent months and years the detail of that ministry emerges as his teaching and his healing take effect. It is said that Turner was so anxious to get the detail in his paintings absolutely as accurate as he possibly could that he went to extreme lengths. He claimed, for instance, to have spent four hours lashed to a ship’s mast in the midst of a storm at sea so that he could observe the storm and represent it on canvas all the more honestly. And on the occasion of the Houses of Parliament catching fire he hired another boat to sail out into the middle of the Thames so that he could have the best view of the flames as he sketched and then painted in the detail. 
In a sense that’s what the whole life and ministry of Jesus is about, for through his life and ministry God himself experiences what it is to be human, he sees for himself the storms and the flames close up, sometimes uncomfortably close up, the dramas and the dreams and the details of life in all their harsh reality. And by sharing in them so immediately, so directly, so intimately, God sees and understands. 
Christ is our love! baptised that we may know

The love of God among us, swooping low.

Christ be our love, bring us to turn our face

And see in you the light of heaven’s embrace.

Life is not hurrying

on to a receding future, nor hankering after 
an imagined past. It is the turning 
aside like Moses to the miracle 
of the lit bush, to a brightness

that seemed as transitory as your youth 
once, but is the eternity that awaits you.

Today let us turn aside to the brightness that is the baptism of Jesus, and in this tantalising, transitory glimpse of glory may we sense the eternity that awaits. 
No sooner had Jesus been baptized and come up out of the water than the heavens were opened and he saw the Spirit of God descending like a dove to alight on him. And there came a voice from heaven saying, “This is my beloved Son, in whom I take delight.”

And now may God bless to us this preaching of his most holy word, and to God, Father, Son and Holy Spirit, be all praise and glory now and forever.                 Amen.                                 
