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 Many years ago, while on a trip to New York, I was walking back to my 

hotel one afternoon when I saw a crowd gathering in Shubert Alley.  Wondering 

what was happening, I followed the crowd.  It seems that the Broadway 

community was staging an event to promote the adoption of rescued animals – 

Broadway Barks, it was called.  That year, the event was hosted by Bernadette 

Peters and the late Mary Tyler Moore.  Now I arrived just as the show was 

beginning and I got very close to the stage. Mary and Bernadette and many others 

who were appearing on the Broadway stage that season – some of whom I’d 

actually heard of – brought on dog after dog after dog, trying to get them a good 

home.  Now I have nothing against animal adoption, but I wasn’t really looking for 

a pet – certainly not one to take back to my small Manhattan hotel room.  I was just 

there to see the show.  As the afternoon continued, however, it became clear that 

these performers were only there to show off the dogs.  They were not going to 

sing or dance or act or tell jokes or entertain us in any way other than by sincerely 

encouraging us to take home a dog.  And the rest of the crowd didn’t seem to care.  

They didn’t come to be entertained – the mere appearance of a celebrity was 

enough.   

 

 You have to wonder if there was a crowd that day on the banks of the river 

Jordan surrounding Jesus and John the Baptist.  Did they come to catch a glimpse 

of John and whoever might show up to be baptized?  Did they hope to be 

enlightened by John’s preaching, moved by his message of repentance, or had they 

just stumbled in – as I did in Shubert Alley – wondering what was going on?  

Whatever they were expecting, I doubt any of them were prepared for what 

happened.   Before their very eyes, the triune God appeared.  As Saint Matthew 

records it, the Baptism of Jesus is one of the few “theophanies” described in the 

Bible.  A theophany is an appearance of God to a human being – but more than 

that really.  A theophany is an encounter with God.  Here, God – Father, Son and 

Holy Spirit – God appeared, manifested himself in a way that the human senses 

could take in.  Yes, the crowd could have seen Jesus – the incarnate Son of God – 

rise from the water.  But they could have also seen the heavens open and the Spirit 

of God descend upon Jesus like a dove.  They could have heard the voice of the 

Father proclaim that this Jesus is “my beloved Son, with whom I am well pleased.”  

We sometimes wonder how theologians began to describe the divinity as one God 

in three persons.  This passage helps us to understand.  On that ordinary day 

alongside the Jordan River, God revealed the true nature of his divinity to anyone 



who happened by – Father, Son and Holy Spirit, made manifest for all to see and 

hear and behold. 

 

 Yes, God Himself was made manifest that day – but no one seems to have 

paid much attention.  If anyone saw the Spirit of the living God that day or heard 

the voice of the Father, history does not record it as a life-changing event for them.  

Even the gospels do not tell us of a great number who followed Jesus after 

witnessing the miraculous events surrounding his baptism.  The evangelists do not 

say that any who were there on that day fell at the feet of Jesus because they heard 

the Father’s voice, because they were caught up in the Spirit.  I suspect that more 

people adopted dogs after the Broadway Barks event in Shubert Alley than 

followed Christ after the theophany on the banks of the Jordan.  And in many 

ways, that shouldn’t surprise us. 

 

 Our loving God, you see, makes himself manifest to us in countless ways – 

in a gentle word and a kind smile and a warm embrace.  He appears to us in the 

poor, in the outcast, in the weak and the lowly.  He calls to us through those who 

are hungry or sick or homeless.  And we – who are just passing by or who are 

looking for entertainment or who are just too busy getting by – we look away.  We 

miss the theophany, the manifestation of the Lord in our midst.  We’re too busy 

looking for the next new gadget or the newest movie star or a ticket to the big 

game.  We want a bigger house and a nicer car and more fashionable clothes and a 

more lavish vacation.  Or maybe we just want good things – a healthy family, 

stable relationships, a few moments of peace in the midst of the chaos.  Maybe we 

truly want what is good but we do not know where to find it.  And all the while, I 

dare say, all the while we are concentrating on acquiring more things, all the while 

we are focused on satisfying our desires, we miss the Lord who is revealing 

himself where we least expect him.  We miss the Lord who is offering us what we 

need.   

 

 Too often, we are looking for another spectacular theophany.  We are 

waiting for the heavens to open again.  We are waiting to hear the booming voice 

of the Father.  Yet in our first reading, Isaiah the prophet tells us that the servant 

who pleases the Lord comes quietly and gently – not crying out, not shouting, not 

making his voice heard in the street.  A bruised reed he shall not break and a 

smoldering wick he shall not quench, Isaiah tells us.  Are we open to a theophany 

that does not dazzle the senses but soothes the heart?  Are we looking for the Lord 

to make himself manifest where we want to see him – or are we ready to encounter 

him where we least expect him?   


