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Isaiah 42:1-4. 6-7; Psalm 28:1-4, 9-10; Matt 3:13-17 

 

We are the hollow men 

We are the stuffed men 

Leaning together 

Headpiece filled with straw. Alas! 

Our dried voices, when 

We whisper together 

Are quiet and meaningless 

As wind in dry grass 

Or rat’s feet over broken glass 

In our dry cellar. 

 

Shape without form, shade without colour,  

Paralysed force, gesture without motion; 

 

    Those who have crossed  

With direct eyes, to death’s other Kingdom 

Remember us – if at all – not as lost 

Violent souls, but only 

As the hollow men 

The stuffed men.1 

 

 
1 Elliot, T.S.  The Hollow Men in Selected Poems (Faber and Faber, London 1964) p. 77. 

This is opening canto  of T.S Elliot’s famous poem ‘The Hollow Men’.  It 

draws its power by imaginatively arranging a  wealth  of imagery from 

Dante’s Divine Comedy, the Gun Powder plot, and assassination of Julius 

Caesar. 

I had not read the poem for many years, but it came to me again 

as I started to think about the Baptism of Our Lord, and my baptism.  I had 

been asking myself  the basic questions about Baptism.  What does Jesus’s 

Baptism teach us?  What does our own Baptism give us?  What happens if 

we do not live out our Baptism?  What happens if we never are Baptised? 

 The questions are too big to be all answered here, but I am 

confident that if it was not necessary then Jesus would never have 

undergone it.  I am also confident that he does not undergo it for his own 

sake but for our sake.  Jesus is baptised by John the Baptist so that we too 

might seek Baptism. 

 The visible sign of Baptism is water.  Water washes and water 

also gives and sustains life.  Baptismal water washes away sins and 

Baptismal water also gives the Holy Spirit who is the giver and sustain-or 

of life.  By way of contrast what is the consequence if there is no water?  

Quite simply, living things dry out and they will die.  This drying out and 

dying also happens when the Holy Spirit is absent in our lives.  Remember 

the woman at the well to whom Jesus offers the living water which after 

drinking no one will ever thirst.2  This is the Spirit. 

 Perhaps that is why the poem came into my head with the image 

of dried out straw filling out a human form ready for burning as the 

consequence of no water, no Holy Spirit.  This is why Baptism is so 

2 John 4 
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important, but also why the water needs to be protected and shaded.  If 

we walk away from our Baptism the water may  evaporate, and we 

become a dried up mud-hole.  If we never become Baptised then we never 

truly are alive to God because there is no Spirit in us: there is no mutual 

recognition. 

 I know that some of you may be thinking, ‘What about those who 

never had a chance to be Baptised”, or ‘I know some wonderful people’ 

who are not Baptised.’  Well, I will leave that mostly aside for the moment 

because it is too important a topic of concern to be given a platitude and a 

comfort dummy.  I will just say three things to hold in your minds.  The 

First is that God felt Baptism was so important that God himself was 

Baptised for us to follow.  The Second is that just because someone in our 

eyes is ‘good’ does not mean that they love or care anything for God.  The 

third is that God alone is judge. 

 Without Baptism a head is straw-filled with vanity,  a voice is dry 

wind, our body is futile motion, a soul is hollow.  With Baptism a head is 

filled with rich humility,  a voice breaths wisdom, a body is temple of 

peace, a soul overflows with grace.  With Baptism the Spirit of God rests 

on you and God the Father can say of you, because of His Son: ‘You are my 

Son, the Beloved: my favour rests on you.’3   

  

 

 
3 Mark 1:11 


