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Baptism of the Lord 2011 

So, here we are- at the feast of the Baptism of the Lord and a celebration of these 

children.  Baptisms are always wonderful events – wonderful for the families and 

friends, wonderful for the parish community, and wonderful for the Christian community 

as a whole, because new people- these little people- are being made members of the 

Church of Christ, members of the one, holy, catholic and apostolic Church of Jesus 

Christ.  They are being brought into a life-long covenant with the living God, the God of 

Abraham, Isaac and Jacob, the God who is the Father of Jesus.  And all of this is 

wonderful, both in the sense of just being really neat for this to happen and in the 

deeper sense of causing us to stand in awe and wonder before what is happening.  

Baptisms are events that evoke something deep inside of us and at the same time 

cause us to celebrate life and church and family. 

Having said this, I have to tell you that there is a problem with all of this.  We all know it, 

but we also try to ignore it.  We all try to ignore it, from the bishops to the priests to the 

laity.  The problem, put very simply, is that we Catholics no longer know how, by and 

large, to live as a baptismal people.  We no longer live, so to speak, out of our baptisms, 

or we don’t see the connection between what happens in baptism and our lives as 

Catholic Christians.  If the statistics in the United States are anything to go by, we are 

doing a really bad job of communicating to people how life in the Church is what follows 

from being baptized in the Church.  The last statistic I read was that there are about 23 

million ex-Catholics in this country. If taken together these people constitute the largest 

single group of religious people apart from the Catholic Church itself.  In other words, 23 

people baptized in the Catholic Church have left.   

Now that’s quite amazing, isn’t it, just in terms of sheer numbers. 23 million people who 

went through the saving waters of baptism within the Catholic Church have found it 

necessary or appropriate for one reason or another to leave.  Have all of them forsaken 

their baptismal covenant?  No, not at all.  The majority of that 23 million has decided 

that they need to live out their lives as Christians within some Christian community other 

than the Catholic Church.  Tragically, however, the number of people who simply leave 
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the Christian community altogether, and so abandon their baptismal covenant, is 

increasing.  And that is very troubling indeed. 

So, what’s the problem?  What’s happening?  And maybe more importantly, why talk 

about this on such a happy occasion?  Well, the reason to talk about it on such a happy 

occasion is to make a point- the point being that this not simply a happy occasion.  It is 

not simply a nice family or parish event.  The more that we reduce baptisms to this way 

of thinking about it- as a sweet, happy event, the more we ultimately feed the exodus of 

people from the Church.  At some point, the children being baptized today will ask, or 

rather, they need to be led to ask- why was I baptized?  What difference does this make 

in my life?  And this is the point when parents and godparents and family and friends 

and parishioners need to be able to answer that question, and answer it with enough 

conviction and integrity that the children sense that the answer is real and authentic.  

“Daddy, why do I need to go to Mass on Sunday?”  “Well, son, because it’s important.”  

“But, daddy, you don’t go?  Isn’t it important for you?” Whether we like it or not, kids 

have an intuitive, built-in BS detector when it comes to most things, including religion 

and God-talk.  If, for example, a father does not go to church (even though his wife 

goes) and children do not have a sense that Christian faith and life mean something to 

him, the statistical chances that his sons in particular will leave the Church are 

astronomically high.  Kids sense very clearly what is really important to us. 

Now, there are always exceptions to these things and there are often other factors that 

weigh in- thank God-, and statistics are not everything, but they do tell us something 

important.  And they challenge us- all of us- with regard to our own authenticity and 

integrity. 

Baptism is certainly God’s work.  That’s what we mean when we insist that Baptism is a 

means of grace, a conferral of divine life.  That is absolutely true.  But it is also the 

beginning of God’s covenant with us, and God’s covenant always propels us towards 

life, towards a particular kind of life for the rest of our lives.  I would suggest to you that 

the most important, and the most profound, and the most challenging way of thinking 
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about what baptism does and calls us to is what St. Paul described as us “putting on the 

mind of Christ”.  “Putting on the mind of Christ”.  This, ultimately, is what the Christian 

gig is about.  It is not just about learning doctrine or catechetical answers to questions 

we haven’t yet asked.  It’s not about simply being obedient to church leaders and doing 

what they say.  It is not just about participating in sacramental rites.  It not just about 

following a certain ethical code of some kind.  It is about “putting on the mind of Christ”. 

Unless we engage this, none of the other stuff makes much sense.   

The entire purpose of the liturgical year that we follow in church is to give us a 

structured way in which we can engage this process of learning what the mind of Christ 

is and learning how to put on for ourselves this Christ-mind.  Every year in the 

celebrations of the feasts that we are just now completing, I am struck by something 

new, something more profound, deeper, in what they are saying to us.   

This year, for example, the baptism of the Lord that we are remembering today has hit 

me as being such a radical expression of God crossing boundaries.  Not only does the 

unnameable, and indescribable God take on our materiality, our flesh, as we celebrated 

at Christmas, but this God also goes into the waters of the Jordan, the place where 

sinners went.  The Holy One goes to the place where the unholy need to go- to the 

waters of repentance. As St. Paul says, “He who knew no sin became sin for us”.  That 

is such an unthinkable assertion 

The Baptism of the Lord is a radical celebration of God being willing to cross barriers 

and identify Himself with us, with what is other than Himself, in order to rescue us and 

pull us up out of the mire.  So, what will that mean for my own life, for our life together 

as a Christian community?  How will we “put on this mind of Christ” in the concreteness 

of our own lives, to think about things and to live in such as way as to break down 

barriers and cross boundaries and identify with those whom we would naturally see 

simply as “other”, as “different from us” and as having little to do with us.  How will we 

live out our baptismal identity in this way throughout the coming year? 
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At the end of the liturgy of baptism today I will say these words to the newly-baptized 

children (and to all of us!): “You have put on Christ, in Him you have been baptized. 

Alleluia, alleluia.”  These are amazing words.  They are words that contain the entire 

meaning- the entire meaning- of what we will have done in baptizing these children- 

“You have put on Christ, in Him you have been baptized”.  And it will take these 

children- and us- the rest of our lives in order to learn what it means for us to “put on 

Christ” and to “put on the mind of Christ”.   

The purpose of baptism is to open the door to this life-giving and life-long process in 

which we learn what this looks like.  And if these kids are to be given the chance of 

learning this, they are going to have to see the very same thing happening with their 

parents, and their godparents, and members of the Christian community of which they 

are a part.  If they don’t see this, if they don’t sense this, then the exit door of the 

Church is wide open. That’s why parents and godparents and the Christian community 

are being called upon today to renew their own commitment to Christ and their own 

commitment to the task of “putting on the mind of Christ”. 

Every baptism is wonderful event, a glorious celebration, but it is also a real challenge- 

a challenge to all of us.  Because it asks of us again- are you still willing to be a disciple 

of this man from Nazareth? Will we struggle to make His life our own?  Are we ready to 

be turned upside down by putting on the mind of Christ? Are we really ok with being a 

baptismal people? 

 

 


