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17th Sunday in Ordinary Time and 
Baptisms 2013 

Today, once again, we have the great privilege of celebrating the Mystery of Holy 

Baptism.  This has to do first of all, of course, with what is happening to these two little 

children as they receive the baptismal waters.  But it also has to do with the rest of us 

as well.  What we celebrate in Holy Baptism is so central, so foundational, and so 

important that my name-sake, St. John Chrysostom, said that Baptism is the most 

important thing that a priest can ever do, more important than even the celebration of 

the Eucharist, because through these waters a human being is brought into a new 

reality and given a new life, the life of God.  And this is the work of God.  It’s not the 

work of the parents or of the priest or even of the Church.  It’s God’s doing.   

That’s why in the Eastern tradition, the baptismal formula is always in the passive- “the 

servant of God, so-and-so, is baptized in the name of the Father and of the Son and of 

the Holy Spirit- in order to de-emphasize the priest and to give first place to God who, 

Jesus says in today’s gospel, knows how to give gifts far better than we do.  The Father 

in heaven, Jesus tells us, will most certainly give the Holy Spirit when we ask.  And that 

is what we are doing when we baptize somebody- we are asking that the Holy Spirit 

come down on the baptismal waters to make them the waters of the Jordan, the waters 

of new birth, so that the ones being baptized can be joined to Jesus in his death and 

resurrection.  Regardless of the formula used in baptism, the universal Church has 

always believed that a great mystery is taking place when someone is baptized and it’s 

God’s doing.  That’s the theory, anyhow. 
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In practice, however, we know, as the great Anglican mystical theologian and priest, 

Cynthia Bourgeault, has pointed out, how delicate the line is between a sacrament 

actually activating some sort of transformation in us and merely symbolizing it.  We all 

know that difference intuitively.  We all know that someone can go through the waters of 

baptism without any transformation happening.   Hitler was a baptized Catholic.  Stalin 

was a baptized Orthodox Christian.  And both of them perpetrated untold, 

unimagainable evil and misery on this world.  It should be crystal clear to us that 

Sacraments are not magic.   

But the old conventional piety, rooted in societies that were often only nominally 

Christian, often gave the impression that once you were baptized, you were scot-free, 

you were as good as in the door of the kingdom.  Baptism was your fire-insurance 

policy, and so parents would baptize as quickly as possible and live in terror that God 

would send an unbaptized child who had died, if not to hell, at least to someplace rather 

unpleasant.  So we had to come up with the very speculative idea of Limbo, a place on 

the limbus, on the edge or the boundary of hell, for unbaptized but seemingly innocent 

children.  Limbo was never an official teaching of the Church, but it reflected just how 

distorted and dysfunctional our understanding of both God and baptism had become. 

But doesn’t the “work work”, as we say in theology- ex opere operato in Latin?  From a 

theological standpoint, the ex opere operato principle is unassailable- the sacrament of 

baptism, like all other sacraments, is efficacious- in other words, it works- without regard 

to the players involved, because as I said before, God is the primary “Doer” in baptism.  

That’s why you don’t need to worry or be concerned about my sins and failures and 

deficiencies when I baptize these kids this morning. God will still do God’s stuff 
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regardless of my stuff.  That’s good news and that’s something that we should all learn 

to trust- God is here, and God is doing God’s thing. 

And what was the first thing, that very first thing, that happened as we began this 

baptismal celebration today?  Yes, we welcomed these children at the doors of the 

church.  That little, seemingly insignificant rite of welcoming is crucial for telling us 

what’s going on here today. It reveals and discloses for us what the heart of baptism is-  

God is welcoming these little children into life, into God’s life, into new life, into the 

mystery of death and resurrection life that God wants to share with us.  Welcome and 

hospitality are crucial theological and spiritual pieces for what and how we understand 

salvation and the work of God to be. Baptism is God’s welcome mat to us into 

something hugely important- into our dying and rising to new life in Jesus and in the 

Spirit of God, as the writer to the Colossians told us in the second reading. 

Welcoming others, sharing hospitality, is one the golden threads that runs through the 

scriptures from beginning to end.  We saw it, if you recall, in last Sunday’s Old 

Testament reading about the visit of the three angels to Abraham and Abraham’s 

welcoming of them.  In iconography, that scene with Abraham and the three angels, 

which has been understood as a prototype of the Trinity, is known as the “Hospitality of 

Abraham”.  Notice, how closely the idea of welcoming is linked to the experience of 

God.  Particularly within the context of the Middle Eastern desert, with all its real and 

inherent dangers, hospitality and the welcoming of someone, especially strangers, was 

understood as being an absolute moral necessity.  Our hospitality to others was seen as 

a sign of God’s own hospitality to us.  The great sin of Sodom and Gommorah was not, 

as much of later Christian rhetorical tradition would have it, the sin of homosexuality.  
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That’s just not true.  It was the sin of radical and brutal inhospitality.  Significantly, the 

only time that Jesus refers to Sodom and Gommorah is when he is sending out his 

disciples on a mission trip, and he tells them that “if anyone will not welcome you or 

listen to your message, shake the dust off your feet as you leave that house or that 

town. I tell you the truth, it will be more bearable for the region of Sodom and 

Gomorrah on the day of judgment than for that town!   

So, the place of hospitality and welcoming is hugely important for how we understand 

what God is interested in.  And we can rest confident that in Baptism God welcomes us- 

objectively, if you will, that God is working the work, and we can trust in that work.  We 

can trust that in Baptism, like the father in the parable of the Prodigal’s Son, God is 

running to meet us, throwing His huge powerful arms around us, putting a ring on our 

finger, forgiving us before we can even ask, and calling for a party to celebrate our 

homecoming.  That’s what the theology of ex opere operato positively means, it seems 

to me. 

At the same time, however, from the standpoint of actual spiritual practice, the 

overwhelming evidence suggests that a second thing is needed if Baptism is to be 

experienced by us as saving.  Lots of people who have been baptized have never come 

to any kind of personal, conscious awareness of what has happened to them.  They 

don’t know what it is to walk the path that leads to the actual transformation of their life 

into a living cell in the body of Christ.  The evidence suggests mightily that the second 

thing needed in order for Baptism to achieve its end is a personal, conscious awakening 

to take place.  And that’s where you parents and you godparents come into the picture.  

You can’t make your kids come to a personal, conscious awakening as to what God has 
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done for them in Baptism and what God is calling them to be and to do in life- I know 

that perfectly well.  They have to discover that for themselves according to their own 

individual gifts and abilities and hearts, but you can show them the path and you can 

model the way.  When we insist that godparents are “practicing Christians”, this is not 

simply a legality.  It’s a attempt to take seriously how Baptism actually works, and how 

important it is for children to have guides and models who can show them what it looks 

like to have a personal, conscious awakening to God in life.   They need to be able to 

see and to feel what the transformation of one’s life can look like and what you parents 

and godparents actually love in life.  And don’t think you can fake it.  Kids have a very 

sensitive BS detector.  This may scare you, but at this point all I can say is, “Tough.  

You signed up for this, and now you need to live it.” 

And just imagine if all the baptized people in the world were actually living as disciples 

of Jesus, were living the life of mutual servanthood in love that Jesus spoke about and 

which he modeled and embodied in his teaching and life.  Just imagine if some sort of 

transformation happened to everyone wet with the waters of baptism, so that who we 

are outwardly were actually to become one with our inner reality, one with who we are 

as the sons and daughters of God. Just imagine if we all said “yes” to God’s “yes to us”, 

to God’s welcoming and hospitality shown and given to us in baptism.  Just imagine, as 

St. Symeon the New Theologian, a great Greek Orthodox mystic and poet wrote a 

thousand years ago, “we awaken in Christ’s body as Christ awakens our bodies, and 

my poor hand is Christ.  He enters my foot, and is infinitely me.  . . . let yourself receive 

the one who is opening to you so deeply.  For if we genuinely love Him,  we wake up 

inside Christ’s body.” 


