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Baptisms October 2012 

What are we doing when we baptize someone?  That’s an important question that we 

need to keep asking ourselves.  And then maybe even more importantly, what are we 

doing when we baptize children whose understanding of what we’re doing is at best 

extremely limited, and at worst non-existent?  The answer about baptism given by the 

2nd Vatican Council in its first document, Sacrosanctum Concilium, is this: “By Baptism 

men and women are implanted in the paschal mystery of Christ; they die with him, are 

buried with him, and rise with him.”  One of the great gifts of Vatican II is that it focused 

our attention once again on the Paschal mystery of Jesus- his passing over from death 

to life- as the central message, the central celebration, and the central shaping definition 

of what the Church is and what Christian life is all about.  And it then spoke about 

Christian baptism as that great and decisive act by which we are “implanted” in this 

passing over of Jesus from death to life.   

Previously in church we had tended to focus of what we called “original sin” and had 

spoken about baptism as somehow getting rid of this sin or stain so that we could then 

go to heaven.  There certainly was something true about that, but it really was a 

reduction, a narrowing of the way in which the Bible and the Fathers of the Church had 

thought and taught about baptism.  The 2nd Vatican Council forced us to rethink what 

baptism is all about by pushing us back to the Bible, back to the Fathers, and back to 

the liturgies of the early Church, and there we have been able to rediscover the heart of 

the church, the heart of baptism and the heart of Christian life- and that heart is the 

paschal mystery of Jesus.  Whatever we do in Church, whatever we teach, whatever 
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kind of spiritual life we try to lead, if it is authentic, it has to be connected to Jesus’ life, 

death, and resurrection, to the paschal mystery.   

“By baptism, we are implanted in this mystery”, the Council taught.  Baptism, in other 

words, tells us who we are and what our destiny is.  Understanding and accepting this is 

now more important than ever, because our present age is struggling, desperately 

struggling, with the question of who we human beings are and where we are going.  So 

many of the old institutions and the old symbols that used to shape identity are now 

crumbling or have already collapsed.  We Catholics used to assume that mere 

membership in the Church was able to create a sense of who we are, but that is no 

longer the case.  And over the centuries, baptism, unfortunately, increasingly came  to 

be experienced as a kind of prophylactic against the fires of hell after we die, but less 

and less as something that could shape our identity and disclose for us who we really 

are and what our vocation in this life really is.  That old religious world is either gone or 

is going.  And thank God that it is. 

Now we have a new opportunity, a new opportunity to regain a sense of our identity as 

a baptismal people, as a people rooted in the story, the history, of Jesus and of his 

relationship to God.   If baptism means anything at all, it means just this- that we are 

called to share in Jesus’ relationship to the Father.  This is what is happening to these 

little children [this little child] today.  They [she] are [is] being made sons and daughters 

[a daughter] of the living God.  In this sense, baptism is always a passive act- it is 

something done to us (unlike in the movie The Apostle where the preacher baptizes 

himself).  We can’t make ourselves the children of God, only God can do that.  And 

that’s what is happening [has happened] this morning.   
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In baptism, these children [this child] have been [has been] linked to Jesus as his 

brothers and sisters [sister], so that they [she] can then learn to live toward God like 

Jesus did.  And the heart of Jesus’ life was that that he was always open to the living 

God, always had his place in God, always regarded his very life as a gift from God.   

This strikes at one of the greatest temptations of our age-to think that we are 

autonomous, to think that we are independent, to think that we are self-contained 

entities of some kind.  What you parents and godparents have the responsibility to 

teach these children is that once they have come out of the baptismal font, they are 

forever related- forever related to God and forever related to their brothers and sisters in 

Christ- that they can never see themselves as being either a thing in themselves or as 

an end in themselves, contrary to that hideous philosophy of Ayn Rand and her 

followers today.  Baptism makes us forever and eternally a spiritual social being.  Before 

we were baptized we were a physical social being.  Baptism now makes this 

“relatedness”  eternal, and not even death can destroy it. 

As Christians we do not live as if this world were a kind of waiting room where we 

simply bide our time and place all our hope in the glory of a resurrection in the afterlife.  

If we take St. Paul at his word, our new like in the risen Christ has already begun.  “Do 

you not know that all of us who have been baptized into Christ Jesus were baptized into 

his death?  Therefore, we have been buried with him by baptism into death, so that, just 

as Christ was raised from the dead by the glory of the Father, so we too might walk in 

the newness of life.”  (Rom 6:3-4).  Our resurrection is not something that we await 

beyond the moment of our physical death.  Our new life has already begun.  We are 

already “implanted in the paschal mystery”. And this means that life can now be 
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different.  As St. Paul wrote, “we must consider ourselves dead to sin and alive to God 

in Christ Jesus”.   

“Alive to God in Christ Jesus”.  “The glory of God is a human being fully alive,” one of 

the early Fathers said.  And isn’t that what we all long for- to be “fully alive”.  Too much 

of Christianity has at times given the impression not of being alive, but of being bound, 

of being shackled.  In some places there is far too much joylessness,  far too much 

cramped scrupulosity and far too much narrowness of spirit, that seems to be the most 

telling refutation of what Christianity claims to be.  Nothing could be farther away from 

what baptism is really all about- because it’s about our entry into life, the first step 

towards learning what it means for us to be “fully alive”, “alive to God in Christ Jesus”. 

To take baptism seriously, both for ourselves and for the children we bring to the 

baptismal font, and to see it for what it is, means that we accept that baptism discloses 

for us our true and real identity, that it reveals to us who we are, what our dignity is, and 

how then we are called to live life.  And this, I think, is what we frequently forget- we 

forget that we are baptized, we forget that baptism is what gives us our identity as 

brothers and sisters of Jesus and of one another, that baptism is what enables us to 

know ourselves as children of the Most High.  To take baptism seriously is to live a life 

remembering, remembering that we belong to God and remembering that God’s true 

and real glory is a human being fully alive. “Remember”, as Martin Luther so aptly put it, 

“remember that you walk through life wet, wet with the waters of baptism”.    

 


