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 Some of you may be familiar with the name, Richard Rodriguez, the Mexican 
American writer who often appears on the PBS News Hour providing social 
commentary on contemporary American life. He recounts this anecdote, observing the 
lack of religious literacy in today’s world. He mentions how he decided to visit all the 
mission churches that work founded by St. Junipero Serra, the early Spanish 
missionary to California, which churches have given names to so many of the cities 
that go up the coast of California. These mission churches have been preserved by 
civic groups, interested in them more as relics of the past, than as testaments to faith. 
Rodriguez narrates how on one occasion he was standing in the rear of one of these 
churches, when he observed a small child fingering the pedestal of a baptismal font. 
The child was asking her mother, “What's this?” Her mom responded, “That's where 
the Indians used to cook their food.” That same evening Rodriguez went back in his 
motel room; relaxing before dinner, he watched a few minutes of Jeopardy. In the 
category called “Religion,” the answer appeared, “God gave this to Moses,” to which 
the contestant buzzed in, providing the question. “What is a boat?” Another answer 
was  “Joan of Arc,” to which the contestant responded, “Who was Noah’s wife?” 
 
 What does all this show? Probably not much more than what we know already–
that we just can't presume that everyone is familiar with the basic elements of the 
Christian story–with its traditions, its history, its imagery, it's art, etc. That for many 
people today, the events narrated in the Bible have the same significance and veracity 
as the tales told in Bulfinch's Mythology. The post–Christian era is faster pressing upon 
us, where so many of the religious givens of former years today are dismissed, denied, 
or simply forgotten. This means that being a Christian in today's world is becoming 
more and more of a conscious decision that ever it was before. That, because there is 
less cultural and communal support for that decision, one simply can't coast along 
undisturbed into one's piety, as might have been possible years ago. Today's feast of 
the Baptism of Jesus invites us to reflect upon our own baptism. What does it mean to 
be a Christian; what difference does it make in today's world; what are the 
consequences of that decision; and where does that lead us? 
 
 You don’t have to be baptized to be a good and decent human being. We all 
know people who have never been baptized, who may belong to no religion at all, and 
who are good and decent beings, who in fact may be better people than ourselves. 
Jesus said, “The wind blows wherever it pleases; you hear its sound, but cannot tell 
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where it comes from or where it is going. So, it is with everyone born of the Spirit.” 
God's grace is available to people in any number of ways, even outside the designated 
institutional religious channels.  
 
 Still, it would only make sense to take advantage of the clearest opportunities for 
God's presence in our lives available in baptism. Baptism does do something. Baptism 
has very definite consequences. What baptism does is to bring us into a relationship 
with Jesus Christ. We are joined with him who is the Son of God, that we might have 
access to the very life of God. That may sound very vague and abstract, but, as I said, 
the sacrament of baptism has some very definite consequences. When we are 
baptized, we are baptized in the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy 
Spirit. We are brought into the life of the Trinity. And what is the Trinity, but the 
eternal giving and receiving of love? So, the consequences of that entrance into the 
sharing in the life of the Triune God is that we too learn to give and to receive love–to 
give, and to receive. That is what ultimately life is all about–to be able to do both, to 
give and to receive love, although probably most people are better at one than at the 
other. The goal of the Christian life is to develop the capacity to be both givers and 
receivers of love. 
 
 Of course, that is easier said than done. Why? Because we are born into a world 
that so often is at odds with itself. Each of us is born into a world of selfishness, 
cruelty, injustice, stupidity and fear. And, even with the best of parents, we are 
conditioned from the “git go” by the influence of that world in which we live. It is, as it 
were, the very air we breathe. The analogy is sometimes given of a baby who is born 
to a mother addicted to crack-cocaine. It is not the baby's fault, but still that baby 
carries the effects of that addiction in his/her body. Another example would be a child 
born into a very dysfunctional family. Again, it is not the child's fault, but eventually 
that child will be warped to some degree by the confused and confusing web of 
distorted relationships in which he/she will have to grow up. In both cases, the child 
can only be rescued, can only be delivered, can only be saved from this mess by some 
help from outside the family setting. The family itself is inadequate to the task.  
 
 In baptism we are delivered from what theologians have called “original sin.” 
And what is “original sin?” It is simply the human condition. In the words of St. Paul, 
“The good I want to do, I can't do, and what I don't want to do, I end up doing.” We 
are born into a world where it is so difficult to grow beyond the confines of our ego, 
where so often we are subject to the cravings of our instincts, so often paralyzed by 
our fears. In baptism, we are born into a relationship with the risen Christ so that we 
can begin to move beyond those limitations–to be able to embrace life in all its wonder 
and all its possibility. Baptism is the first step in that journey of a lifetime whereby, 
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supported by the Spirit of Christ, we endeavor to become the complete human being 
God calls us to be. We live as children of God who is Love; and as a consequence of 
that relationship, we learn to give love and receive love. In St. Luke's Gospel, from 
which we have just read, Jesus is presented predominantly as a healer. So healing, 
wholeness and holiness are but different aspects of that rescue, of that deliverance, of 
that saving from the human condition, which union with Christ brings about. We 
cannot achieve this by our own resources; we need the help that comes from beyond 
us, from outside of us. This is what we call “salvation”—that healing, health, 
wholeness, holiness that comes from union with God through Jesus Christ. 
 
 In baptism we are welcomed into the Church that is to be seen, not just as a 
building or institution, but as that community of disciples who continually struggle 
against the temper of the times, trying to incorporate in our lives the virtues, the 
values, the strength and compassion displayed in the life of Jesus. It is the sacraments 
that empower us to do just that. Confirmation strengthens us for that task; the 
Eucharist is food for that journey; Penance restores that union with God when it has 
been severed by one's turning away from God; Matrimony and Holy Orders equip us 
for the mission–the living out of one's life's calling, one's vocation; and the Sacrament 
for the Sick provides physical healing in a time of sickness, or prepares one for that 
final journey into God's eternal care.  
 
 Faith, then, is nothing more, nothing less, than God’s welcome and our response 
to that invitation to live as a child of God, to love as God loves, as demonstrated for us 
in the life of Jesus of Nazareth, God's “Beloved Son.” Let us pray, then, that we may 
be renewed and strengthened by the Holy Spirit to live out that baptismal 
commitment. 
 


