
I Must Decrease

Jesus and his disciples went into the region of Judea, where he spent some time with them
baptizing. John was also baptizing. Now a dispute arose between the disciples…so they came
to John and said to him, “Rabbi, the one who was with you across the Jordan, to whom you
testified, here he is baptizing and everyone is coming to him.” John answered, “You yourselves
can testify that I said that I am not the Christ, but that I was sent before him. The one who has
the bride is the bridegroom; the best man, who stands and listens for him, rejoices greatly at the
bridegroom’s voice. So this joy of mine has been made complete. He must increase; I must
decrease.” (See John 3:22-30)

I spent several years as Director of Pastoral Ministry at Strake Jesuit College Preparatory in
Houston.  When the time came for me to leave, teachers, students and parents approached me
and said flattering things about me.  “Father, it’s hard to imagine our campus ministry program
without you.” I would thank them for the complements and talk about how much I liked being
there.  Interiorly, I must admit that it was quite nice to hear such things.  Several months later, I
returned to Houston to visit.  My great friend, Father Bravo had taken my place.  And here is
what I discovered: it turns out, the school did just fine without me!  In fact, Father Bravo had
initiated wonderful new programs that I would have never thought of.  I later became the novice
director for the Jesuits and served in that role for ten years.  When my time was up, people
came to me and said similar flattering things that were said at the end of my time in Houston.
Returning back to the novitiate months later, I came to the same conclusion as when I returned
to Houston: The novitiate is doing just fine without me and the new novice director has
implemented wonderful changes that I would have never dreamed of.  Could it be that I am not
indispensable in this world?  No doubt, I can do a lot of good, but might it be true that, if need
be, the world can get along just fine without me?

In the Gospel story above, I have a feeling that John the Baptist’s disciples felt the way that I felt
when I discovered that the world could carry on without me.  No doubt, they must have enjoyed
sharing the spotlight with John the Baptist.  But now John’s light is fading and his disciples are
having a hard time accepting it.  All of us want to believe that we are indispensable.  When we
do something well, we enjoy knowing that we are valuable.  And so when the time comes for us
to let go and to allow others to take over, it can be a bit difficult for us.  But we can draw
inspiration not from John’s disciples but from John himself, who humbly said, “He must increase.
I must decrease.”  John seemed to have the grace from God to step up into the spotlight when
called to do so, and then graciously to step out of the spotlight when called to “decrease.”

Life is full of “letting goes.”  Sometimes, they’re easy for us, but sometimes we hesitate, we
grasp and cling, we tighten our grip.  Let us all pray for the grace that gave Saint John the
Baptist the ability to take a bow and leave the stage.
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