
Solemnity of the Nativity of St. John Baptist 
Gospel of St. Luke: Chapter 1 

This was my last weekend homily at Sebago Lakes Region Parishes (June 23/24) before transferring to St. 
Michael’s Parish in Augusta. 

The homily was moving in various directions throughout the week until Saturday morning reading a 
news article from a Catholic news service. The article concerned an interview with Mary McAleese, former 
president of Ireland. Serving in this mostly ceremonial role from 1997-2011, Ms. McAleese is a highly educated 
person, including an advanced degree in Catholic Canon Law from a Roman Pontifical institute. She has served 
on various Vatican commissions and has made significant contributions in the area of human rights across the 
globe. 

Her interview in this article, however, was quite troubling to say the least. On the subject of infant 
baptism, the former Irish president said, by baptizing children before they have reached the age of reason, the 
Church is creating “infant conscripts who are held to lifelong obligations of obedience.” She continued by 
saying, “You can’t impose, really, obligations on people who are only two weeks old and you can’t say to them 
at seven or eight or 14 or 19 ‘here is what you contracted, here is what you signed up to’ because the truth is 
they didn’t,” she said. 

Declaring that in the past “people didn’t understand that they had the right to say ‘no’, the right to 

walk away,” the former Irish president said “we live now in times where we have the right to freedom of 

conscience, freedom of belief, freedom of opinion, freedom of religion and freedom to change religion. The 

Catholic Church yet has to fully embrace that thinking.” 

Please know there is a healthy discussion within the Catholic Church among theologians on the 

necessity and importance of infant baptism. And ecumenically, there are of course, Christian churches that do 

not believe in infant baptism, and our ongoing discussions with them are also important. But nobody is raising 

the issues raised by President McAleese and especially with inferences that somehow infant baptism might 

even violate human rights.  

I would like to make a response to Madame President’s statements, but please know I am not a 

theologian, so this response will come from a pastoral perspective.  

Infant baptism reminds us of the foundational truth that God initiates all relationships with humanity. 

We cannot initiate a relationship with God unless God first makes the first move. We cannot know who God is, 

or that we need God unless God chooses to be revealed and extend an offer of friendship and love. That is 

why God called Abraham, God called Moses, God called Israel.  

Through his humanity, Jesus is called by God the Father at his baptism in the River Jordan by St. John 

the Baptist. Jesus then calls disciples and forming the church, all of us are called to participate in this dynamic 

love that God has for all humanity, especially the church.  

Baptism makes present the healing of the abyss between God and humanity. St. Paul makes clear the 

blood of the cross reconciles us to God and not God to us. God didn’t walk away from the relationship, we did. 

God did not turn his back on us. Rather, we turned our back on God. Through the humanity of the Risen Lord, 

we are again drawn back to God. In Christ, humanity is turned around to face God again; God who has always 

been facing us. This is pure gift. We cannot earn it, deserve, or pay for it. We can only respond to it. Baptizing 

an infant focuses our attention on the utter gratuitousness of God.  



Infant baptism presents “human worth” diametrically opposite many of our cultural definitions. We are 

not worth what we own, or what titles we have, or how many accomplishments we have made. We have 

worth simply because we are created in the image of God. Baptizing infants who produce nothing more than 

diapers full presents a counter cultural definition of “worth”. 

Baptism accompanied by faith is the greatest gift we can give our children, even our infants. Baptism 

accompanied by faith is not a burden to infants or young children. Providing no moral compass, or no values 

and virtues is a burden to anyone young or old. Infant baptism reminds us that we take responsibility for the 

faith life of our children. We become committed to them, and hope they will take that commitment to heart 

and become responsible and righteous Christian adults.  

Baptism is about encountering God who visits us in the recesses of our hearts and makes a choice to 
love us unconditionally and eternally.  

From St. Luke’s Gospel. We learn that Zechariah and Elizabeth were advanced in years when she 
conceived John. They did not count on starting a family at their later stages of life. 

Last evening at 4PM Mass at Our Lady’s Parish in Windham, new born infant Cali Lynn Bean was 
baptized. That is not particularly unusual at all. But the circumstances surrounding Cali’s birth are profoundly 
striking. She is being raised by her grandmother and great grandmother. They already are raising her three-
year-old brother Chase. They did not count on raising another family at their later stages of life, but that is 
what the opioid crisis does in our society.  

Cali did not know at her birth that her father had already died from drug related conditions a few 
months ago. Cali would not also understand why she had to spend her first five days of life on morphine 
withdrawing from the drugs her mother ingested during the pregnancy.  

Cali’s baptism made a claim on her. Something sacred was celebrated in the midst of a human family 
deeply wounded but with a solid foundation of love, commitment, and sacrifice. The baptismal ritual 
proclaimed the truth that God is not distant from the human condition and is not repulsed by the self-inflicted 
wounds of the human family. On the contrary, God draws ever closer to the hearts of those so wounded. And 
God takes responsibility for the healing and restoration of the human family.  

I am glad Cali and Chase have their grandmothers and also glad those grandmothers have Cali and 
Chase. I am very glad those grandmothers have Our Lady Parish in Windham and also very glad those 
parishioners have those grandmothers. I am especially glad God has all of us and ecstatic we all have God.  

Cali’s baptism last evening signified and symbolized all of that. At the same time the sacrament of 
baptism signifies what it does—uniting us with the Risen Body of the Lord Jesus Christ.  Sacraments signify 
what they effect, and effect what they signify. There is a communion of life between these grandmothers with 
Cali and Chase. There is a communion of life with them and Our Lady Parish. There is a communion of life 
between Our Lady Parish and the universal church. There is a communion of life between the universal church 
and the Triune God.  

That communion of life entered a new moment of grace, and a new moment of creation from Cali’s 
baptism last evening. And that, Madame President, are only some of the real reasons The Roman Catholic 
Church continues to baptize infants. 

 


