
The Feast of the Baptism of the Lord 

Sometimes when we reflect on our baptism, we can ask questions that seem appropriate but in fact 

are quite inadequate. For example, when we renew our baptismal promises at Easter, we might ask, “What 

does baptism do for me?” This is an important and even essential question. But unless the following question 

is also considered, we are not fully understanding the baptismal commitment. That question is “What will 

baptism cost me?” 

In our country, baptism will probably not cost you your life and we probably won’t lose our freedom 

being jailed because we are baptized. But baptism does mean we can’t leave things unchanged. There need to 

be changes, first of all within our own self, and then changes made in the world around us. Baptism is not once 

in a lifetime. Rather, baptism is once for a lifetime. We are not baptized only to say, “Well, glad that is over 

with.” Actually, something is not “over”, but really just beginning.  

If we aren’t asking all the right questions regarding baptism, questions regarding other issues will also 

be inadequate. For example, we are struggling more and more to provide priestly ministries with ever 

declining numbers of ordained priests. As a diocese, we have entered very troubled times and the problem 

will only grow worse over the next several years.  

Parishioners often ask me, “Why can’t more retired priests help out?” “Why can’t Africa and India send 

us more priest?” These are all appropriate questions and worthy of consideration, but also inadequate. First of 

all, let me tell you our retired priests have heroically assisted us with parish responsibilities over the past 

several decades. If not for them, our diocese would be far worse off than we already are. But most of the 

retired priests have now either died or are of frail health and unable to assist in parishes anymore. 

Secondly, international priests from Africa and India currently constitute 1/3 to ½ of all active priests in 

our diocese. This crisis will only deepen in the very near future. The real question remains, “Why can’t we get 

more priests from our families?” “Why can’t we get more priests from our parish communities?” If we could 

get more priests from our parish families, we would not need to ask why we don’t get more priests from other 

dioceses, other countries, or retired priests. 

Again, many have the answer to this question: “Well, if only the church would only allow (fill in the 

blank). “If the church looked like it did 50 years ago” or “look like it will 50 years from now” or “if only the 

church would (whatever)”!! 

But today I am not talking to “that church” somewhere out there or the church 50 years ago or 50 

years from now. I am talking to “this church gathered here today” at this altar. When was the last time you 

asked a young man to consider the priesthood? When was the last time you prayed for more vocations? When 

was the las time you prayed for our seminarians or supported any one of them? 

As church, we need to re-examine the questions of our baptismal promises and respond to them ever 

more deeply. Our entire life needs to focus around the lens of our baptismal commitments and promises. 

It is also no coincidence that Jesus’ identity and mission are revealed in the waters of the River Jordan. 

These divine revelations present us with an understanding that Jesus’ life and ministry not only saved 

humanity, but redeemed all of creation. Jesus immersed in water symbolizes his immersion in the life of the 

world and the daily life of every single person. Creation is now where God is encountered, worshipped, and 

served. In his baptism, Jesus reveals the marriage of Creator and creation, divine and human, material and 

spiritual, mortal and eternal. 



If the Lord’s Baptism revealed his mission to all people of every race and ethnicity, and the redemption 

of all creation, questions should be raised regarding the realities of racism in our nation and the continual 

degradation of environmental systems. These are not distractions from what is really important. Racism and 

environmental destruction are among the most serious moral issues affecting everyone’s relationship with 

God.  

At their annual meeting in November, the bishops of the United States issued a very strong letter on 

racism in our country and the church’s condemnation of all racist attitudes and actions. The bishops are also 

clear regarding the Catholic Church’s participation in racist actions including slavery, and her silent complicity 

regarding discrimination and segregation in the late 19th and early 20th centuries.  

Our own Bishop Robert Deeley, has called on parishes in Maine to study the document and to take 

actions addressing racism. Our parish social justice committee and interfaith clergy associations are already 

looking at those possibilities. Stay tuned for further developments.  

Regarding the environment, four years ago Pope Francis issued his groundbreaking encyclical on global 

warming and environmental responsibility Laudato Si. The encyclical placed papal authority squarely on the 

issue of global warming and humanity’s irresponsible behavior fostering the conditions allowing it to develop. 

Pope Francis did an exhaustive study on the issue before writing the encyclical and as a former science teacher 

in Jesuit schools, he had a background to do so.  

Pope Francis joined his voice to the teachings of both Pope St. John Paul II and Pope Benedict XVI 

raising environmental concerns to the top of moral considerations for Catholics and all people of good will. As 

Catholics and as Americans, it is incumbent upon us to address these and other moral issues at both the local 

and national levels. With all people of good will, we need to examine what changes we can make and what 

can be done within out municipality and state. 

We also need to address both the racism and environmental issues at the national level and ask if our 

government in Washington DC (presidential, congressional, and judicial) recognize these issues and embrace 

the moral courage to address them in responsible ways.  

In Jesus baptism, he manifests a common ground with all humanity and all creation. In his mission 

proclaimed from the heavens, he proclaims the Kingdom of God; a Kingdom where we are called to stand our 

ground. In our baptism, we join the Lord in his ongoing redemption of the whole world. It might cost us, 

perhaps in many ways. But if we ask the right questions regarding our own baptism, the cost will be paid with 

joy.  

 

 


