Baptism of the Lord
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Just a few days ago we celebrated the beginning of the New Year. “Out with the old and in with the new!” We bade farewell to 2007 with all its happy and sad moments. This is a time of transition as we embark on a new year with a renewed sense of hope and resolve, to do that which is within our control to make this a better year. Today’s celebration of the Baptism of the Lord brings that very same sense of hope and resolve for our Christian living.

We experience a similar sense of spiritual renewal and transition as we celebrate this feast that bridges the Christmas season with the Ordinary Time of the Church year. This temporal transition provides an opportunity for a spiritual transformation. The Baptism of the Lord marks the transition of Jesus from private life to public ministry during which his manifestation as Messiah would unfold. This major transition in the life of Jesus begins the fulfillment of salvation for those who would follow his way. Because we share in the life of Christ through baptism, we share in a similar spiritual transformation. We move from sinfulness to forgiveness, from spiritual death to salvation. This observance of Jesus’ baptism provides the opportunity for us to reflect on the meaning of our own baptismal calling.

Jesus’ life is the model for all the baptized in our calling to be public witnesses for God’s kingdom.  We experience a new beginning each time the grace of our baptism is realized in acts of faith and love.  Each day is an opportunity for a renewal of our life in Christ and the power of our baptism.

The pouring of baptismal water immersed us into the power of God’s graces. These graces gushed and rushed into our souls to begin a lifelong opportunity to experience God’s love.

We renew our baptismal resolve in the realization that today, tomorrow, and every day that follows, is our opportunity to witness to what we profess to believe. Just as Jesus’ public ministry commenced following his baptism, so too, our baptismal grace launches us into the ministry of public witness of our faith in Jesus Christ. We are to take Christ to all circumstances in life.

On October 26, 2007 Pope Benedict beatified Franz Jägerstätter, an Austrian who was executed for his refusal to serve in the armies of the Third Reich. Born out of wedlock in 1907, his natural father was killed in World War I and his mother married a farmer, who adopted Franz. After gaining a reputation as a rather wild young man, Franz married and settled-down to a typical peasant life. 
In addition to his farm and household duties, Franz became sexton of the parish church and a member of the Secular Franciscan Order, and was known for his diligent and devout service.  After taking up this work, he began to receive daily Holy Communion. 

He also became known for his opposition to the Nazi regime, casting the only local vote against the annexation of Austria by Germany in March 1938.

When Franz was called to active duty in the military, he sought counsel from at least three priests and his bishop. Each tried to counter his conscience and assure him that this military service was compatible with his Christianity. His earlier experiences left him with a great horror of lies and double-dealing, and Franz reconciled his church's advice of subservience to the governing authorities with his conscience by reporting to the induction center but refusing to serve. Imprisoned, he was convicted in a military trial and beheaded on August 9th, 1943.  His wife and three daughters, the eldest of whom was six, survived him.  He also left behind a small and moving set of essays and letters from prison.  The following are two examples:

"Just as the man who thinks only of this world does everything possible to make life here easier and better, so must we, too, who believe in the eternal Kingdom, risk everything in order to receive a great reward there. Just as those who believe in National Socialism tell themselves that their struggle is for survival, so must we, too, convince ourselves that our struggle is for the eternal Kingdom. But with this difference: we need no rifles or pistols for our battle, but instead, spiritual weapons—and the foremost among these is prayer.... Through prayer, we continually implore new grace from God, since without God's help and grace it would be impossible for us to preserve the Faith and be true to His commandments....

"Let us love our enemies, bless those who curse us, pray for those who persecute us.  For love will conquer and will endure for all eternity. And happy are they who live and die in God's love." 

Keep these words in mind the next time you are tempted.  Remember them the next time you experience the challenge to defend goodness or faith. Remember them the next time you find an unjust situation that invites your response.  Remember them the next time you feel tempted to put God aside in favor of some other choice. These opportunities to witness for Christ never end.

As the Christmas season ends, it is the message of Christmas that must now come to light and realization. Jesus came into the world to offer salvation to all. Through baptism we are recipients of this great gift. We now have the responsibility to continue to incarnate the presence of Christ in our life circumstances. Christmas and the life of Christ in this world was only the beginning. We now continue to extend the message of Christmas – which comes to us through baptism – through the rest of the year and the rest of our lives.  Although we mark the end of the Christmas season, we begin to live what that season implies: Emmanuel – God with us in Jesus Christ.
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