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When parents present their child for baptism, they are asked a very simple but direct question that is preceded by a brief instruction.  “You have asked to have your child baptized. In doing so, you are accepting the responsibility of raising your child in the practice of the faith.  Do you clearly understand what you are undertaking?”  To this question, most parents respond, “We do.”
Several years pass and you may see some of these folks for first Holy Communion and a minority actually take the exchange seriously and become actively involved in parish life.  Some, sadly, forget why they came for baptism in the first place and neglect their faith all together.  Anyone intimately involved with baptismal preparation in a parish will tell of the same frustrations.  How do we get people to really understand and act upon the commitment they are making?  Why do so many so easily put this aside and act as if baptism never happened?  Clear answers to these questions are many and varied, but today’s feast of the Baptism of the Lord provides an excellent opportunity for reflection.
The history of humankind is one of change and development, and such is also true for the history of the church. How people understood the baptism of Jesus is different from how they understood baptism in the early church.  And how baptism was understood in the early church is different from our understanding of the sacrament today.  As the church changes and grows, so does our theology and practice of the faith.
What we have inherited through the centuries is an understanding of baptism that is more ordered toward our life in heaven than our life here on earth. Baptism is perceived by many primarily as purification from sin and an assurance of our salvation rather than the beginning of our commitment to a lifestyle modeled on the Gospel.  For most Catholics, the first thought that comes to mind with baptism is the washing away of original sin.  While such is true, the baptism of Jesus reveals something different.  When Jesus was baptized, he was “identified” as the Son of God.  With Jesus’ identity secured, his purpose became clear and his mission gained direction.
For some parents then, receiving the sacrament of baptism for their child is motivated by all kinds of things that may have little to do with living the Gospel or sharing in the sonship of Christ.  Well-intentioned parents often come for the sacrament of baptism for their children with an immature and superficial understanding of what it is and what it can do.  Deepening our understanding of baptism requires a courageous step.

We need to wrestle with our relationship with God.  We need to stop relating to God as if he is simply a set of ideas or doctrines.  My relationship with the church and the sacrament of baptism does not begin with my acceptance of all that the church believes and teaches.  It begins with my relationship with my Creator.
For many, baptism and the church are illusive.  Working on and developing a relationship with God requires patience, time, solitude and space.  It cannot happen when we are running all over the place, carting people from one place to the next, consuming ourselves with material things and allowing obligation after obligation to capture every moment of time we have.  We cannot deepen or strengthen our relationship with God by occasionally uttering an Our Father or a Hail Mary, saying a Novena and putting in a prayer request.  This is not how relationships of any kind are formed.
Establishing a relationship with God requires a lot of hard work.  Listen to the psalms of the Old Testament and how they reveal a real struggle of faith and often express dismay with the apparent absence of God in circumstances where one would expect him to be exceptionally present.  The lives of the saints also speak of relationships with God that were the fruit of much labor and effort.  How much labor do we put into our relationship with God?  Does that relationship come with a price?
We can learn much from remembering the baptism of Jesus.  It was not a baptism consumed with the washing away of sin or obsessed with the guarantee of salvation.  It wasn’t pleasing the desires of parents or grandparents or performed out of expectation or duty.  It was deeper and more real than any of those things. It had to do with a claim that God had on the heart of his Son and the establishment of an identity and mission that would forever change the world.  Our baptisms also celebrate a claim that God has on our hearts and provides us with an identity that will forever change our lives.
As water is poured over a child’s head, it would be wonderful and profound if parents could listen and really hear God say, “This is my beloved son, this is my beloved daughter, with whom I am well pleased.”  How different life would be if we truly believed that God takes delight in his creation!  Our search for happiness and contentment would be so different if we believed with all our heart and soul that our identities are confirmed as sons and daughters of God.  What a privilege it is to now share in the sonship of Christ who is one with the very heart of God!
There is no doubt that most parents want what is best for their children.  Yet, so often they look in some of the wrong places for the ingredients of success.  The place to both set sail and set anchor is with baptism.  If folks could stay close to what is celebrated in that sacrament, they would find the guidance they seek.  A commitment to God and the church must always come first and the rest will fall into place, with better order and in more abundance than could have humanly been orchestrated.  At no time should other obligations—whether they are work, service or leisure—come before the gathering of the baptized each Sunday where our common identities are celebrated and our hearts fed with the bread and cup of Life.
As we leave Mass today, we do so with God’s voice echoing in our hearts, “You are my beloved son, you are my beloved daughter, with whom I am well pleased.”
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