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The Baptism of the Lord, Year C
Born From Above
My favorite chapel at the Josephinum seminary, where I trained for priesthood, was St. Joseph’s because it was filled with beautiful images from the Scriptures.  The part I remember most, however, were the words written there.  Near the ceiling, running around the perimeter of the chapel were the words from the prologue of St. John’s Gospel:  “In the beginning was the Word, and Word was with God, and the Word was God.”  The final words always struck me with a sense of God’s love and power: “He came unto his own, and his own receive him not.  But as many as received him, he gave them power to be made the sons of God, to them that believe in his name.  Who are born, not of blood, not of the will of the flesh, not of the will of man, but of God” (John 1:11-13).

I believe this is why the Feast of the Baptism of Jesus closes off the Christmas season.  At Christmas we celebrated Jesus’ birth from Mary.  Now, in a certain way of speaking, we celebrate his birth from above.  We celebrate the day when Jesus received the Holy Spirit in a special way and went out into the world to preach, much as he went out into the world at birth.  Birth is about entering the outside world, and that is what Jesus does today.  He has lived sheltered in Nazareth for thirty years.  Now he enters the outside world as teacher, prophet, and messiah.
We have had a similar experience in our own lives.  The day of our baptism was the day we were born from above—the day we received the Holy Spirit to go out into the world as a Christian.  Confirmation was the strengthening of that mission, when we received the Holy Spirit so we could enter the outside world.  

Baptism was the date we entered the world as a Christian, just as our birth was the day we entered the world as a human being.  Baptism was also the date when we first became able to enter the Kingdom of God.  In fact, Jesus said that “no one can enter the kingdom of God without being born of water and Spirit” (John 3:5).  Our earthly birth is not enough.  He tells us “You must be born from above” (John 3:7), just as he himself was born from above.  

Jesus is telling us that we can be born from God above as he was.  We can be children of God as he is a child of God by the Holy Spirit’s power.  And the gift we receive from being born of God—of water and the Holy Spirit—is the chance for ultimate happiness.  We have the chance to be with God himself in the Kingdom—a place with joy so great that we would die from delight if we saw it unveiled.
Now like all children, we have responsibilities too.  St. John tells us that “No one who is begotten by God commits sin, because God’s seed remains in him; he cannot sin because he is begotten by God” (1 John 3:9).  We know of course that we will sin because we are weak, but baptism has laid the responsibility on us to avoid sin.  Baptism has actually given us the power to avoid sin as well.  We do not need to settle for worse behavior in our lives, we do not need to give up on ourselves and quit trying to change our bad habits.  Since we are born of God in baptism by the Holy Spirit, we can avoid sin.  

St. Louis deMontefort made this very clear.  He devised the surest means to holiness and to avoiding sin that has ever been revealed to any Christian.  He called it “total consecration to Jesus through Mary,” and it involved just what we have been talking about.  He noticed that those saints who grew most quickly in holiness were those who dedicated themselves to Mary their mother.  He realized that we need Mary’s help to be born again as a Christian.  Since she herself gave birth to Christ, she can help us to be born from above.  And St. Louis stressed that the highest peak of Christian holiness is only this: to really live our baptism.  If we would only follow the vows made at baptism either for us or by us, we would be saints without delay.

We are in a new year, so make your life new.  Pick just one or two sinful or bad habits you have been fighting and focus on changing them this year.  By baptism, we have the power to avoid sin because we have been born of God, born from above.  If you are ready to take the next step and ask Mary to help you live out your baptism, please see me.  Consecration to Mary has changed my life, and her help is the reason I am standing before you today.  She can bring us all to birth in the Spirit as she brought Christ to birth in the world.  

Take courage today and remember your birth of water and the Holy Spirit in baptism.  You are a child of God, and He loves you dearly.  He c
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