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TO MR KEVIN FLAHERTY, EDITOR, CATHOLIC TIMES, CREDO FOR 9.1.2000, 

FEAST OF THE BAPTISM OF THE LORD, FR FRANCIS MARSDEN


Last Thursday we celebrated the Epiphany – the revelation of the Christ child to the Gentiles, the Magi. Today we celebrate another Epiphany: the revelation of Jesus as the “beloved Son” of the Father, at His baptism in the River Jordan. On Him the dove of the Spirit rests. By His baptism, Jesus made the waters of the earth holy, to become an instrument of his saving grace. “God has bound salvation to the sacrament of Baptism, but He himself is not bound by His sacraments.” (CCC 1257)


We are so used to child baptism, that we overlook the Sacrament’s immense power in the adult.

For example, consider the tyrant Mao-tse-Tung, who ruthlessly inflicted around 40 million deaths on his own Chinese people. Just imagine that at the end of his life of arrogant unconcern for others, he had suddenly experienced a moment of grace and illumination, before the pit of hell opened up to swallow his soul for all eternity. Imagine that he sincerely repented of the murders and mass starvations he had caused, and asked for Christian baptism from an underground Catholic priest. And shortly after baptism, he died.

Yes, we know it’s not true, but imagine:  Mao-tseTung would then have entered heaven directly. Faster than any of us. No time even in purgatory, his soul as innocent as that of a baptised baby two days old. It sticks in our gullet, we who bear the heat of the day, or the heat of persecution.


This fictitious example nevertheless shows how we underestimate the power of the Sacrament of Baptism. No wonder some Kings and chieftains of the Dark Ages delayed receiving baptism until their deathbeds.


“Baptism is a Sacrament of cleansing instituted by Jesus Christ; by it the person baptized is made a member of the mystical body of Christ or the Church, obtains remission of original sin and of all actual sins if he has committed any, with all the punishment due to them, and becomes capable of receiving the other Sacraments.” (Gasparri)


Water exhibits a dual symbolism: it cleanses and it gives life. If we go without using water for washing for two or three days, our nearest and dearest will curtly tell us we need a bath. Without food we can survive for 40-50 days, but without water to drink, we shall die within ten days. 75% of the human body, and 99% of the jellyfish, is water!


Water cleanses and it gives life. The water of baptism coupled with the words of the baptising priest or deacon, bring about a powerful spiritual effect upon the human person. It cleanses the soul from the guilt of all sin, personal or original. It plants the seed of eternal life and divine grace in the heart, a seed which must be nourished - in the case of a baby, with the sunshine of his parents’ prayers, with the nutrient of their love, with the rainfall of their good example, with the vitamins of their teaching, with the firm stake of their discipline.


For my next point I am indebted to Fr Luiz Ruscillo of Lancaster. He preached a very inspiring sermon recently to the Old Romans in Preston, reminding us that water can also a terrible destructive force. That may not be so apparent on the balmy shores of the Mediterranean, but go up to the Cumbrian coast or to Bridlington, and see the breakers smashing against the headlands, eroding away the shorelines, inundating and devouring the lowlands. 


If global warming continues, it is most unlikely that the Netherlands, East Anglia and London will see out this new millennium.


Like the wild Atlantic and like Noah’s flood, the water of baptism is an inexorable force against sin. The grace of the Sacrament constantly, day by day, high tide after high tide, batters against our native selfishness and unkindness. It keeps alive that hope of eternal life within. By the voice of conscience it prompts us to a better life, unless we build out breakwaters and sea defences to create a stagnant haven of concupiscence for our own indulgence.


I was intrigued to hear that the film-famous Titanic, slipping beneath the freezing flood of the North Atlantic, in history had every panel of its steel hull emblazoned with anti-Catholic insults, courtesy of the shipbuilders of Harland and Wolff, Belfast. Fond Orange tributes to the Pope, the Taigs, the priesthood and the God of the Catholics. They got their answer! Blasphemies swallowed by the ocean deep.


The passage of the Israelites through the middle of the Red Sea is another prototype of baptism. They escaped from the slavery of Pharaoh and set out on their journey to the Promised Land. Baptism is a spiritual Passover from the darkness of slavery to sin, into a liberated state. The armies of the enemy, the legions of Satan, are rendered powerless by the waters flooding back over to drown them. 

In communion with the People of God, escorted by the pillar of fire and the pillar of cloud (two symbols of the Divine Presence), the baptised are now ready to march through the desert, nourished by manna from above, towards “the heavenly Jerusalem, which is our mother.”


St John asks in today’s Epistle: “Who can overcome the world? Only the man who believes that Jesus is the Son of God.”  He speaks of three witnesses to Christ: the Spirit, the water and the blood. The “water and the blood” flowed from the body of Jesus upon the cross, when the soldier after death pierced his side with a lance. The water is symbolic of baptism, the blood represents the Eucharist. The Spirit, who visibly descended at Jesus’ baptism, and is an abiding presence in the Church since Pentecost, is the third witness.


Baptism is not only a blessing and a grace. It is a vocation and a duty. It challenges us to live by the grace given. It tells us that our lives are not our own. We have been ransomed and redeemed at the price of Christ’s blood, long before we asked to be saved. Baptism marks us out as the people of God in this world, who are to live in God’s way, not the world’s way. Baptism offers us the route to everlasting joy, but we are not forced to accept it: “He who made you without your consent, will not save you without your consent.”


Above the Baptistery of St John Lateran in Rome there is a fifth-century inscription, part of which may be translated;

“In this place a holy race destined to heaven in born

Begotten by the Spirit who gives life to these waters.

Here Mother Church brings forth her pure offspring,

Conceived by the virtue of the Holy Spirit.”

