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“The first rubric for baptism found in a late fourth-century church order directs that the bishop enter the vestibule of the baptistery and say to the catechumens without commentary or apology only four words: ‘Take off your clothes.’”  Thus wrote the great Benedictine liturgist, Aidan Kavanagh, in his imaginative reconstruction of an Easter Vigil conducted in the early Church after Constantine.  I suspect that our catechumens who are to be baptized here this evening will be relieved to know that we no longer expect them to strip for the sacrament!


This radical ancient practice, however, certainly did make clear in a symbolic way that the neophytes were doing what the Apostle Paul describes in the fourth chapter of Ephesians: “you should put away the old self of your former way of life, corrupted through deceitful desires, and be renewed in the spirit of your minds, and put on the new self, created in God's way in righteousness and holiness of truth” (vv. 22-24).  And the thorough oiling of the catechumens’ naked bodies – another indignity that we will spare you from, Roy and Alex! – was a reminder that like athletes preparing for a contest, those to be baptized were being readied for an important ordeal.


What you will experience this evening, Roy and Alex, is an actual baptismal pool, filled with warm, flowing water.  Here, I return to Fr. Kavanagh’s description where, in his imaginary ancient baptistery, the pool “gushes water…  The room…glows.  It is a golden paradise in a bathhouse in a mausoleum: an oasis, Eden restored: the navel of the world, where death and life meet…and become indistinguishable from each other.”  


So… if our new font looks like a tomb – please understand that it is meant to!  It is the place where the baptized follow and imitate Jesus, willingly surrendering their old lives, dying to themselves, and trusting in God to rescue and transform them, to raise them to new life.  And of course, the warm, embracing waters also represent a womb from which the neophytes emerge new born, with their whole Christian lives ahead of them.  No wonder the Church’s “General Introduction” to the rites of Christian initiation, promulgated in 1972, says that baptism by “immersion…is more suitable as a symbol of participation in the death and resurrection of Christ” (no. 22).

When our catechumens actually “wade in the water,” as the old African-American spiritual puts it, the symbolism evokes many episodes from both the Hebrew and Christian Scriptures: the passage of the Israelites from slavery to freedom through the Red sea…  the cleansing of the leprous Syrian king, Namaan, who plunged seven times into the River Jordan as directed by the prophet, Elisha…  the baptism of Jesus in the same River Jordan by his cousin, John, when the Spirit descended in the form of a dove, and the Father pronounced Jesus a beloved Son…  and the healing of the crippled man at the pool of Bethesda by Jesus in the fifth chapter of John’s Gospel…

We also know that a pool like this was standard in the 4th century.  I quote from a period homily by St. John Chrysostom to his own catechumens: the bishop “takes you down into the sacred waters, at the same time burying the old nature and raising ‘the new creature, which is being renewed after the image of the creator’ (Col. 3:10).”  Again, Roy, Alex, let me reassure you: I do not plan to follow the ancient practice of “[wrapping you] in [my] arms, [lifting you] backward into the rushing waters and [forcing you] under the surface.”  By the way, for the record, it seems that the catechumens were not even warned in advance about what to expect!  I do intend to get you pretty wet, however!  Because as you know perhaps better than the rest of us, you are taking a major life step tonight.  Surely that deserves better than a few drips of water from a fake golden seashell!

You will return to us, just as your predecessors did in the early Church, wearing a clean white tunic as a sign of your new life in Christ.  And you will receive the light of Christ from the new Easter candle – that same light which the baptized here present received and will receive again this evening, when I sprinkle them as a living reminder of their own baptism.  And I will smear with the sweet-smelling oil of Chrism on your foreheads, as well as on foreheads of our candidates, your fellow travelers in RCIA, to connote that you are all sealed and strengthened with the power of the Holy Spirit in the sacrament of confirmation.  As Fr. Kavanagh reminds all of us, we should pay attention when “the fragrance of chrism fills the church: It is the Easter smell, God’s grace olfactorily incarnate.”

Finally, of course, we will all proceed to the Lord’s table together, where you, neophytes and candidates, will join us for the first of many times at the third and final sacrament of initiation – Eucharist.  There we will “[dine] on the precious Body, whose true and undoubted [members we have become]; drink the precious Blood of him in whom [we ourselves have] now died.”  And on this night of all nights, please God, we will all – like the two disciples on the road to Emmaus – recognize the real presence of the risen Christ in the breaking of the bread and the sharing of the cup.  Thus we will experience together our own passing over “from death into a life [we live] still.”

If it all seems a bit overwhelming, please know that it is meant to be so by design.  Remember what we heard from Luke’s Gospel: the women who came to the tomb of Jesus on the first Easter morning were alternately puzzled, dazzled, terrified, and elated; while Peter himself was described as “amazed.”  After all, the resurrection of a crucified friend was – and is – a unique and overwhelming occurrence, a lot for any human to take on board.  But because Jesus, now become Lord, lives never to die again, the mystery of his dying and rising is as real and powerful today as it ever was in the fourth century, or even the first.   

The Church looked to fourth-century models to reconstruct its rites of adult initiation after Vatican II, not out of romanticized antiquarianism, but because the fullness and richness of the ancient symbolic rituals of the period suffice to stir our hearts and capture our imaginations and shake us from our blasé rote familiarity which too often breeds contempt.  After all, “Christ is risen,” brothers and sisters; and we are meant, tonight of all nights, to hear – and see, and smell, and taste, and touch – the truth of that proclamation as Good News.  With the reality of Christ’s resurrection is born the possibility and the promise of our own transformation, of our own destiny for eternal, joy-filled lives.  


Let me conclude with a famous – and truly wonderful – poem by the great 20th-century American poet, e.e. cummings.  As near as I can tell, he did not write it for Easter per se; and it is unclear if he even was an explicit Christian, although his poems and journals are shot through with evidence of his ever deepening belief in God.  But see if this poem doesn’t catch the mood of this night turned day,  “when Jesus Christ broke the chains of death and rose triumphant from the grave.”



i thank You God for most this amazing


day: for the leaping greenly spirits of trees


and a blue true dream of sky; and for everything


which is natural which is infinite which is yes



(i who have died am alive again today,


and this is the sun's birthday; this is the birth


day of life and love and wings: and of the gay


great happening illimitably earth)



how should tasting touching hearing seeing


breathing any – lifted from the no


of all nothing – human merely being


doubt unimaginable You?



(now the ears of my ears awake and


now the eyes of my eyes are opened) 
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