When I first looked at our gospel story today about John the Baptist humbling himself before the lord and then baptizing Jesus I couldn’t help but think of a story about a preacher who was humbled, put in his place by a young boy.     
I’ve told this story hundreds of times over the years, perhaps even here on the chalice of salvation some years ago.  This story still has the power to knock me off any high horse that I might be riding on.  I usually tell the story as if it’s happened to me.  It could have.     
So I was invited one day to give a presentation to a parish group during lent.  I was asked to speak for approximately thirty minutes.  I prepared the presentation, arrived at the church and spoke before the group.  The people who had invited me to give the talk must have thought it was a pretty good talk because they invited me to join the gathering crowd for coffee and pastries in the church hall.  I was also asked by the coordinator of the evening if I would stand at the entrance of the hall to greet the people. “No problem,” I said.       
As I stood shaking hands I heard comments like, “Nice talk Father,” “Good talk Father,” “Wonderful talk Father.”         
After shaking a good number of hands a little boy appeared in line.  The boy was probably seven or eight years old.  The boy stepped up to me, put his hand out for a shake and said, “Talk really stunk Father.”      
I generally think of myself as a pretty good preacher so to have someone, even a child, make such a comment was a bit surprising.    
More people came by shaking hands and saying, “Nice talk Father,” “Good talk Father, “Wonderful talk Father,” until again the boy appeared in line.   
This time he put his hand out for a shake and said, “Never invite you back here again, Father.”      
Ouchhh!     
More people came by saying, “Nice talk Father, wonderful talk Father, good talk Father until the little boy stepped up again. This time he said, “Jokes weren’t even funny Father.”  

Now I was getting a little upset.    
Still more people came by shaking hands saying, “Nice talk Father,” Good talk Father,” until, who should be ready and waiting last in line but the little boy.     
He stepped up to me, put his hand out and was about to say something when suddenly a woman came rushing across from the other side of the room. I presumed she was his mother.  She interrupted and said, “Father, don’t pay attention to anything he says, he just repeats everything he hears.”       
Before I get any further into the theme of my homily today, humbling ourselves before the power of god, there’s one thing I noticed about our scripture readings during the past six weeks.   In just six weeks we have made the scripture journey from John the Baptist announcing “prepare the way of the lord,” to Mary telling Joseph that she is pregnant by the spirit of god, to  Joseph’s angelic dream where he was instructed to take Mary as his wife, to Mary and Joseph’s visit with Elizabeth and Zachariah, to their journey to Bethlehem to be counted, the birth of Jesus, the visit of the shepherds and magi, and the holy families fleeing into Egypt because of  Herod’s brutally. Then even more quickly we jump from Mary, Joseph and Jesus returning from Egypt to Nazareth, and then the sudden rush through Jesus’ teen years, with only one little story about when Jesus was lost in the temple. In just six weeks we’ve gone all the way from the beginning of Jesus’ life to the beginning of his public ministry, to being baptized by John the Baptist in the Jordan River.     
John the Baptist was a desert ascetic, a moral genius, a humble prophet and a commanding preacher. He stood on a sort of soap box, strong and high to not only proclaim the coming of the messiah but to confront the political and religious politicians of his day.       
John the Baptist rose up to preach a demanding message. That’s what prophets do.  They seem to come out of nowhere, challenge the way people think and then disappear, often being wiped away by violence.   John the Baptist’s preaching eventually got him killed.       
One of the most remarkable things about John the Baptist, however, is that although he had his own followers, some of whom thought he was the messiah, he chose not to compete with Jesus.  Basically John the Baptist said from the beginning of his active ministry until his death, “don’t follow me but follow him, Jesus.”      
John didn’t claim any real spiritual or political power for himself.  He knew what it was like to be face down in the desert dirt.  John knew his place in the rank of men and women and before god.  He knew that his place was to live in the heart of god.  He knew it was better to live in god’s heart than in self-centeredness or self-righteous superiority.  He knew that there was something perhaps even more important than standing on a pedestal leading a charge for god.  He knew and chose to bend a knee before the lord of life.   John the Baptist was a humble man.      
John was also, and more importantly for today’s gospel, a cleanser, calling Jews and gentiles alike to be washed in the Jordan river, to repent and be purified, to change the way they think and live, and to be humble enough to live a godly motivated life.      
As i said, john was a cleanser.  He took what was a form of ritual purification among the Jewish people, and among some other religious traditions as well, transforming what the Jews would have called a mikvah, into a type of baptism, dunking men and woman, probably even some of Jesus’ eventual disciples, into the flowing waters of the Jordan river.  John’s baptism was meant to wash away what was ungodly in their lives.  
Jesus then came along to transform the washing of John’s ritual into what, after years of development, we call the sacrament of baptism, where not only are sins washed away but also where we are welcomed and initiated into a Christ-led community.  When, whether as a baby, teen or adult, the water is poured over your head or you’re dunked in the blessed pool you’re then marked as one of us, a Christian.       
I presume that many of you, wherever you’re watching this televised mass, are baptized into some Christian community, not perhaps into the catholic community but certainly into a Christ-liking community, baptized “in the name of the father, son and holy spirit,” i presume that many of you are striving, slowly perhaps, and certainly in my case all too slowly, into becoming Christ-likers.     
Although statistical data may not count for very much in the long run it’s estimated or perhaps it’s better said, ‘questimated,’ in various studies that there are some 2.1 billion Christians in the world, all of whom, in one way or another, identify themselves as having a relationship with Christ. Christianity is the largest religious community in the world and is still growing at an astonishing rate.     
Baptized members into the Roman Catholic Christian community make up more than half of all Christians, over a billion.  The Catholic Church is also considered the world’s largest Christian church having more than one-sixth of the world’s population.    
Now, i have no idea how many babies will be baptized today or how many adults will be baptized at the Easter services in a few months but we are growing larger.  I also hope, however, that as Christians we are becoming more like John the Baptist, more humble.      
It’s been said that the bigger you are the harder you fall. From my experience it may be more accurate to say that the bigger your ego, your sense of entitlement, your arrogance, the more you think you’re better than others or the higher your nose is stuck up in the air, the more likely the realities of life are going to rise up and hit you in the face. It’s not so much, as the saying goes, that “pride comes before the fall.” But rather that egotistical pride and arrogance will one day bring you down.      
It’s very difficult to see where you’re going when your nose is stuck in the air. You’re more than likely going to trip and fall over life’s struggles, ending up either face down in the dirt of real life or maybe and hopefully bent onto one knee in reverence to god and life.        
You may find it interesting to note that the word ‘humility’ and the word ‘humus’ - meaning the earth or dirt - come from the same root word. As I see it, we’re called not so much to grow up but rather to grow down, back into the earth and ground of god.      
Actually, if you think about, as we get older we really do grow down, we physically shrink. At one time I was almost six feet two inches tall. Today I’m just six feet tall.    
Life teaches us to be humble, to grow up and then down with grace.   

There’s a story, and I’m told it’s a true story, about a priest who was standing at the back of a large cathedral church ready to walk up the aisle to be made a bishop.  The church pews were filled.  There was at least a dozen other bishops, a cardinal from Rome, the governor, city officials, priests from the diocese and hundreds of others in the church, all there to celebrate the installation of their new bishop.      
There was also, however, standing in the back of the church waiting to be escorted up the aisle, the mother of the priest who was to be made bishop.  It’s said, that just before the music began and the long procession started its journey up the aisle, the mother of the priest to be made bishop, turned to her son, put her hand on his shoulder and said something like, “Son, I love you very much but don’t think to highly of yourself.”  The new bishop was eventually made a cardinal.      
I confess that the physical, emotional and spiritual challenges of my life have brought me to my knees more times than I can count and that’s really a good thing.  In fact, I’ve slowly learned that it’s better to get down on your knees in prayer as often as you can before pain and suffering knocks you to your knees.       
The virtue of humility, the ability to know the truth about yourself, that you are both a child of god and a child of the earth does not mean, however, that you should just let people take advantage of you or beat you up either verbally or physically.  Humility is clearly not self-debasement, humiliation or emotionally beating yourself up before others get a chance.       
Being humble doesn’t mean that you shouldn’t celebrate the gifts, talents and accomplishments of your life.  For example, I’m proud of what I’ve done with what I’ve been given by god and my parents.  I feel proud that I’ve made and have loving friendships, that I live as a Passionist, serve as a catholic priest, and even that I’ve authored eight published books with another on the way. Certainly, i am not as bright as some or as good looking as society judge’s physical appearance today, nor I confess, am I as humble as I ought to be.  But, one thing I know for sure is that life, god and you, the people of god, will consistently teach me that I’m more than I think I am and, paradoxically, less than I think I am, that in the eyes of god I am as special as you are, no more and no less.   
I take my ministry and life very seriously.  I’ve learned, however, not to take myself too seriously.  I can be as much a fool as the next person.  Ultimately, however, I’m more proud of the faith I’ve chosen.  It’s faith and a confidence in God’s work in me that lift’s me up when I’ve hit the dirt, face first.       
Life humbles us all, in one way or another, whether we like it or not, and more often than not, we don’t like it one darn bit.
For example, a few weeks ago I saw a report on the news about a growing trend among some college students, students being humbled by the realities of life.  The story was about students at the University of Michigan who because of the recent harsh financial crisis have been forced to stand in line at food pantries to get enough to eat.  While many had financial aid and parents doing the best they could the students just could not make those notorious ends meet, you know the difference between how much money you have and how many bills you have to pay.  The students were hungry and needed to reach out for help.      
The reporter who did the news story about the students at the University of Michigan said that the lines at food pantries across the country, especially near colleges, are growing longer.       
When I forget that life is not “all about me,” I remember a little story by Kent Crockett from his book, making today count for eternity.  The story is entitled “the most humble award”    
A church community realized the importance of humility, so it formed a committee to find the most humble person in their church.  Many names were submitted and numerous candidates evaluated.  Finally the committee came to a unanimous decision.    
They selected a quiet little man who always lived in the background and had never taken credit for anything he’d done.  They awarded him the “most humble” button for his faithful service.    
The next day, however, the committee members who had given him the “most humble” button had to take it away.  Why, because he’d pinned the button on his jacket for all and everyone to see.

In about ten or fifteen minutes before we receive the body of Christ, the host, we as a congregation are going to say the following words, “lord, I am not worthy to receive you, but only say the word and I shall be healed.”  Well, the word has been spoken by god, “this is my beloved son, in whom I am well pleased.”   

You may have noticed that when the people line up, down the aisle of the church to receive communion, whether in your home church or here today in this little television chapel, they don’t line up according to wealth, appearance, accomplishments, talent, or even degree of humility.   

The line that stretches down the aisle of any church is made up of ordinary, typical, regular, usual, common and uniquely loved children of god.  There is no rank before god.    

And so, humble yourself in the sight of the lord….humble yourself in the sight of the lord…. And he shall lift you up higher and higher… and he shall lift you up.
