
“LET THE CHILDREN COME UNTO ME” 
WHY BAPTISM MATTERS 

The Feast of the Baptism of the Lord is typically celebrated as the last Sunday Mass of the Christmas season. 
Because Christmas fell on a Sunday, the feast was transferred to this past Monday. Given the recent events 
here with the newborn, it is an opportune occasion to recall the significance of this first sacrament. Firstly, 
there is no such thing as an unwanted child. Period! As the Catechism of the Catholic Church (CCC) 
states, “The Church does not know of any means other than Baptism that assures entry into eternal 
beatitude; this is why she takes care not to neglect the mission she has received from the Lord to see that all 
who can be baptized are ‘reborn of water and the Spirit.’” (CCC # 1257) Because baptism is “the gateway to 
life in the Spirit, and the door which gives access to the other sacraments” (CCC #1213), we in the Church 
remind parents of their obligation to have their children baptized shortly after birth (Code of Canon Law, 
CIC 867, §1) 

Baptism not only cleanses a person from sin (both original sin and any actual sins the person may have 
committed) and makes that person an adopted son or daughter of God; the sacrament also confers upon the 
one baptized a new status as a member of Christ’s faithful, the Church. Because it is such a foundational 
sacrament, the Church wisely does not limit the “minister” of Baptism to priests or deacons in the case of an 
emergency. Many are surprised to learn this. The Rite of Baptism says, “All lay persons, since they belong to 
the priestly people, and especially parents and, by reason of their work, catechists, obstetricians, ... nurses of 
the sick, as well as physicians and surgeons, should know the proper method of baptizing in cases of 
necessity” (Rite of Baptism, #17).  

In the sacramental terminology of the Church, two words are often used: valid and licit. Think of it this way. 
For a sacrament to be valid means that it “took,” that the essence of a sacrament (e.g. what makes the 
Eucharist become the Eucharist) was in fact effected according to the rites of the Church. For a sacrament to 
be “licit” means that the proper liturgical regulations were observed, that the ceremony was “lawful,” so to 
speak. In the situation of an emergency or the danger of death, it is not necessary to observe all the 
ceremonial regulations, precisely because it is an emergency.  

Canon Law stipulates (CIC 867, §2): If the infant is in danger of death, it is to be baptized without any delay. 
In such a case, the doctor or nurse would pour water three times over the baby’s head, while simultaneously 
pronouncing the formula: “I baptize you in the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit.” 
Those are the only words for conferring baptism. The one who pours must be the same person who says the 
proper words. And (CIC # 870) further adds: “An abandoned infant or a foundling is to be baptized unless 
diligent enquiry establishes that it has already been baptized.” A lay person who administers an emergency 
baptism must at least have the intention to do what the Church does when baptizing. It is also desirable that, 
as far as possible, one or two witnesses to the baptism be present. There is a beautiful inscription near the 
Basilica of Santa Sabina in Rome, ca. 300 A.D. A toddler had died and the parents ask for her intercession: 
“Pray for your parents, Matronata Matrona. She lived one year, fifty-two days.” Infant baptism is a venerable 
tradition. 

Now, if someone were to baptize “in the name of the Creator, Redeemer and Sanctifier,” the baptism would 
be invalid. This is important because the Catholic Church accepts the validity of Baptisms offered in other 
Christian ecclesial communions not in union with Rome (e.g. Lutherans, Methodists, etc.) because their core 
beliefs about baptism are the same. However, when a fundamental tenet is called into question by omitting 
the proper name of the Trinity for ideological reasons, such as above, a serious problem ensues. I have 
encountered this. Years ago, when preparing a young person who was seeking confirmation on his own 
accord, I asked to see his baptismal certificate. Little did I know that he had been baptized in a new-age 
related “Christian” community. We discovered that the baptismal formula referred not to the Trinity but to a 
vague “spirit” and so the bishop performed a conditional re-baptism prior to Confirmation. 

When I received my driver’s license shortly after my 16th birthday, I thought that I had finally “arrived,” that 
the world was all mine. Understandable perhaps, but still quite short-sighted. In fact, our Baptism is 



effectively our “license” to practice our faith. It is all we need to become a son or daughter of God, to begin 
the important work of spreading the Gospel, receiving God’s manifold grace and blessing. If you do not 
know the date of your own Baptism, find out. After all, from a spiritual point of view, it was the most 
important day of your life! 

• I saw the traveling international exhibit at the Minneapolis Institute of Arts in commemoration the 
500th anniversary of Martin Luther’s posting of 95 Theses at Wittenburg. He is certainly a complex 
figure, and the exhibit generally did a good job of bringing this to light. I would have preferred had the 
exhibit clarified what Catholics do teach about indulgences today, as I think many believe that the 
whole idea was tossed into the Tiber after Vatican II. 

• Like you, I watched in horror the aftermath of the Ft. Lauderdale shooting. Airports will always be soft 
targets. No matter where a security perimeter is established, 10 feet beyond will be unprotected. In this 
case, the gun was locked and checked in the cargo hold in accordance with TSA procedures. Still, a 
man purchased a one-way ticket from Anchorage to Ft. Lauderdale (via MSP), with reportedly no other 
checked-in luggage other than a gun case? Hmmn… 

• I offer words of congratulations to two valued staff members. First, Nathan Leonhardt is commended 
for acting swiftly  after discovering the infant inside our church door. Nathan, you are truly a life saver 
and make us proud!  Secondly, RCIA Director Patrick Conley is the new host of Relevant Radio’s 
Rediscover: Hour, airing each Friday morning on 1330 AM.  Well done, gentlemen! 

• A nice lady from California sent me a 1974 Cathedral Sunday bulletin she found buried in a drawer. A 
single sheet of paper with a nice charcoal drawing of the Cathedral. I noticed the schedule– four daily 
Masses and eight on weekends! Interestingly, there were no daily confessions. The bulletin lists four 
priests in residence in addition to Msgr. Ambrose Hayden. It was a different era. I sent a note and 
included a few of our current bulletins. 

• Theology on Tap begins its six-week run at O’Gara’s on Snelling Ave. this Wednesday. All young adults 
18-39 are invited to attend the social at 6:30, followed by the featured speaker at 7:30 p.m.  

• New Gopher football coach P.J. Fleck will reel in $3.5 million in his first year. Not bad for a 36 year-old! 
Gosh, if I remain an active priest until 2105 A.D., I will accrue as much as him this year. However, the 
benefits we priests potentially receive in our ministry are  truly “out of this world,” so I shouldn’t 
complain. 

Sincerely in Christ, 

Fr. John L. Ubel, 
Rector  

  
 


