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“What were you all giggling about at the beginning of this morning’s celebration?” our pastor asked a few of us after an early morning Mass during the Easter season last spring. His question started the giggles all over again. “You see,” one of us explained, “when the early morning sun shines through the window, and you are dousing us all during the sprinkling rite, we can see the drops of water arching down. They seem to pause for a few moments before landing on the people across the church from us. We were giggling, both at the look of some as the water hits them, and at the look of joy on your face as you remind us of our baptism.” Another continued, “Some people are surprised by the water; others seem puzzled; a few duck when they see you coming; some almost seem to be looking forward to the water’s arrival. It seemed especially fitting this morning – baptism is a joyful thing, and a challenging one. And it seems appropriate that we all get wet together, since baptism calls us into life together. It isn’t just a ‘me and Jesus thing,’ it’s about growing together, being challenged together, and sometimes giggling together!” 
My friends told it like it is. Baptism calls us to holiness together. Like the people reacting to the sprinkling of baptismal water, sometimes we seem surprised by the challenges of our baptismal call to discipleship; sometimes our life in Christ is filled with joy. Some of us seem to want to hide from the demands of faith in Christ. We duck away from Christ’s call, just as we duck from the sprinkled baptismal water. Others seek the support of the people around them in order to stand firm as they face the allure of less-than-Christian responses to the circumstances of their lives. No matter what, Baptism draws us into relationship with Christ, which in turn thrusts us into relationship with others.
Lavishness of Symbol and Grace
Lavishness of ritual enactment such as what my friends and I experienced on that Sunday morning mirrors God’s lavish outpouring of grace, and calls each of us to overflowing life in response. That is what my friends were really trying to say to our pastor that morning. They, and I, are grateful that he understands that such celebration (and it really is a celebration) works on us over time. If not one morning during the Easter season, then through a succession of Easter Sundays; if not one Lent, then the next; if not winter Ordinary Time, then counted time in another year, another moment in life. Living the rhythm of the feasts and seasons of our year together reminds us that we live the Paschal Mystery together.
I spend time with people of all ages, in faith reflection, parish meetings, as we minister side by side. The one common element in conversations through the years is the way God’s love seems to sneak up on us, often through regular participation in the Sunday Eucharist, celebrated well and with abandon, as we set our hearts to worship and place our lives in God’s hands once again. I know you know this, but it bears repeating: when we celebrate the liturgy with the attention and intensity it deserves, people of all ages will respond with their hearts and their lives. We cannot hide from the mystery of God’s love in quite the same way when ritual is enacted well. We may duck, or squirm, but the love of God in Christ will still be there, staring us in the face, splashing us over the head, waiting for a response. 
Young people tell me that when their friends speak of Mass being “boring” what they describe is lackadaisical ritual life. They say the same friends comment about how different the liturgy “feels” when it is prepared with attention to detail and when the people around them really participate.  It is not uncommon for people in my parish to speak about how good it “feels” to come home to the parish after time away. For many years, hearing that it “feels” good to be at this particular parish seemed nice, but so what I would wonder? Does such feeling really make a difference? Is it important that people speak of the power of celebrating in a community in which they feel surrounded by others who sincerely desire to take their faith seriously? It turns out such feelings are terribly important, and speak directly to the ways in which we live out our call to discipleship celebrated in the waters of Baptism.
The Importance of Belonging

In most cases, belief does not lead to belonging, but rather, belonging to belief according to current research by the Gallup Organization. (Winseman, Albert L., Growing an Engaged Church, Gallup Press, NY, 2007, 44) Belonging such as that to which the studies are referring is a powerful emotional connection to a faith community. Such a feeling of belonging, called parishioner engagement, leads people to exhibit the outcomes of inviting people to join them for events at church, providing community service, giving of their financial resources to their parish, and experiencing life satisfaction. (Winseman, 39-43) In short, feeling a sense that we really belong to our parish makes it more likely that we will express our beliefs in the way we live. What a powerful thing! There are specific factors that lead to such a sense of belonging, and those factors bear attention by those involved in pastoral planning. For the purpose of this article, however, I wish to concentrate simply on this profound concept of engagement in the faith community in light of our Christian faith.

As baptized believers, each of us is called to draw others to holiness, to a life filled with God’s grace. Think about it. I don’t know about you, but I cannot say I wake up every morning convinced that I will lead someone else to God in the course of my day, yet that is exactly what we are intended to do. Being part of the body of Christ necessitates acting on Christ’s behalf in our world. There is certainly nothing more basic about the action of Christ than that of drawing people into and sustaining them in a life of love. Individual to individual, spouses to each other, parents to children, elders and children and everyone in-between – we are meant to be people who, through the way we live and the words we speak, bring others a step closer to a life of holiness. 

Not only that, we do this together! The life of the Christian is a life of communal striving-toward-holiness. That is what is so striking to me about the importance of engagement. Is there anything more fundamental than helping people feel a sense of belonging within our faith community? If we really embrace the idea that we are the body of Christ, then doesn’t it seem to follow that people will come to know Christ through us? And yet, let that sink in for a few moments, and suddenly fostering powerful parish life takes on new and greater meaning. It means that we must take the responsibility to foster this baptismal belonging in all the ways we are able. It means we must “live a life worthy of the call” so that others will perceive the presence of, and be drawn to Christ, through us. 
Navigating Moments of Life and Stages of Faith Together

One of the factors that leads people to that powerful sense of belonging is finding in the parish a place in which one’s spiritual needs are met. Again, this seems fundamental, and yet I wonder just how often we seek ways to support each other as spiritual beings through the moments of our lives and the stages of our faith? Beyond Mass, do we regularly find ways to pray together, to explore various prayer forms, both communal and individual? Do we help each other find good spiritual reading, learning from holy people before us or around us? Do we reflect on the gospel mandate to serve the Lord with glad and generous hearts, and help each other celebrate Christ’s presence among us as we wash the feet of those most in need through selfless service? 
Parishes throughout the United States are finding ways to foster lifelong growth in faith through adult and intergenerational catechesis. It seems to me this is an area in which each of us can contribute meaningfully to meet the spiritual needs of all. Pastors, pastoral musicians, liturgists, parishioner leaders, catechists – together, we can create a climate in which people are invited to grow spiritually, rooted in Christ, lived out within a caring faith community. Sit with a group of parish leaders in a variety of roles. Find a few moments in the course of the coming liturgical year to intentionally fashion opportunities for people to learn and grow spiritually. Take care to create an atmosphere of hospitality and plan simple activities that help folks make connections between their faith and the rest of their lives. Publicize the gatherings well in advance and as creatively as you are able, and make room for the presence and power of the Holy Spirit to transform the gathering into a moment of grace for those who attend. Intentionally setting aside time throughout the year to foster spiritual growth will have lasting impact in the lives of individuals and in the life of the community.
Growing Together in Holiness

We are each unique and singularly graced, and none of us is exempt from the demands of baptism. In fact, the Gospels report that Jesus showed favor to those who were low in the eyes of the world, and that he witnessed with word and deed the demands that would be placed upon those who are held in others’ esteem. Our relationship with Christ draws us toward one another, without regard for our own wants, desires, or preferences. Baptismal belonging supersedes any spark of individualism while valuing and celebrating the individuals that make up the community. 

As I have reflected on the importance of belonging, I have found myself time and again returning to the Gospel. Everyone who encountered Jesus felt he or she belonged. No one was left out; sinners were especially welcome! I wonder if the same could be said of the people who come to our parishes?  Through our communities, do they encounter Christ in whom everyone belongs? Do they sense in us a recognition that none of us is worthy of the grace which is found in Christ, yet each of us is the recipient of that lavish love? Do they experience us giggling or ducking or squirming as we meet yet again the demands of our baptism, inviting them to be challenged along with us? Because it seems to me, that is what “growing together in holiness” looks like.

