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There is an episode in the M*A*S*H TV series in which a wounded soldier confesses to Father Mulcahey that he has stolen the identity of a man who recently died in battle.  The priest asks why he has done such a thing.  The soldier tells him that he is afraid, and he knows that his dead buddy is scheduled to go home.  It is his intention to take his place.
Father Mulcahey, after much persuasion, helps the wounded soldier realize that he isn’t seeing the bigger picture.  His fear is causing him only to be concerned for himself, and he fails to recognize the tremendous harm that he will do to others… and himself too.

Fear keeps us in a small world in which we are blinded to the affects that our actions have on others because we are so concerned about ourselves.  When we live in this small world, loving relationships are not possible.  We, instead, think in terms of membership, rewards and punishments, them and us, and self-protection.  Our understanding of risk is making a wager, or when the reward is worth the risk.
John the Baptist – in our gospel story from Luke – seems to have come to a place where he can see the bigger picture in which God operates and also knows that he is part of this picture, but not the whole picture.  ‘I am baptizing you with water,’ the Baptist says, ‘but one mightier than I is coming. I am not worthy to loosen the thongs of his sandals. He will baptize you with the Holy Spirit and fire.’
That is, he knows that he is significant – as are we all – and he knows that he doesn’t have to create his significance.  He is free to observe his fear and work with it so that he isn’t driven to steal and assume the identity of someone else.  When this occurs, we become available to know loving relationships.  We, instead of thinking in terms of membership, willingly enter an initiation into a new of living.
This is the original meaning of Baptism: we are initiated into a way of life lived by God in Christ Jesus.  That is, we are communal and made for union rather than self-reliant and made for membership, rewards and punishments, them and us, and self-protection.  When we are in loving relationships, we don’t need to be the whole picture.  We are free to live as a part of the whole.
One side effect of not having to be the whole picture is that we learn gentleness and mercy.  It is the gentleness and mercy that the prophet Isaiah describes in our first reading: one who is initiated into God’s relational way of life is one who is ‘not crying out, not shouting, not making [their] voice heard in the street, a bruised reed [they] shall not break, and a smoldering wick [they] shall not quench….’
When we know that we are part of something bigger than ourselves, we are freer to learn from our mistakes, rather than having to hide them or project them onto others.
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