“Baptize In The Name”

Matthew 28:16-20

November 22, 2009

Read Matthew 28:16-20

This morning we wrap our sermon series on “Why Do We Do That?” We have been looking at the elements of worship so that we could describe to a non-church person why we do the things we do during a service. We have looked at the call to worship, prayer of confession and assurance of pardon, singing, the Lord’s Supper, taking an offering, reading Scripture, preaching, and, today, baptism. 

We baptize in worship and an act of obedience to Jesus’ command.

Today also (and more importantly) is the culmination of the church’s calendar year – it is Christ the King Sunday. There is no requirement in the Bible for this, but over the course of time, the church has developed the rhythm and pattern of remembering the life of Christ in worship. It begins with Advent – remembering how God was faithful in fulfilling the promises made through the prophets, and looking forward to the time when God’s promises of the eternal kingdom (when Christ comes again) will be fully realized. On Christmas, we celebrate the incarnation, the Word become flesh, Emmanuel, God with us. The year continues through Ash Wednesday and Lent, remembering Christ’s walk to Jerusalem. Palm Sunday, Holy Week, Good Friday, and Easter focus our attention on Jesus’ triumphant entry into Jerusalem, his betrayal, crucifixion and resurrection. We celebrate Easter for a season, leading up to Pentecost, the birth of the Church by and through the giving of the Holy Spirit. Following Pentecost is a long stretch of ordinal (ordinary) time that concludes with this day, Christ the King Sunday.

Christ the King Sunday is a celebration of the sovereignty of God; it is a celebration of the promises God made, it is a celebration of how God fulfilled the promises in Jesus Christ; it is a celebration of the hope we have of the full realization of the kingdom of God in the future. 

Our passage today is known as “the Great Commission.” It is an appropriate text for Christ the King Sunday. Jesus has walked with the disciples, ministering to the people, and proclaiming the gospel. He has encountered the authorities of this earth. Threatened by his authority, they sought to undermine him, sought to alienate him from his followers, sought to intimidate him, and finally, sought to eliminate him. They arrested him, brought him to trial for crimes he did not commit, and convicted him of sedition – treason, that is – for claiming to be king. They executed him on a cross; but God had the last word. Defeating death, Christ is raised, victorious and glorified. 

That is the Jesus who met the disciples on the mountaintop that day. It is that Jesus who declared to them, “All authority on heaven and earth has been given to me.” Exercising the authority he had been given, Jesus commands the disciples, “Go.” 

Go, make disciples of all nations.

Go, baptize in the name of the Father, and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.

Go, teach them to obey everything I have commanded you.

What is baptism? I have a rather extended explanation from our Book of Order (part of our Constitution) to help explain. 

Baptism is one of two sacraments ordained by Christ and recognized by the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.). It is celebrated during the regular worship of the congregation. 

Baptism is the sign and seal of incorporation into Christ.  Jesus through his own baptism identified himself with sinners in order to fulfill all righteousness.  Jesus in his own baptism was attested Son by the Father and was anointed with the Holy Spirit to undertake the way of the servant manifested in his sufferings, death, and resurrection.  Jesus the risen Lord assured his followers of his continuing presence and power and commissioned them to go throughout the world teaching and baptizing others in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit. The disciples were empowered by the outpouring of the Spirit to undertake a life of service and to be an inclusive worshiping community, sharing life in which love, justice, and mercy abounded.

In Baptism, we participate in Jesus' death and resurrection.  In Baptism, we die to what separates us from God and are raised to newness of life in Christ.  Baptism points us back to the grace of God expressed in Jesus Christ, who died for us and who was raised for us.  Baptism points us forward to that same Christ who will fulfill God's purpose in God's promised future.

In Baptism, the Holy Spirit binds the Church in covenant to its Creator and Lord.  The water of Baptism symbolizes the waters of creation, of the flood, and of the Exodus from Egypt.  Thus, the water of Baptism links us to the goodness of God's creation and to the grace of God's covenants with Noah and Israel. In his ministry, Jesus offered the gift of living water.  

So, Baptism is the sign and seal of God's grace and covenant in Christ. We baptize in worship as an act of obedience to the authority of the risen Lord Jesus Christ.

We baptize in worship as a way of celebrating God’s actions in creating a holy people for his glory.

Baptism is a way of celebrating, “You are one of us.” Now, I know that sounds like a rather exclusivist statement about being in the club; however, the “us” here is no statement of superiority. Being one of “us” means that you have been received into the family of faith – the family that is convicted and committed to faith in Jesus Christ as Lord and Savior. We have no standing in our own merit; our deeds have, in fact, earned us the wages of sin: death. The family of faith is those whose hope and righteousness are based entirely on the righteousness reckoned to us by faith in Jesus Christ – it is imputed to us, given to us as a gift of grace. 

It is important we recognize what makes “us” us. Baptism is an outward manifestation of an inward reality; that is, it is a physical sign of what God has already accomplished in claiming us for himself. But it has significance in establishing our identity as those who exist under the authority of God and the authorities established by God.

There is a fascinating public exchange of letters taking place between Congressman Patrick Kennedy and the Bishop of Providence, Thomas Tobin. The Associated Press reported this morning that Kennedy is claiming the Bishop barred him from communion. “Kennedy said the bishop had explained the penalty by telling him "that I am not a good practicing Catholic because of the positions that I've taken as a public official," particularly on abortion.” (http://news.yahoo.com/s/ap/20091122/ap_on_re_us/us_ri_bishop_kennedy) Kennedy apparently is responding to a letter written by the Bishop a few weeks ago. Boiling the issue down, the Bishop poses the question about whether being born a Kennedy makes one a Catholic, or does faith and practice make one a Catholic?

For the moment I’d like to set aside the discussion of health care reform, as important and relevant as it is, and focus on one statement contained in your letter of October 29, 2009, in which you write, “The fact that I disagree with the hierarchy on some issues does not make me any less of a Catholic.” That sentence certainly caught my attention and deserves a public response, lest it go unchallenged and lead others to believe it’s true. And it raises an important question: What does it mean to be a Catholic?

“The fact that I disagree with the hierarchy on some issues does not make me any less of a Catholic.” Well, in fact, Congressman, in a way it does. Although I wouldn’t choose those particular words, when someone rejects the teachings of the Church, especially on a grave matter, a life-and-death issue like abortion, it certainly does diminish their ecclesial communion, their unity with the Church. This principle is based on the Sacred Scripture and Tradition of the Church and is made more explicit in recent documents. 

*


*


*


*
But let’s get down to a more practical question; let’s approach it this way: What does it mean, really, to be a Catholic? After all, being a Catholic has to mean something, right?
Well, in simple terms – and here I refer only to those more visible, structural elements of Church membership – being a Catholic means that you’re part of a faith community that possesses a clearly defined authority and doctrine, obligations and expectations. It means that you believe and accept the teachings of the Church, especially on essential matters of faith and morals; that you belong to a local Catholic community, a parish; that you attend Mass on Sundays and receive the sacraments regularly; that you support the Church, personally, publicly, spiritually and financially.
Congressman, I’m not sure whether or not you fulfill the basic requirements of being a Catholic, so let me ask: Do you accept the teachings of the Church on essential matters of faith and morals, including our stance on abortion? Do you belong to a local Catholic community, a parish? Do you attend Mass on Sundays and receive the sacraments regularly? Do you support the Church, personally, publicly, spiritually and financially?
In your letter you say that you “embrace your faith.” Terrific. But if you don’t fulfill the basic requirements of membership, what is it exactly that makes you a Catholic? Your baptism as an infant? Your family ties? Your cultural heritage?

Your letter also says that your faith “acknowledges the existence of an imperfect humanity.” Absolutely true. But in confronting your rejection of the Church’s teaching, we’re not dealing just with “an imperfect humanity” – as we do when we wrestle with sins such as anger, pride, greed, impurity or dishonesty. We all struggle with those things, and often fail.
Your rejection of the Church’s teaching on abortion falls into a different category – it’s a deliberate and obstinate act of the will; a conscious decision that you’ve re-affirmed on many occasions. Sorry, you can’t chalk it up to an “imperfect humanity.” Your position is unacceptable to the Church and scandalous to many of our members. It absolutely diminishes your communion with the Church.

(http://www.thericatholic.com/opinion/detail.html?sub_id=2632)

Being part of the community of faith, the household of God, shapes who we are, what we believe, and how we conduct our lives. It is not just a heritage or tradition, it is a conviction and commitment. The world views obedience to God’s authority as restrictive and limiting. The faithful receive it with joy and hope, recognizing that in it is life and communion with the holy, good God.

Baptism is a gift to the church because it is a tangible sign of the reality that Jesus is Lord. It is a witness the Jesus has the authority to declare what is good, what is right, and what is holy – even if you and I do not like it or wish it would be otherwise. God does not call for mindless obedience, but obedience he does require. Bishop Tobin is addressing Congressman Kennedy on a different topic, but the standard he uses is absolutely correct on what it means to be part of a faith community:

· Do you accept the teachings of the church on essential matters of faith and morals?

· Do you belong to a local congregation?

· Do you support the Church, personally, publicly, spiritually and financially?

For infants, baptism is a reflection that God calls us before we are even able to declare anything for ourselves. And though the child is not asked to make promises; the child’s parents and the congregation do. It is an affirmation of what the community teaches and believes regarding essential matters of faith and morals. It is more than lip service and more than a ceremony; it is a tangible witness to the sovereignty of God and the saving grace of Jesus Christ. It is the testimony of the community. 

Again, from our Book of Order: 

The body of Christ is one, and Baptism is the bond of unity in Christ.  As they are united with Christ through faith, Baptism unites the people of God with each other and with the church of every time and place.  Barriers of race, gender, status, and age are to be transcended.  Barriers of nationality, history, and practice are to be overcome. 

Baptism enacts and seals what the Word proclaims: God's redeeming grace offered to all people.  Baptism is God's gift of grace and also God's summons to respond to that grace.  Baptism calls to repentance, to faithfulness, and to discipleship. Baptism gives the church its identity and commissions the church for ministry to the world.

God's faithfulness signified in Baptism is constant and sure, even when human faithfulness to God is not.  Baptism is received only once.  The efficacy of Baptism is not tied to the moment when it is administered, for Baptism signifies the beginning of life in Christ, not its completion.  God's grace works steadily, calling to repentance and newness of life.  God's faithfulness needs no renewal.  Human faithfulness to God needs repeated renewal.  Baptism calls for decision at every subsequent stage of life's way, both for those whose Baptism attends their profession of faith and for those who are nurtured from childhood within the family of faith.

As circumcision was the sign and symbol of inclusion in God's grace and covenant with Israel, so Baptism is the sign and symbol of inclusion in God's grace and covenant with the Church.  As an identifying mark, Baptism signifies

the faithfulness of God, 

the washing away of sin,  

rebirth,  

putting on the fresh garment of Christ,  

being sealed by God's Spirit,  

adoption into the covenant family of the Church,  

resurrection and illumination in Christ.  

I am not sure where I found this story, but it illustrates a couple of key things.

Several years ago, three men on the church softball team who had begun regularly attending church approached the pastor with a proposition. “Pastor, we want to be baptized and join the church,” said Rick, one of the men. The others nodded in agreement.

“Great!” responded the pastor. (If this were a Presbyterian story, the pastor would have said, “I will get session approval and we can set the date!” It’s not a Presbyterian story, so …) The pastor said, “I’ll make the arrangements, and we can do everything during next week’s worship service.” 

“Um, Pastor, I’m not sure you understand. We spend most of our lives hunting and fishing in the woods nearby. We love the outdoors. There is a creek about a mile from our house and we want to be baptized in that creek.” (Can God take common elements and use them for His holy purpose?)

“Okay,” said the pastor, with a little less enthusiasm. “You know it’s October, right?”

Sure enough, they knew. A couple of weeks and announcements in worship later, the congregation was invited and many trudged out into the woods to the side of the creek. After singing some songs and reading some Scripture passages, the pastor waded out into the water and invited Rick, the first man, to come out.

“I baptize you in the name of the Father, and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit,” the pastor said as he lowered Rick back into the water. Not having scouted out the site ahead of time, the pastor did not realize how slippery was the bottom of the creek, nor did he adequately plan for the strength that was going to be required to get Rick back up. As he felt his feet slipping and wondered if the next day’s headlines were going to read, “Pastor drowns man in front of congregation,” Rick’s feet caught ground and he was able to stand. They shared a smile. As the other two men entered the water, Rick stayed and helped lower and raise them as they received their baptism. 

It was a powerful moment in each of the men’s lives. They lived the grace of God that redeemed them from death. They were washed clean and celebrated their inclusion in the family of faith. And, as Rick illustrated, they realized how important are the promises made to support, encourage, and help one another grow in the faith – even from the first steps. 

Conclusion:

So, why do we baptize in worship?

We baptize in worship because Jesus commanded us to go and baptize. We baptize in worship because it is a testimony of the community of Christ’s saving grace. We baptize in worship because it is an outward manifestation of what God has done inwardly to claim us as part of his own people, and in baptism we covenant together and with God to help each other grow in the faith. 

And that’s why we baptize in worship.

Amen.

8:30 prayer and invitation to offering/pledge

10:00 baptism
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