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Last Sunday was Pentecost, and we talked about the energy of the Spirit being released at the first Pentecost. The people were on fire with faith, and 3000 people were baptized. 
 
What did it mean to those people to be baptized? What difference did it make in their lives? When we baptized Emily McCraw and Morgan Steagall today and when we baptize others here, I wonder about the same question. What difference will this event make? With the first Pentecost disciples, I have the sense that baptism was the most important event in their lives; but after baptism, were they different? Did they become new people?
 
Nicodemus came to Jesus one night and asked him a similar question. Can a person be born when they’re old? Can we enter our mother’s womb a second time and be born again?
 
He’s asking a question for all of us? Can we become new again? What is it that gives us new life, a sense of significant being? What is it that helps us know who we are? When we feel drab and unimportant, what pulls us up? What is it that reminds us who we really are? 
 
We might say that friends and family do that for us? But I want to suggest that while people can help, the event that tells us who we are is baptism.
 
Flannery O’Connor, writing in Milledgeville, Georgia, through the pain of her dreaded lupus disease, gave us a story she called “The River.” In that story she tells about the day Bevel, a child of alcoholic, abusive parents, is taken by his sitter, Mrs. Connin, to a riverside baptismal service being led by a preacher names Rev. Summers. 
 
The people are standing on the river bank, watching Rev. Summers as he warns the crowd that if they have come for some easy miracle, they’ve come for the wrong reason. He tells them to come and leave their pain in the river of baptism. “There ain’t but one river,” he says, “and that’s the River of Life, made out of Jesus’ blood. It’s a river of pain itself…pain to be washed away, slow, you people, slow…”
 
Suddenly Mrs. Connin lifts the boy up in the air and asks the preacher to pray for the boy’s mother, who has been ill. Mrs. Connin then tells Summers that she suspects the boy has never been baptized, and he tells her to hand the boy to him. Summers asks the boy if he wants to be baptized. 

When the boy says yes, Summers responds, “You won’t be the same again. You’ll count.” (Flannery O’Connor, THE COMPLETE STORIES, pp. 165-66)
 
We Baptists have baptism in our name; yet we somehow have felt a bit ambivalent about this ritual. We know it’s important, but we may have distrusted it or devalued it. Mainline Baptists have put more emphasis on the experience of conversion and walking the aisle as the high point of religious life. Then the baptism can be tacked on as an afterthought.
 
But baptism is the most crucial, life-changing ritual of one’s life. Its importance surpasses graduation, marriage, and any other rite of passage we may experience. When I was baptized at age 11, I did not fully understand what it all meant, but I knew my baptism was terribly important, and I knew in my heart that I would spend the rest of my life pondering what it means to say, “I am baptized.” The preacher was right about baptism: “You won’t be the same again. Now you’ll count.” 
 
Where did we learn this? We learned it from Jesus. At his baptism, he came out of the water and he heard a voice saying, “You are my beloved. In you I take delight.” (Mark 1:1) At baptism we are making at least two major claims. 1. We are saying, “I am a child of God. I am God’s ‘beloved.’” At baptism God says that to Jesus – and to US. 2. At baptism we do as Jesus did: 

We begin our ministry. We take our place in God’s business of serving people.” (from Fred Craddock, “Attending a Baptism,” in Cherry Log Sermons, p. 11) It is at baptism that every person becomes a minister.
 
When we decide to be baptized, we are admitting that we can’t change ourselves. God changes us, and baptism starts that process.
 
Of course, we can make some superficial changes---about our choices, our perspective, how we spend our time. But Nicodemus’ question goes to a deeper level: Is it possible to become a new person when we’re old? Is it possible to claim that we are child of God, loved by God, and ready to be about God’s business of serving people?
 
That’s what Jesus did after he was baptized. He left the Jordan River and went about God’s business---caring for the brokenhearted person, the hungry person, the diseased person, the alienated person, the suffering person. Jesus was saying “God’s business is my business now, and God’s business is to serve the needs of every human being.” (from Craddock)
 
Fred Craddock tells a story of serving a church in a little town of 450 people in southwest Oklahoma. There were four churches in town, and each church drew a share of the people. Attendance would rise and fall according to the weather or whether it was time to harvest the wheat.
 
But the best and most consistent attendance in town, however, was at the little café where all the pickup trucks were parked and all the men were inside discussing the weather and the cattle and the wheat bugs and the hail and the wind---and whether we were going to have a crop. 
 
This conversation at the café went on while their wives and sons and daughters were in one of those four churches. The churches had good attendance and poor attendance, but that café had consistently good attendance. Better attendance than some of the churches. Men were always there.
 
Once in a while they would lose a member there at the café because his wife finally got to him, or maybe his kids did. So you would see him go off sheepishly to one of the churches. But the men at the café still felt that they were the biggest and strongest group in town, and so they met on Wednesdays and Sundays to discuss the weather and such. 
 
They were not bad men. Indeed, they were good men, family men, hard-working men. The patron saint of the group at the café was a man named Frank. He was seventy-seven years old at the time. He was a good man, a strong man, a pioneer, a rancher, a farmer, and a cattleman. He had prospered. He had been a success, and all the men there at the café considered him their patron saint. “Ha ha,” they said. “Old Frank will never go to church.”
 
One day Pastor Craddock met Frank on the street. The pastor said that it was not his custom to accost people in the name of Jesus, so he just shook hands and chatted with Frank. Then Frank took the offensive. He said, “I work hard and I take care of my family and I mind my own business.” He was basically saying, “Leave me alone; I’m not a prospect.”
 
So Pastor Craddock left Frank alone. That is why he was surprised, and the whole church was surprised and the whole town was surprised and the men at the café were absolutely bumfuzzled when old Frank, 77 years old, presented himself one Sunday morning for baptism. The minister then baptized Frank. Some in the community said that Frank must be sick, said he must be scared to meet his maker. Some said, “He’s got heart trouble, going up to be baptized. I never thought old Frank would do that, but I guess when you get scared…” There were all kinds of stories. 
 
But this is the way Frank told it to the minister. Pastor Craddock and Frank were talking after the baptism, and the pastor said, “Frank, do you remember that little saying you used to give me so much? ‘I work hard. I take care of my family, and I mind my own business.’?”
 
He said, “Yeah, I remember. I said that a lot.”
“Do you still say that?” he asked.
“Yes,” he said.
“Then what’s the difference?”
He said, “I didn’t know then what my business was.”
 
Through his baptism Frank discovered what his business was. 

It was to tend to God’s business, to serve human needs, to continue Jesus’ work. Frank said what Isaiah said long ago: “Here am I, God. Send me.”
 
Baptism is a sign that we count. We know who we are: child of God, beloved of God. And while we’re still wet from baptism, we find out what our business is. It’s God’s business---serving people, meeting human needs.
 
That’s why we spend the rest of our lives saying, “I am baptized. I am baptized.”
 
 
Acknowledgment: Fred Craddock, Cherry Log Sermons, 2001


©2006, Watts Street Baptist Church

