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From time to time we joke about Baptists being people who like a lot of water. We Baptists don’t put only a few sprinkles of water on a person’s head. We go for the whole thing---total immersion, dunking. We are deep water Baptists. 

Some of us may think of baptism as a required initiation, a ritual duty, like a vaccination. After the ritual, we put it behind us and move on. But baptism is far more significant than this. It is a communal event of the highest order. We are baptized into a community, into the Body of Christ. But as time passes, our baptism can fade and we can get lax about church participation and lax in seeing the power of baptism in our lives.

In the South, especially, we know that the church still holds vital importance. Probably more than fifty percent of the people we know go to church or to some religious group. In Europe only about three percent of the people go to church. The joke is told that in England you go to church three times in your life—when you are born, when you get married, and when you die. And two out of the three times, you are carried in!

One of the distinctives of Baptists is that we don’t want to be carried in. We don’t believe in passive participation. When we make a public profession of faith and choose to be baptized, that decision grows from our personal experience of God’s saving grace in our lives. Baptists have always insisted on the importance of one’s direct, personal experience with God in Christ. 

That’s why at the close of our worship services, we extend the invitation for people to come forward. When we join the church, we don’t apply for membership through a form letter application in the mail; likewise, we don’t make a phone call to join. We join by bringing our whole bodies down the aisle. When we are baptized, we baptize not just our head or our hand, but our whole body. All of us gets baptized. It’s a total experience.

Baptism is the symbolic ritual that tells us who we are. At the deepest level, we belong to God. We are followers of Jesus. We come to the waters to commit ourselves to Jesus; and while we’re in the water, we make the same statement of faith that was said by the first Christians: "Jesus is Lord." We make this commitment at baptism, and we renew it over and over. No one else—and nothing else—is Lord. Not money, not power, not prestige. Only Jesus is Lord!

When I was growing up in a very traditional Baptist church, it was not unusual for people to come down the aisle and re-dedicate their lives to Christ. I can remember one of my high school classmates who re-dedicated his life over and over. He obviously struggled with personal concerns, and once or twice a year, he would come dragging down the aisle, with pain in his eyes, as he went through an almost physical repenting and turning again. 

We don’t often see that kind of dramatic re-commitment now---unless it’s in one of the Pentecostal or charismatic churches. But this re-commitment serves a very useful purpose. Before all the community, a person said, "With you as my witnesses, I am making a new start in my faith commitment." 

We all need to make a new start. We all need to re-confirm our baptism.

Maybe we need to dip our hands and feet back into the water as a reminder. To encourage this reminding, there are some churches that put the baptistry at the entrance to the sanctuary. At Binkley Church in Chapel Hill, you cannot get into the sanctuary without passing the baptismal pool. It’s a great statement that the way you enter this faith community is through baptism. And every Sunday when you pass that pool of water, you are reminded of your baptism. Remember your baptism and be thankful.

At the monastery where I go from time to time, as you enter the chapel door there is a font, a bowl of water. As each person passes the font, they dip their fingers into the water. It’s a little ritual of cleansing, but it’s also a reminder of our baptism. Remember your baptism, and be thankful.

When I was baptized at age 12, I remember being concerned about a lot of things: whether the water would be too cold, or whether I would forget to hold my hands the way the minister told me, or whether I might choke when I went under the water. My baptism was a very important moment in my life; but it has meant more to me in the years after that ritual. As I have looked back on my baptism, I have reflected on what it has meant in my life. Memory and reflection help us learn. Some say we learn from experience, but it is more accurate to say that we learn from reflection on experience. That’s why it makes good sense to say: Remember your baptism, and be thankful.

Martin Luther, the great reformer, taught us this when he said, "I am baptized. I am baptized." Luther said these words over and over when he faced any kind of crisis, temptation or turning point in his life. "I am baptized, I am baptized." He was saying, "This is who I am---God’s child, follower of Christ." I am baptized. I am baptized.

Who tells you who you are? For some, money tells us who we are. For some, our peer group tells us who we are. For some, our enemies tell us who we are. (We’re not like them.) But for us, God tells us who we are. God said it to Jesus at his baptism, and these are the same words God says to us at our baptism: "You are my beloved, with whom I am well pleased." 

All of us have times when we are down on ourselves, times when we are self-critical, when we belittle ourselves. Self-rejection is a devious temptation. When those feelings of worthlessness and hopelessness pass over us, we need to remember: "I am baptized, I am baptized." For at baptism God tells us who we are, with the same words God said to Jesus: "You are my beloved." You are deeply loved. You are accepted just as you are. You are given worth and value by God. When God says, "You are my beloved," that means that we are, in Rabbi Heschel’s words, "unique, unprecedented, priceless, precious." 

This is who we are. Our job is to believe it, to claim it. And that’s why baptism is so important. Baptism is the act of claiming our belovedness, that we are part of God’s Beloved Community. Baptism is our way of turning to receive the gift of God’s Spirit, to be the full person God created us to be.

The model of the full person is Jesus himself. We are to be like him, and we start by following him. The first step is to be baptized, as he was baptized. We may wonder why Jesus needed to be baptized. Surely he was already infused with God’s love; but Jesus insisted that he be baptized by John. He wanted to identify with us, to show that he is human like us, and the he too wanted to live in newness of life. When we are baptized, we do it because Jesus did it. We want to be like him.

In the movie "Oh Brother, Where Art Thou?" there is a marvelous scene when a group of baptismal candidates, all dressed in white robes, are walking through the woods, headed to the river to be baptized. As they are walking, they are all singing:

As I went down in the river to pray

Studying about that good ol’ way

And who shall wear a robe and crown

Good Lord, show me the way

Oh children let’s go down

Let’s go down, come on down

Oh children, let’s go down

Down in the river to pray.

"I am baptized, I am baptized." Remember your baptism and be thankful.

Amen.
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