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 “That is what happened in baptism. When we went under the water, we left the old country of sin behind; when we came up out of the water, we entered into the new country of grace--- a new life in a new land.” (Romans 6:4, The Message)
In this series on Baptist principles, we are seeking to re-claim our identity as Baptists. As we’ve said here before, it’s often easy to say what kind of Baptist we are NOT, but it may be more difficult to be clear about who we are--the positives of our Baptist identity. We began last week with the principle of the authority of the Bible, and today we move to the principle of believers’ baptism.
You might assume that a sermon on baptism will be dry. But my hope is that we will all feel that we’ve been to the water, washed in God’s grace, and immersed in gratitude for our baptism. SING: “Take me to the water to be baptized….I love Jesus, yes I do.”
Let’s put it bluntly. We Baptists are deep water people. We’re not afraid of being dunked; we’re total immersion people.   Baptism defines who we are and sets us on the path of loving Jesus and continuing his ministry in the world. 
Back in the 1960’s Watts Street Baptist Church made a decision to accept for membership persons from other denominations who have been baptized by modes of baptism other than immersion. That decision got this church in some trouble with the hard-line Baptist State Convention; but we survived that controversy and got stronger because of it. In other words, Watts Street Baptist Church will not stand in judgment of the mode of baptism of some other denomination. That decision opened this church to being an ecumenical Baptist church.
But when it comes to the preferred or required baptism for new Christians, Watts Street is committed to baptism by immersion. In this practice we stand in bedrock Baptist tradition. Where did we Baptists get the practice of believers’ baptism? It all started with Jesus. As he was growing up, people surely asked Jesus, “What are you gonna be when you grow up? A carpenter like your dad?” Finally, at age 30 Jesus answered the question. He came to his friend John the Baptizer and said, “I want to be baptized.” John said, “But I’m not worthy to baptize you. I’m not even worthy to buckle your sandals.”
John already suspected that Jesus was the long-awaited Main Messenger of God, the Messiah. Now Jesus talks John into baptizing him in the Jordan River. When he comes out of the water, Jesus knows that he is setting out on his mission, his life-long mission as God’s Main Messenger. Here, with water dripping off his face, he is announcing his identity and his ministry.
Jesus’ baptism is a clear illustration of the power of ritual to give central meaning to one’s life. We don’t have any videotape or photographs to show us exactly how Jesus was baptized. But we Baptists have usually interpreted the Scripture to mean that Jesus was baptized by immersion, total submerging into the water. 
Aside from the mode of baptism, the main thing we know is that this ritual was a marker, a defining moment, in Jesus’ life. The ritual was a symbol; and a symbol stands for something else. Jesus’ baptism was a symbol of his identifying with us in our humanity. It symbolized a giving up of an old self and a taking on of a New Self. A dying to sin and a rising to New Life. You can see here the enacting of death and resurrection in the actual baptism. As Paul says it in Romans, we are “buried with him in the likeness of his death, and we are raised with him in the likeness of his resurrection.” (Romans 6:4)
Baptism is a powerful life-changing ritual; as somebody said, it’s water that you can never wash off. It’s a baptism that names you as Christian and claims you as God’s beloved child forever. As the Gospel of Mark says of Jesus’ baptism, “when he came up out of the water, he…heard a voice saying “You are my beloved…” (Mark 1:10-11)   Likewise when we come splashing out of the water, we will know forever that we are fiercely and deeply loved. “You are my beloved.”
But look at what the church through history has done with this powerful ritual.   While we practice baptism as a way to identify with Jesus, baptism has also been the source of great controversy and division. What mode of baptism shall we use? Do we dunk the person completely under water? Do we sprinkle some water on the head? Do we pour a bucket of water over the head? How much water is enough? Do we baptize babies—or adults? It’s such a whirling subject that you can’t help but chuckle about it. I once spent an entire evening in someone’s living room, and we all told baptism stories for two hours. Ruth Cheek even tells a story of a baptism where when the pastor walked into the baptistry, there was no water, but the pastor proceeded to do the baptism without water. I guess that’s what you call “a dry run.”
I’ve long liked Phyllis McGinley’s parody of one of the major debates on this matter—the 16th century squabble between Zwingli, the Swiss Reformer, and Thomas Munzer, the Anabaptist. Remember that the Anabaptists, our spiritual foreparents, wanted a church of true believers, adult believers; that’s why they advocated a re—baptism. “Ana-baptism” means “another baptism.” On the opposing side of the fight was the state church and Zwingli, who favored infant baptism. Here is McGinley’s parody:
<!--[if !supportEmptyParas]--> <!--[endif]-->
   Said Zwingli to Munzer/ I’ll have to blunt, Sir.
   I don’t like your version/ of Total Immersion.
   And, since God is on my side/ And I’m on the dry side
   You’d better swing ovah/ To me and Jehovah.
   Cried Munzer, “It’s schism/ Is infant baptism!
   And, since I’ve had a sign, Sir,/ That God’s will be mine, Sir.
  Let all men (sic) agree/ With Jehovah and me
   Or go to Hell singly, said Munzer to Zwingli;
   As each drew his sword/ On the side of the Lord.
We Baptists are clearly on the Anabaptist side of this controversy. But how you got baptized is not the major issue of God’s Reign. The form of baptism (the mode, the method) does not save you. The ritual we go through is simply an outward and visible sign that signifies an inner experience that has already happened. Just as a marriage ceremony confirms a love and commitment already made, so baptism confirms an inner experience with God. 
Baptist insistence on believers’ baptism is an insistence on one’s direct experience with God. That means then that the church is made up of people who have the vitality of a personal experience of God’s grace. (This is why Baptists have always called for a “public profession of faith,” to give witness to our direct experience of conversion. This means that the test of our faithfulness is not the form of baptism or how many baptisms we perform each year. The test is whether we baptized people begin to act like Jesus---whether we feed the hungry, heal the sick, and preach good news to the poor.
Through baptism, each of us becomes a member of a new Society, the Society of Jesus, which we know as the church. The church is not just another human organization. We are all baptized into an alternative community, a community that lives by God’s agenda, God’s Dream, not the agenda of the government or the secular society.   This church is here to witness to God’s agenda, which we know through the Old Testament prophets and the life and ministry of Jesus. Through baptism, we enter this community—which means that baptism, this ritual, is a beginning of a life-long process of being formed, all of us, into God’s people, preparing us to take a stand for God’s agenda, God’s Dream. As someone said, as baptized people, we will wake up every morning worrying about the things God worries about.
And what do we, as God’s people, worry about? What do we stand for? The alleviation of suffering. The breaking down of barriers---between rich and poor, between women and men, between gay and straight, between us and anybody who is different from us. God’s people—baptized believers, the church—stand for justice and peace, even when that stance goes against the majority of the culture around us. That’s why this church has gone on record favoring a moratorium on the death penalty, and that’s why many of us have opposed spending 250 billion dollars on a war when we also now have hurricane devastation that will probably take another 200 billion dollars in the re-building process.
Because we are baptized as God’s people, we rise from the water– as Jesus did—to begin our ministry. We, like Jesus, will take risks for the sake of the least of these, the poor and oppressed who are so often overlooked, as happened in New Orleans in the devastation following Hurricane Katrina. When we are baptized, we all rise as God’s Beloved, to continue the ministry of Jesus. We all begin our ministry at baptism. This is the origin of our motto: “Every member a minister.” The ritual of baptism is therefore far from an isolated “dunking.” It’s an action that gives us identity, authority, power, and direction for our life.
Baptism is a rich and compelling ritual. In the early church’s experience there were at least five principal meanings for baptism. At our baptism we receive 1. union with Jesus and his mission (We all become ministers at baptism.) 2. We are incorporated into Christ’s body, the church. We become members of the church. 3. We receive the gift of the Holy Spirit, which was symbolized by the dove at Jesus’ baptism. 4. We receive forgiveness of sins, symbolized by the cleansing of water. (As one 12 year old told me, at baptism “God gives you a real scrubbing.”) 5. We are given a new birth, a new life---we are raised to newness of life. And all of this is God’s gift to us through baptism. (From James White, SACRAMENTS AS GOD’S SELF-GIVING)
Every year I tell our young people that their decision to be baptized is the most important decision they will ever make. Baptism is such a defining moment that we can perhaps begin to understand Martin Luther’s experience. At any point in his life when he faced doubt or temptation or despair, Luther would shout to himself: “I am baptized. I am baptized. I am baptized.” He means: I belong not to the world, but to God, to Jesus. This is my identity, the source of my greatest comfort, and the source of my power, our power.
Too often we Baptists have had an unjustified low view of baptism. In one church the baptistry is actually located in the basement of the church. Talk about a low view of baptism! But if you’ve been over to Binkley Church in Chapel Hill, I think you can see a clear expression of the importance of baptism. When you walk into the sanctuary, at the front door, the first thing you see is the baptistry. When you walk into the sanctuary, you actually bump into the baptistry. The statement is clear: the way you enter this church is through the waters of baptism; and as you leave the church, you pass the baptistry again—a constant reminder that “I am baptized, I am baptized.”
It is our baptism that sustains us throughout our life, and it even sustains us at the time of our death. That’s why today and all Sundays we can say, “Remember your baptism and be thankful.” It’s our baptism that begins our Christian life and makes all of us ministers. It’s our baptism that is one of the great principles that makes us glad to be Baptists!
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