A Baptism for Life

Posted on Sun Jan 04 2004:

Mel Williams
A BAPTISM FOR LIFE



Luke 3:15-17, 21-22
-- a homily by Mel Williams
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January 4, 2004 (Baptism/ Lord’s Supper)
 
 
Today in worship we celebrate the two major rituals of the church—baptism and the Lord’s Supper. Baptism confers identity; it tells us who we are. “I am baptized, I am baptized,” as Martin Luther often said. 

The Lord’s Supper nurtures us and sustains us through gracious gifts of bread and wine. The church has called these events “sacraments” which are “outward and visible signs of an inward, spiritual grace.”
These two events show us the power of ritual. For this baptism today, we could have, I suppose, had a private family service. We could have taken the easy way out and put a little water on the heads of Megan, Bryan, and Anna—and be done with it. But instead we made a “big deal” out of it. We asked them to come to a rehearsal, wear a robe, and go through a major ritual of immersion—dunking--before God and the entire church. 
 
Why do we do this? We do it because Jesus was baptized, and he also initiated this meal. We follow him because he is our Lord! These rituals show that an ordinary event can be lifted up, wrapped in extraordinary meaning. A plunge in the water is more than a plunge in the water. This marks a new life. Likewise, a morsel of bread and a thimble of juice are more than they appear; they become here a feast of grace.
 
I was reminded of the power of ritual a few weeks ago when some of us attended the Eagle Scout ceremony of Andrew Smith, grandson of Harvey King. It was an impressive ceremony, and as we sat there, I wondered why they didn’t just hand him that Eagle Scout badge after some Monday night Scout meeting. They could have done it quietly, even out in the parking lot. But no, they sent out invitations, and invited out of town guests and family members. As the ceremony began they escorted Drew to the front of the church. They lit candles, one for each of the Scout laws: trustworthy, loyal, helpful, friendly, courteous, kind..... 
 
They asked Drew to stand at the front of the church while various Scout leaders gave glowing words of affirmation for Drew and his exploits on different camping expeditions. His grandfather Harvey was escorted to the front to present the Eagle award. And we all smiled and wept a bit at the goodness of this moment. Ordinary award became extraordinary event—through the power of ritual.
 
So it is with baptism. We could have declared these three as members. We could have given them a little certificate when we passed them in the hallway. But we planned ahead. We said that this is one of the most important moments of their life. We wanted to make sure that family members and friends are here. We wanted to make sure that Megan, Bryan and Anna hear, loud and clear, that we in this congregation support them, pray for them, and give thanks for their life as they mark this new beginning.
And we in the congregation also remember our baptism, give thanks for it, and renew our baptismal vows.
 
Baptism has many layers of meaning. In the water we rise from death to life, from dark to light, from a former life to a new life. We get baptized because Jesus got baptized. He rose from the water to begin his ministry. “Every member a minister,” our watchword here, happens at baptism. We rise to continue the ministry of Jesus---to bring healing, hope and compassion, as Jesus did. 
 
This is why baptism is so important. When we are baptized we are baptized for LIFE, that is, for fullness of life—vitality, newness. In baptism we know that God says to each of us what he said to Jesus, “You are my beloved.” We are fiercely loved by God. Therefore, we know who we are and what we are called to do---continue the ministry of Jesus.
 
May this be so for Megan, Bryan and Anna – and for all of us.
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