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               Luke 3:15-17, 21-22

I’ve been a pastor for fifteen years now, and I’d like to say at this point, nothing surprises me.  I don’t just mean I’m not surprised when people speak to me about their personal lives.  I’m no longer shocked or surprised when people tell me what they really believe.  I understand full and well that being a part of a Christian church does not necessarily mean that you espouse every aspect of traditional Christian doctrine or practice.  But a couple of years ago, on this Sunday, I have to confess that KC surprised me.  

Every year, on the Sunday after Epiphany, the lectionary focuses on the story of Jesus’ baptism.  The reason for this is that between Christmas, when we celebrate Jesus’ birth, and Easter, when we celebrate Jesus’ resurrection, we trace the story of Jesus’ life.  As you know, there is almost nothing in the Bible about Jesus’ childhood, so we jump quickly from Jesus’ birth to his baptism, the next big thing that happens in the story.  Jesus’ baptism by John in the Jordan River serves a clear narrative function within all four Christian gospels.  It is a dramatic kick-off to Jesus’ active, adult ministry.  When Jesus emerges from the water, a voice booms from the sky, “This is my Beloved.  Listen to him!”  It’s almost like God shines a spotlight on Jesus that moment, hands him a microphone and says, “Heeeere’s Jesus!”  We get the point:  He will be the focus of our attention for the rest of the story.

But of course, baptism doesn’t just exist in the story of Jesus.  Baptism has been carried forward as a signature practice of Christians ever since the earliest days of the Christian church.  So as soon as we start talking about baptism, we have to deal with the historical and contemporary meanings and uses of the practice.  And while some churches declare this is what baptism looks like and this is what it means, that’s impossible to do in an ecumenical church.  Our experience of baptism is incredibly diverse—there were five baptisms represented by the four people on our Worship Task Group, for example, and each one differed from the others.

So what can we say about baptism in a community like ours?  Two years ago, the Whole Family Worship Task Group decided the best way to deal with this would be to address the issue of diversity head on.  So, towards the start of the service, we took a little poll:  How many people here had been baptized as babies?  How many as children or young adults?  How many people were sprinkled with water and how many were immersed?  How many were baptized inside a church and how many were baptized somewhere else?  How many people had godparents present at their baptism?  We were having a grand old time comparing our experiences and then someone in the congregation called out, “How many people have never been baptized?”  So we threw that question out to the community and I have to confess that KC shocked me.  To my eyes it looked like about a quarter of the congregation raised their hands—about a quarter of our congregation, including people who had been a part of this church for over 30 years, had never been baptized. 

Now why would that shock me?  My own Jewish husband was sitting in the room, after all.  I knew there were a number of people in our community from a Quaker background, and my Quaker father has never been baptized (although he says he was once “accidentally splashed” by a Methodist minister).  So I had to take a long look at my reaction to that survey that Sunday.  I realized that I carried around with me a sense of baptism as a basic element of Christian identity.  I didn’t believe that it was necessary to rid yourself of original sin.  I didn’t believe that it was necessary to having a relationship with God, or to get into heaven, or to be a disciple of Jesus.  I didn’t—I don’t—believe that in and of itself baptism changes anything inside a person or outside a person.  But I did have a sense of baptism being a essential piece of being a Christian—which is to say, Christians are baptized the way that people affiliated with Yale University sing the song “Boola Boola”.  Those things are part of the identity, and part of embracing that identity is embracing the activities and practices that go with it.  It’s not really necessary that helpful to think deeply about these things—they have symbolic meaning.  They primarily serve the function of declaring, “I affiliate with this group.  I am part of this community.  I am a member of this tribe.”

Even if baptism is “just” a symbol of affiliation, deciding to be baptized, or to baptize your child, can be a difficult thing.  Dan and I had an intense struggle around this issue as many interfaith couples do.  I felt very strongly that our children be baptized because the church I served at the time they were born invited all baptized Christians to the communion table.  Children were welcome as long as they were baptized.  And I hated the thought that every Sunday we had communion the whole church would come up to the table and Paul and Isaac would be left behind.  I thought that would give them a very early message of exclusion from a community that meant so much to me.  In the end, I wanted them to be baptized to prevent their exclusion—which is in the end a different matter than welcoming them in, celebrating their inclusion.  And while I don’t really regret doing that, can I in good conscience recommend that anyone else do the same thing? 

So, has baptism has worn out its usefulness?  If it has no clear theological significance and if its social or communal significance is so fraught with the Christian community’s history of coertion, fear and exclusion, is it really important to promote?  I have thought a lot about that question since that surprising Sunday two years ago, and I am grateful to the KC community for forcing these questions upon me.  And while I’m not done thinking about this yet, I thought I’d share with you where my thoughts have taken me at this point:  I don’t think you need to be baptized to receive communion or to be a part of a church.  But I do think that being a disciple of Jesus requires commitment, and I think that it is important to symbolize that commitment in some way.

Symbols are a mode of communication.  They are important in part because they can say things that we can’t entirely put in words.  I know this from experience in general, and from one experience in particular.  

In December 2002, our family moved from Boston, Massachusetts to Maryland so that my husband Dan could begin working at the University of Maryland.  I really, really didn’t want to go.  I was so distraught about moving that I found myself seriously contemplating staying—letting Dan leave, but just staying on with the kids in our house.  I can’t remember now what this was all about, but I know that part of it had to do with resenting the fact that Dan’s job in Maryland trumped my job in Massachusetts.  I wasn’t proud of feeling this way and I prayed about it a lot in the months that preceded the move.  An image began forming in my mind as I was praying—I started focusing on the image of a vine and branches.  I thought of myself deeply attached to the branch of Jesus.  

Then, the day came when I was going to really have to say goodbye to the congregation I had served for eight and a half years.  I was feeling really, really low that afternoon, and I was kind of wandering around Cambridge, Massachusetts with my three very young kids after picking Rosa up from preschool.  We walked past a little jewelry shop and as I glanced into the window, I saw a beautiful gold ring with the image of a vine with leaves and berries on it.  I had never bought myself a piece of real gold jewelry in my life but I suddenly desperate to have that ring.  I went into the tiny shop, we my three young children who were very excited to be doing such an unusual thing, and I pulled out my credit card and bought the ring.  It was completely clear to me what I needed to declare with this ring—so I paid to have a message inscribed on the inside:  Yes, Jesus, I will go where you lead me.

What I finally put into words and symbol that day in the jewelry shop was this:  if my deepest commitment is to Christ and not to being a minister or serving a particular church or having a role or a job or wearing a robe or anything else, then I will always be able to move.  It’s not that moving would be sacrificing my call for Dan’s career.  Moving gives me a chance to deepen my discipleship to Christ.  And I knew that day, and I remember every time I look at this ring, that is my focus, that is my goal, my aim, the commitment that shapes every other thing in my life, including the commitment which is symbolized by the ring on my other hand.


Have you made a commitment to Jesus Christ?  Have you found a way to symbolize that commitment, to yourself and to the world?


That question is a difficult one for many of us.  It seems loaded with assumptions, with shoulds and oughts and perhaps even with the threat of eternal damnation.  But we can reject all of that baggage, affirm the value and worth of every spiritual path, and still find that question persists.  Jesus doesn’t say to his disciples, “Would you consider a few things I have to say?” or “Would you incorporate some of my actions into your life?” or even, “Would you strive to be more loving?”  Rather, he invites us to follow him, to live so close to him, to love him with such an open heart, that his life and his love begin to show through ours.  And as far as I can tell, that kind of discipleship requires commitment.  

A commitment of real depth goes deeper than words, which is why we create symbols.  Baptism, for first century Jews, meant something already at the time that John called people to the Jordan.  This was a symbol they understood—a symbol of leaving something behind and starting again fresh, a symbol of rebirth.  That symbol has been carried through the centuries by the church and we offer it to each other still.  But perhaps there is another symbol that is more resonant to you.  If you are unsure, open your heart to this question, and allow God to guide you as God guided me.

Will you allow him to make a claim on you?  Will you allow your commitment to him to become real and deep?  The issue is not, in the end, what your relationship with the church or with other Christians or with Christian history or Christian identity or even with the word Christian.  In the end, we can reject all of those things and still his question to us remains:  Will you follow me?  Accept his invitation.
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