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Do you not know that all of us who were baptized into 



Christ Jesus were baptized into his death..We have been



 buried with him by baptism unto death.







  Romans 6:3-4


Do you remember where you were when you first heard the news of the attacks on the World Trade Center?  I'll bet most of you do.  You baby boomers—do you remember what you were doing when you heard of Kennedy's assassination?  Fifty years ago and I remember it as clearly as though it were yesterday.   My parents' generation experienced the same thing about the attack on Pearl Harbor.  These very public milestones are fixed on our brains and serve to shape our generational identity.


Some of the milestones we encounter in life are more personal—graduating from high school,  getting married, going to our first job, experiencing the death of a parent, rejoicing in the birth of our first child, feeling anxious sending them off to school.  For everything there is a season, the writer of Ecclesiastes puts it, and a purpose for everything under heaven.  In the conviction that God has a stake in these significant transitions in life,  that God cares for all of life and not just the "religious" stuff,  our sermons—and some of our educational programming-- this year will focus on milestones.  That extraordinary hymn with which the choir began the service, which never fails to bring me to tears, tells us of God's stake in own journey:  "I was there to hear your borning cry, I'll be there when you are old, I rejoiced the day you were baptized, to see you life unfold." 


It begins with baptism, the starting point, the initiation into the family of God, the pronouncement that God has put his claim on us, that we belong to him, and God will not get us go.  Life does not progress smoothly for most of us; it often seems to ricochet from one crisis to the next, or settle into routine and ritual, punctuated by brief moments of celebration and joy.  Baptism provides the bedrock assurance that God travels with us as life unfolds.  


When we bring a child to the font, dressed up in fine gown, with extended family proudly looking on, while words are read, some promises made, a few drops of water sprinkled on the head, and a smiling congregations sings a welcome song---do we have any idea what is a powerful reality is taking place?   This is not just a nice welcoming party for a new baby, or casual declaration that we'll provide a little Christian guidance for a child—though that is involved, from the human side.   This is a stunning, bold, countercultural, affirmation that this baptized person is God's, and that though they may find their identity in many different ways, the identity "Child of God" is their primary one, shaping all the others. 

THE CHALLENGE OF BAPTISM 


Baptism takes an instant, but it is the beginning of a lifelong journey which does not end until we draw our last breath.  All our lives long we are learning what it means to live into our baptism, to live out that expectation that we belong to God.   Sadly we spend much of our lives trying to make light of that claim, and diminish or ignore its implication.  We think there are a whole bunch of things that are far more important to our identity—making the soccer team, receiving that promotion, earning all As on the report card, dating a good looking girl, getting into "the" university, smoothing out the wrinkles on our jowls—you name it, when this is the one that provides the solid foundation to all the others.   

I understand why we'd want to run away a bit from baptism, when we grasp what's involved.   Look at how baptism is described in our text today—as a death.  


Do you not know that that all of us who were baptized into Jesus Christ


were baptized into his death…our old self was crucified with him so that


the body of sin may be destroyed








Romans 6:3,4,6

But then, Paul goes on to say, just as the crucified Christ was buried, so he rose.  Baptism is a dying to sin, so that we might be raised and "walk in newness of life." (v. 4)

Baptism is the initiation, the start, but this rhythm of dying to self, to the old life, so that we might be raised to new life is lifelong.    The Christian life is a life of ongoing conversion. In the small catechism Luther asked, "What does baptism mean for daily living?" "It means that our old sinful self, with all its evil deeds and desires, should be drowned through daily repentance, and that day after day a new self should arise to live with God in righteousness and purity."  

Elsewhere, baptism is described as a drowning.  In the 19th c. there was considerable debate among the denominations as to the mode of baptism.   Methodists and Presbyterians debated with the Baptists on the frontier about whether immersion was necessary for baptism to take or if sprinkling was sufficient.   Methodist Peter Cartwright, a traveling evangelist cornered a Baptist counterpart.  "If a person gets up to knees in the water, is that enough."  "No, "the Baptist replied, "of course not."  What about to the waist?"  No, they've got to go under.  "Well, what about up to the neck.  Would that count?"  "No," the Baptist replied emphatically.  "Up to the nose" Still no" If the top of the head is just under water, is that a valid baptism.  "Yes, now you've got it."  "So what you're really telling me, Cartwright smiled, "is that the top of the head is all that really matters!  And that's what we do, just fine."  The Baptist retreated, muttering about those Methodists. 

Now we don't much debate mode of baptism, but I get immersion as a powerful symbol as baptism as a drowning, a dying so that new life can burst out.  Our former Associate minister Beth Goss, tells me they are going this month to the baptism of their new grandson, in a Russian Orthodox ceremony in St.Petersburg.   The Orthodox baptize infants, and according to Beth, totally immerse the babies, leaving them sputtering and frightening the parents who are sure they are going to drown!


The old Adam is drowned in baptism, though as Luther observed, "the old Adam is a mighty good swimmer," and keeps popping up.  Baptism takes an instant, and requires a lifetime. 


This ongoing rhythm of dying to self, that we can rise to new life in Christ, keeps impinging on us, even when we don't want it to.  When our world collapses and the Towers fall and unmerited suffering appear all around us, and people are asking "how could God allow such a thing?"  to remember we are baptized  challenges us not to give up on God, but to discern how God is a present help in time of trouble, perhaps in the guise of firemen and rescue workers putting themselves in harm's way for the sake of others, or perhaps by using our very hands to bring hope and healing and comfort.  And when 10 years later we are tempted  to take glee and rejoice in the death of Osama bin Ladan, this peculiar gospel of ours, beginning in baptism, causes us to take pause and wonder whether can ever rejoice in the death of another, even one so evil.  

We never finish the task of conversion, of saying yes to the work begun in baptism.  Tempting as it is to run away, to find refuge in the vague promises of "becoming spiritual" we are challenged to stick with the messiness of the community of believers, where we come to know what it is to be a follower of Christ, and learn to live faithfully.   There is good reason why we insist baptisms not be "private" but always in the presence of this troublesome, yet glorious, frustrating, yet exhilarating, sinful, yet redeemed body of Christ, the church.


Living into our baptism is a challenge, because it tells us that though God loves us just as we are, God loves us too much to let us remain just as we are.  


I've become addicted to a show our son Toby  introduced me to on the food channel,  called "Restaurant Impossible." British chef Robert Irvine is given the task of making over a failing restaurant in just 2 days.  Most of the owners think they are doing a pretty good job, and only need a little tinkering to turn things around, a coat of paint, a couple of new menu items.  But Irvine comes in and before you know it they are taking a sledge hammer to the interior, banging out walls, redecorating, revamping the menu, whipping the staff into military-like precision.   Isn't that the way of God with us—we think we need a little improving, a little tinkering around the edges to add some icing to our already fine cake.  But when God gets hold of us, when we let him in, we discover he starts banging around, remolding us from the inside, engaging us in a lifetime process of conversion because he wants us to live into the baptism by which God has claimed us.    And that process can be painful, it can be like a death, a drowning—as we are converted  from being judgmental to being gracious, from being stingy to being generous, from being rigid, controlling to being accepting and tolerant,  from being angry to being a peace-maker, from being  despairing to being hopeful.    
THE COMFORT OF BAPTISM 


Because the challenge of living into our baptism is the challenge to be the best that God desires, it can seem like a burden.  We can feel we never quite measure up and thus be a disappointment to ourselves and God. 


This is when we need to remember that baptism is fundamentally a source of comfort.  The Heidelberg Catechism puts it so well "what is your only comfort in life and in death?"  "That I belong, body and soul, in life and death, not to myself, but to my faithful savior Jesus Christ." 

That is our reality, however powerful those other forces which seem to possess us are.  


One of the strongest arguments for infant baptism, I believe, is that there is nothing, absolutely nothing than an infant can bring to the font.  Babies are recipients of God's action, pure and simple.  They don't even bring faith.  It is all grace, all God.  Because we choose God, God chooses us.   Whenever Martin Luther would be assailed by doubts about his own salvation or struggling to experience God's love during those dark nights of the soul, he would touch his forehead and recite, "Remember Martin, you are baptized."  

Whenever we are plagued by those questions, are we good enough, smart enough, faithful enough, loving enough, remember "you are baptized."  You belong to God, by God's grace, and that is your comfort and assurance.  That is good enough.   


Once God, through the church,  has claimed us, through baptism,  God does not let us go easily.  A friend of mine tells of a college student from his church who showed up at his office at the beginning of summer vacation.  "You won't be seeing me in church this summer," the student declared.  When my friend asked why, he replied, "I've been doing a lot of thinking in college, and I've come to the conclusion there's not much to this religion business.  I've found I don't need the church to get by." 

My friend said he found this all interesting, which evoked surprise in the student.  "Aren't you worried? I thought you'd go through the roof when you found out. "Now this student had come from a difficult situation, and had found the church a haven in his adolescent years.  My friend had baptized him about 5 years earlier, and the church had helped get him scholarship support for college. 


"No I'm interested," my friend replied, "but not worried.  I'm wondering if you can pull it off."


"What are you talking about, 'pull it off.'  I'm 20 years old. I can do anything I want to do."


"Well when I was twenty I thought I was on my own and could do anything I wanted, but now I'm not so sure.  I'm not sure you'll be able to get away with this," he said to the increasingly bewildered young man.


"Why not?" he said.


"Well for one thing, you're baptized."


"What's that got to do with anything?"


"You try forsaking it, rejecting it, forgetting about it and maybe you'll figure it out."

"I can't figure out what baptism has to do with me," the student said with some exasperation. 


"For one thing, there are people here who care about you. They made promises to God when you were baptized.  You try not showing up and they'll be asking about you, what you're doing with your life.  And then there's God, no telling what God might try to do.  From what I see, once God has claimed you, it's not so easy to get off the hook.  God is relentless in claiming what is his.  And in baptism God says you belong to him."


The fellow shook his head in wonder at this strange, unreasonable brand of ecclesiastical logic—but a week or so later he showed back up.  The baptizers had done their work.  God's possessiveness remained firm.  C.S Lewis once said he felt almost sorry for those who tried to live their lives without God, "God is so resourceful, so unscrupulous in keeping his own."  God tells me that he owns me, and God will keep me.

Friends, it begins with baptism, which tell us who we are and whose we are.  But that's not the end of it.  No, not by a long shot.
THANKS BE TO GOD WHO GIVES US THIS VICTORY THROUGH JESUS CHRIST 
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