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September 11, 2011
“Beginning With Baptism”
Romans 6:1-11

What then are we to say? Should we continue in sin in order that grace may abound? 
By no means! 
How can we who died to sin go on living in it? 
Do you not know that all of us who have been baptized into Christ Jesus were baptized into his death? 
Therefore we have been buried with him by baptism into death, so that, just as Christ was raised from the dead by the glory of the Father, so we too might walk in newness of life.

For if we have been united with him in a death like his, we will certainly be united with him in a resurrection like his. 
We know that our old self was crucified with him so that the body of sin might be destroyed, and we might no longer be enslaved to sin. 
For whoever has died is freed from sin. But if we have died with Christ, we believe that we will also live with him. 
We know that Christ, being raised from the dead, will never die again; death no longer has dominion over him. The death he died, he died to sin, once for all; but the life he lives, he lives to God. So you also must consider yourselves dead to sin and alive to God in Christ Jesus.

We begin a new sermon series today on life’s milestones, life’s seasons – those big moments in life that matter, that change us and how we see ourselves.  
Milestones like moving away from home for the first time, retirement, having children, our first job.  
Where is God when our identity changes from married to widow or divorced, or doesn’t change from single to married?  What does faith have to say about making our way from high school to college? The sermon series will look at how the Gospel is woven in our lives from start to finish.  And today we begin with baptism.  
I was going through a box of papers from my childhood and found my baptism certificate – and to my surprise I discovered that I was baptized a Methodist.  I know, I’m just as shocked as you – this changes my whole self-understanding!  I’m just kidding – I love Methodists.  
But this points out one of the difficulties about baptism – for many of us, baptism happened a long time ago, and we may not even remember it.  Or if we do remember it, it might stay in our memories as something involving water and words and maybe a nice brunch.
[It might have seemed something like this clip from the movie Nacho Libre.  Ignacio is a monastery cook who feeds orphan children by day, and by night, transforms himself into "Nacho Libre," a notorious and fearsome wrestler in stretchy pants. Nacho confronts his partner Esqueleto before their wrestling match against Satan’s Cavemen and he is concerned that he has never been baptized. . . . show clip . . . as you can see, he takes care of it.  There is more going on with baptism then just water and the right words.]
I heard a story of a seminary professor who would go out, when it rained, and dance in the puddles and tell the students watching him, “Remember your baptism.”  It has been raining a lot this week and I have watched the drops roll down my car windows and I thought about baptism, that we have this priceless gift that we barely recognize.  Baptism is the beginning, like when you toss a stone into a pond and ripples go out into the world.  That’s how baptism works in our lives.  So today we are going to reclaim it, reclaim our identity as baptismal people.  
Baptism reminds us that there is darkness and light in the world, that there is sin that enslaves us (Paul’s words), and even as sin abounds in our lives, grace abounds even more.  
Light wins in the end.  
In baptism we are ended.  Paul, writing to the churches in Rome, says that we have been buried with Jesus Christ in death through baptism.  
In the Presbyterian churches we baptize by sprinkling, or as one of my professors says, we dry-clean the baby.  But I think we lose something, which our Baptist brothers and sisters have with their baptismal pools.  
In baptism we die.  
We sink below the surface of the water into darkness, and airlessness, and quiet, into a wet tomb.  And using Paul’s language, something really profound happens in those moments that matters for the rest of our lives and eternity.  He writes, “We know that our old self was crucified with him so that the body of sin might be destroyed, and we might no longer be enslaved to sin. For whoever has died is freed from sin.”  
Our old, sin-ridden selves, our false selves, made up of lies the world has told us, die.  
This isn’t warm and fuzzy stuff – this is what we say is taking place when we take a beautiful, smiling baby dressed in white to the baptismal font.  As baptismal people we have seen our sins, we have seen them clearly.  We have named them all – and we have seen Jesus Christ take them to the cross with him.  
Pastor and writer Will Willimon, afraid that all this talk of baptismal death was too mystical, asked a group of ordinary, everyday laypeople in an ordinary Mississippi church, "Has anyone here had to die in order to be a Christian?" Silence. Then they began to testify.   "I thought that I couldn’t live in a world where black people were the same as white people. When segregation ended, I thought I would die. But I didn’t. I was reborn. My next-door neighbor, my best friend, is black. Something old had to die in me for something new to be born."   

Death isn’t the end of the story, thank God.  The good news, and as Christians, we are all about the good news, this is the definition of who we are – we are good news people.  We discover through baptism that death isn’t the end of the story.  
We travel from Good Friday to Easter in one swift movement out of the water.  Pauls’ words, “Therefore we have been buried with him by baptism into death, so that, just as Christ was raised from the dead by the glory of the Father, so we too might walk in newness of life. For if we have been united with him in a death like his, we will certainly be united with him in a resurrection like his.”  
We come back out of the water, back into the light and the air, surrounded by people bound by faith to love us.  And we embrace life, and life abundantly, now and for eternity.  In the early days of the church it was common for those being baptized to enter the water to lay aside their old clothes, depicting their surrender of their old life of sin and death.  And when they emerged from the water they were like new born babies. According to Eugene Peterson’s rendition of Colossians, the alive ones could then be “clad in the wardrobe God picked out for them: compassion, kindness, humility, quiet strength, discipline and the all-purpose garment of love.”  

So here is what is means to be baptismal people, which is who you are, you carry with you at every moment, knowledge of death and life.  You have known them both and you have chosen life.  There is a passage from Deuteronomy where Moses is talking to the wayward Israelite people – and he says to them, “I have set before you death and life . . . now choose life.”   

Now here is the most important part of baptism, and it is the very reason we can baptize babies.  In Baptism we choose life, but the only reason we can choose life, is because God choose us first, loved us first.  When we hold up that little baby, we are saying God calls this baby “beloved” before that child can utter a word.  We are marked in baptism as people who love God, but whom God loved first.
Everything hinges on this understanding.  In Paul’s words, we are dead to sin and alive to God.  We are dead to sin and alive to God.  We love God, but God loved us first.  That’s the beginning of what our faith is all about.   That’s the beginning of becoming ourselves.
There is a poem by May Sarton that goes, “Now I become myself.  It’s taken time, many years and places.  I have been dissolved and shaken, Worn other people’s faces . . .”  
In baptism we become ourselves, the old life is dissolved, shaken, we no longer wear other people’s faces.  We become ourselves – God’s children, God’s beloved, the one who God is molding as a potter shapes clay, marked as God’s own forever, reborn, washed clean, adopted, reclaimed, healed.  
One commentator writes that what Paul is saying in writing to the Romans, is “Be who you are” – stop acting as if you were capable of sin – be who you are.  We are changed for good in baptism – the milestone that matters for all other milestones in life.   

So remember your baptism – not that you have to remember the moment it took place, because you may not, I certainly don’t – remember that you are baptized – remember it when you run in the rain, and when you wash your face, and when you take a shower.  Remembering your baptism means remembering who you are: You are dead to sin and you are alive to God.  Be who you are. 
Amen.

