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Jesus was baptized.  Depending on your understanding of baptism, that can seem like a very strange thing, indeed. 

"Hey, I thought that baptism was about the washing away of sins.   Why did Jesus have to be baptized if he was God, sinless?"

There are lots of other questions that can arise about baptism, as well. 

"If John baptized Jesus in the river, why is it we baptize in churches, in little plexiglass tubs, or from little bowls?   In Jesus' time, did they dunk them, pour over them, or sprinkle on them?  Is there something special about the water we use?   Did John baptize only grown ups, or did John, and later the disciples, baptize the children even infants of believers too?  If baptism is a symbol of our confession, then how can someone too young to confess be baptized?   Do you need to get baptized again if you do something really bad after the baptism, like maybe the first time it didn't stick, or if you can't really remember it because you were too young?   What if someone was dying and couldn't make it in time for baptism… what happens to them in death?  

Well, today, instead of preaching on what the Baptism of Jesus means, we are going to talk about baptism in general.   This time might stir up more questions than answers.  So, I want to encourage any of you who have questions pop up as a result of today, to call me, or stop by the study.   Let's set a time to talk together, or I don't know, this might start some kind of class on "What Presbyterians believe about____" and we could fill in the blank with anything you'd want to talk about each week, as long as we all realize that all (1) Presbyterians never fully agree with each other on anything, and that (2) Presbyterians do not think that what we believe is RIGHT and that everybody else is WRONG.   We study together, and make some decisions together, and confess what we believe, but we always leave the door open to discuss and study it further.

Anyway, for Presbyterians, Baptism is one of two sacraments, along with the Lord's Supper.   Let me read to you from the Confession of 1967, from our Book of Confessions, and let you hear some of what we believe about baptism.

"By humble submission to John's baptism, Christ joined himself to (humankind) in their need… Baptism with water represents not only cleansing from sin, but a dying with Christ and a joyful rising with him to new life… In baptism, the church celebrates the renewal of the covenant with which God has bound God's people to God's self. By baptism, individuals are publicly received into the church to share in its life and ministry, and the church becomes responsible for their training and support in Christian discipleship." 

There's quite a lot in that little paragraph.   In baptism, we die.  We die to ourselves.  We die to sin.  The claim sin and death have over us is admitted, and we walk to the waters saying, "So what death? You're no big deal."   But, just as we die into, under, by the waters, we are also raised from the waters into new life in Christ.  The act of baptism is an opportunity to symbolize to the one being baptized, and to the whole church, that life in Christ is not about going down.   God has intervened in Christ by Holy Spirit to make dying not the final say, but just a step toward the joyous rise into new life.  

Baptism is a renewal of the covenant of creation and Noah and Moses.   Just as the waters filled the chaotic world but God brought forth order from the chaos, so too order rises from the chaos for those who die into and rise from the waters of baptism.   Just like the waters of the flood are written about as bringing new life to all the earth, the baptismal waters do the same for all who enter them.  Just like the Pharaoh's army chased us to the banks of the water but God made a path from the dangers of oppression and slavery to the wonderful wilderness on the other side, the waters of baptism do the same, and guide us until we can reach the Promised Land.   As Polly's sister said at her funeral, our baptism is complete when we die, when we leave the wilderness for the Promised Land.

Are you with me so far?  Everybody still hanging on?  Bunch of theological language.  But its important stuff.  Let me ask you… at the waters of creation, what was the human role, as opposed to God's role?   It was all God's.  What about when the people of God were pressed up against the waters facing certain death at the hand's of Pharaoh's army, who slowed the army and who split the waters and who called us through them?   It was all God.  Baptism is all about what God has done, what God is doing, and what God has promised to do.  That's what Presbyterians believe.  From there, the rest begins to fall into place.

Presbyterians baptize infants.   Baptism is about the washing away of sins.  And there are two truths at every birth.  That child is one of God's very own creations, part of this great creation which God called good… AND… that child was born into the same state of sin that we were.   Sin is not just our actions, but also our condition, and our children inherit it even before they grasp their first breath.  So baptism is about washing of sin and is appropriate for even infants. 

Some say infants, children, cannot be baptized because they are not yet old enough to make their own decision for Christ, to confess, accept Jesus as their Lord and Savior.   When they are old enough, then they are baptized and join the church.  Those churches sometimes Christen children.   The only thing that a Presbyterian christens is a ship.  We baptize infants, children, because we believe baptism is not about our ability to decide for Christ, or to confess our sins.   Christ knew our sin before we did, and acted on our behalf.  God decided for us in Jesus the Christ, before we could decide for him.   The faith that we have is not our own, anyway.  It, too, is a gift of God.  And because we believe in a loving God, we trust that same faith is in this child, we thank God for what God has already done on behalf of this child, and we pledge to God to raise this child in the faith God has given.   Baptism is like the first watering of that seed of faith as it is planted in the garden of the congregation.

Presbyterians do not believe there is anything special or magical about the water.   It's just water.  The water we use in baptism is common.  God does the most amazing things with the most common things.   But is there anything common, if it is in the hands and the service of God?

Presbyterians do not re-baptize.   Some churches do not recognize the baptism of an infant or a child, since the child was too young to confess for themselves.  Some churches do not accept some baptisms as valid unless the person was totally submerged under the surface of the water, nullifying baptisms where the water was poured over the person or where the water was touched to the person.   In both of those churches, the person would be asked to be baptized in their church.  

But if baptism is a sign and seal of what God has already done, and promises to do, then to consider any baptism null and void is to deny the saving power of God that came before that baptized child was even born, or it is to deny the ability of God to seal God's promises through one measly tear drop if God so chooses.   Presbyterians, therefore, recognize all Christian baptisms from Christian communities, as long as they include water in some way, and as long as the person is baptized in the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Ghost. 

Sometimes, a person thinks they need to be rebaptized.   It's not the church that is making them.  They just want to do it.  Maybe they feel like they've been away from the church for a long time, and the baptism would help them feel and show their reconnection.   Or, maybe someone thinks of themselves as not having lived the baptized life, and they want to be washed clean of all that and to start fresh.

For the first person, how did they find their way back?   What brought them back?  Their own decision and desire?  Presbyterians might say it was their baptism that brought them back.   The same God who acted in advance on their behalf in Jesus Christ, has been working and calling on them ever since their baptism, in advance of this day.  The response once they realize that is not to be re-baptized.   The response is to say thank you to the God that never gave up on them from before, through, and after their baptism.  

Or for the second person, who feels like they have "backslid"… why do you think I pour the baptismal waters every Sunday?   We are all backsliders.  Everyone of us.  There is not one of us who because of our baptism or our membership and presence in church is completely sin free, and doesn't have something to confess.   That's why we come here, not to gloat that we are sin free, and to shout our perfect instructions at all the rest of the sinners out there.  Christ's church is a place for sinners.  We come here to remember, in the waters of baptism, that despite our sin we are forgiven, thanks be to God, Glory, Hallelujah, Amen.   That's the most exciting, energizing, invigorating moment of the service every Sunday for me, when we hear those precious words, "In Jesus Christ we are forgiven, Now share the peace of Christ with one another." Friends, there is no rebaptism.   God does not make mistakes, and we are not strong enough to undo anything that God has already done.

And last, Presbyterians do not rush to do emergency baptisms at the time of death.   Baptism itself, while a sign and symbol of something holy, is a sign and symbol for our benefit, not self-imposed restriction on who God can and cannot save.   Baptism remembers and seals God's holy action in Christ on our behalf, and symbolizes in us God's moving us toward holiness by Holy Spirit.  But don't ever get confused and think God cannot work beyond these signs and symbols. 

I sat with one young mother, whose premature child was not going to live much longer.   The mother worried that her daughter had not been baptized.  And I reassured her, that she had been.  God had baptized that child in the waters of her own womb, and the baby was marked as Christ's own forever.  God is not bound by the sacraments God has given us, or by our sinfulness, or by our inability to confess. 

We could spend weeks on this one topic alone.   It spills over into so many other things we believe about God.  But in the meantime, I do hope you will let your questions be heard.  Go to the Book of Confessions, a great resource when studying something like this.  Go to an Elder or Deacon of this church, and study and talk together.   Come to me, and we too can study together.  All that work together would be fulfilling our baptism anyway.
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