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 When I was in seminary, I had a text book that was probably two inches thick.  It 
was on one subject:  baptism.  This sermon won’t be that long.  I promise. 

 Actually, I’m a little amused that the book on baptism was that long because there’s 
actually quite a bit of common understanding of baptism in the ecumenical community.  
When the World Council of Churches decided to issue a collection of statements on the 
ecumenical convergence of theologies around baptism, communion, and ordination, the 
section on baptism was the shortest because it needed the least explanations.  
Ecumenically, the understandings of what baptism is and means are pretty solid and widely 
shared.  The understandings about communion and ordination vary widely, but on baptism, 
there is a strong convergence. 

 I’m not sure how the convergence came about.  If you look at the book of the Acts of 
the Apostles (the book we heard a reading from today), you will see that the ways baptism 
was practiced by the early church varied.  Expand your search to the whole of the New 
Testament, you’ll find even more variation.  You will find stories of baptisms performed in 
the name of Jesus and in the name of God and you’ll hear a call that baptisms be done “in 
the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit” (Matt 28:19).  You will find 
stories where it seems that a person needs to profess a faith in Jesus to be baptized and 
stories where, if the head of a household is baptized, the whole household is baptized 
regardless of what the other members of the household believe.  Sometimes it’s clear that 
the one baptized is immersed, is dunked under the waters of baptism, and sometimes it’s 
not so clear how much water is used. 

 There is an obvious connection between the baptisms John performed in the River 
Jordan and the baptisms practiced in the early church.  John’s baptism was a mark of 
repentance, of turning, of taking a new direction in life.  It was an act that forgave sins.  
While the mark of repentance and entering a new way of life were (and are) definitely part 
of what baptism was (and is) in the Jesus movement, Christians see baptism as something 
more. 

 There is something about the Holy Spirit in baptism.  We heard about it in our 
reading from Acts.  Paul meets up with a group of people in Ephesus who think they’re 
following Jesus, but they don’t know anything about the Holy Spirit.  They’d been baptized, 
but only in the tradition of John.  They get baptized in the name of Jesus and they receive 
the Holy Spirit. 

 And then there’s the whole question about Jesus being baptized by John.  If John was 
preaching a baptism for the repentance of sin, why was Jesus baptized?  David Lose points 
out that in John’s gospel, there’s no report of Jesus’ being baptized.  Instead, the Baptist 
reports seeing the Spirit descend on Jesus. 

http://bible.oremus.org/?ql=382982234
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 The other three Gospels share an account of Jesus’ baptism.  They do not, 
unfortunately, resolve the question of why Jesus was baptized.  “In fact,” Lose says, “when 
you listen to the essentials of Mark’s terse account, perhaps what is most striking is that 
Jesus doesn’t really do or say much of anything that sheds light on what’s going on.  As 
Mark writes, ‘In those days Jesus came from Nazareth of Galilee and was baptized by John 
in the Jordan.  And just as he was coming up out of the water, he saw the heavens torn apart 
and the Spirit descending like a dove on him.  And a voice came from heaven, “You are my 
Son, the Beloved; with you I am well pleased.”’ 

 “Do you see what I mean?  Jesus is rather passive in all that happens.  But, on second 
thought, perhaps that’s just the way it should be.  After all, this is the beginning of Jesus’ 
public ministry.  This is the start of his long and difficult journey toward Jerusalem and the 
cross.  And so at his baptism, Jesus doesn’t have to do anything, but rather simply receives 
the gift of the Holy Spirit and of God’s favor.  Indeed, it is a powerful word of acceptance, 
identity, blessing, and commitment”1 that Jesus receives – “You are my beloved child.  With 
you I am well pleased” – and this points to another thing that baptism is all about. 

 In baptism, we are claimed by God.  Just as we are, God claims us.  And in that 
process, we receive a blessed identity:  beloved children of God.  And in that process, God 
makes a commitment to us and we make a commitment to God. 

 Let me share with you some of the key points about baptism – points about which 
Christianity in its many denominations agree.  These are from the World Council of 
Church’s document2 on baptism.  Baptism is rooted in the ministry, death, and resurrection 
of Jesus.  It has been practiced from the earliest days of the Christian movement.  “Baptism 
is the sign of new life through Jesus Christ.  It unites the one baptized with Christ and with 
his people.…  Baptism is participation in Christ’s death and resurrection; a washing away of 
sin; a new birth; an enlightenment by Christ; a re-clothing in Christ; a renewal by the Spirit; 
the experience of salvation from the flood; an exodus from bondage; and a liberation into a 
new humanity in which barriers of division whether of sex or race or social status are 
transcended.”3 

 I’ll refer you to the World Council of Churches document if you want to unpack what 
those statements mean, but I want to dig a little deeper into one of them:  Incorporation 
into the Body of Christ.  This is an important understanding of the meaning of baptism.  
Baptism brings us together into the community of believers.  It makes us part of the Body of 
Christ.  The document says, “baptism is a sign and seal of our common discipleship.  
Through baptism, Christians are brought into union with Christ, with each other and with 
the Church of every time and place.”4 

                                                        
1 David Lose, “Epiphany 1 B: Powerful Words for a New Year,” …in the Meantime, 
http://www.davidlose.net/2018/01/epiphany-1-b-powerful-words-for-a-new-year/ (posted and accessed 
on 4 January 2018). 
2 This is actually from the first part of “Baptism, Eucharist and Ministry,” [BEM] adopted in Lima, Peru, in 
1982.  You can find the document at 
https://www.oikoumene.org/en/resources/documents/commissions/faith-and-order/i-unity-the-church-
and-its-mission/baptism-eucharist-and-ministry-faith-and-order-paper-no-111-the-lima-text. 
3 Paragraph 2 of BEM. 
4 Paragraph 5 of BEM. 
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 The first question a candidate for baptism is asked in liturgy for baptism that’s in the 
United Church of Christ’s Book of Worship is this:  Do you desire to be baptized into the 
faith and family of Jesus Christ?  In Chalice Worship, the Disciples of Christ worship book, 
there seems to be an assumption that the answer to this question is “yes,” since the person 
is standing there.  But that is the most basic thing we understand about baptism.  When one 
is baptized, they become part of the faith and family of Jesus Christ. 

 So, if baptism is becoming part of the faith and family of Jesus Christ, what is 
“membership” in a church all about?  Well, in some denominations, I think a fair answer is 
“not much more than a label.”  If you’re a Roman Catholic, you’re more a member of the 
Roman Catholic Church as a whole, than a member of a particular parish.  But as the polity, 
the way a denomination works politically, becomes more congregational (with a little “c,” 
meaning having local autonomy), membership takes on more meaning, and more 
responsibility. 

 When you join a congregation that is part of the Disciples of Christ tradition or the 
United Church of Christ tradition, you become a voting member of that church.  Members 
vote on church budgets each year, they vote on which members should serve in key 
leadership positions, they vote on calling their pastors, and they vote on the bylaws that 
govern how they function. 

 But being a member is more than voting.  We typically receive new members as part 
of the worship service because becoming a member is a prayerful and worshipful act.  
Lillian Daniel describes it this way:  “You will experience real power in that moment [of 
joining a church], when you tell the people around you and God that this is now your 
spiritual home. 

 “When you join, you make a connection, you join a community.  The Bible’s word for 
that is ‘covenant.’  When you join, you make a covenant.  A covenant is an exchange of holy 
promises.  In making a covenant we promise to serve God together.  So it’s not just new 
members who join the church.  Rather, everyone – new members and existing members – 
joins one another.  As we make our promises to one another we remember God’s promises 
to us and promise to serve God as best we are able.”5 

 That’s why joining a church is different from joining a gym.  “When you join a 
church, you’re not just on the receiving end [of services, the way you are when you join a 
gym], but on the giving end as well.  You are promising to do more than show up and use 
the facilities.  Will you hold other people in prayer and in love?  Will you make a 
contribution to the community by volunteering as you are able and financially?  And let’s be 
clear, you [join a church] because somewhere in your journey, you sensed that there was 
more to this life than what you see in front of you.  You sense that God is still speaking.”6 

 That is why, traditionally in both the Disciples of Christ and the United Church of 
Christ, joining a church, becoming a member of a church, is seen as a reaffirmation of 
baptism.  The liturgy we currently use when we receive new members is based on the 
baptism liturgy.  The questions we ask people who are uniting with the church are 
                                                        
5 Lillian Daniel, So You’re Thinking About Joining the Church, a brochure published by the United Church of 
Christ that is undated. 
6 Ibid. 
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questions we ask when someone is baptized.  That is why the bylaws of Niles Discovery 
Church say, “Any baptized person may seek membership in this church.  Uniting with the 
congregation is an act of reaffirmation of baptism.” 

 But perhaps it is time to change our bylaws.  More and more people raised without a 
church background.  So it is becoming more common for people to find a spiritual home in 
a local church and feel like they don’t know enough about the Bible or Christian history or 
theology to be ready to make the faith commitment that baptism calls us to.  I’m also 
finding more and more people who were baptized, typically as infants, are finding 
themselves to be questioning the most basic thing about faith – that there is a divine 
something that we call “God” whose love is made visible in the sacrament of baptism. 

 People from both of these groups may find a home, a spiritual home, at Niles 
Discovery Church and want to formally commit to being part of this community of faith, 
even though they have lots of questions about the “faith” part of “community of faith.”  
Should we continue to see baptism as a requirement of membership in our church? 

 An Episcopal priest offered me this analogy:  When someone comes to our church, 
we immediately issue them a Green Card.  We say they are welcome to stay and be part of 
the community.  But if they want to be able to vote, they have to take a citizenship test, and 
that’s the sacrament of baptism.  Then they can register to vote, which is joining the church 
as a member. 

 The analogy is insufficient because it sees membership as merely a matter of voting, 
and as I just said, it’s much more than that.  Membership is a matter of covenant.  Still, is 
this (what the bylaws currently say about baptism and membership) how we want to 
function? 

 I’ll stop there and invite you into some reflection.  And then we’ll carry on the 
discussion during our Town Hall Meeting. 


