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 This is one of my two favorite pictures of me from the 
past 15 years.  Without a doubt, it is the company I’m in that 
makes me look good.  The company and the occasion.  The 
occasion was Clara’s baptism, April 2011. 

 I love performing baptisms of infants and toddlers.  
They are holy moments, pure moments.  This child, who has 
done nothing but exist, who has done nothing to try to hide 
from God’s love, nor done anything to earn God’s love, is, 
nonetheless, celebrated, and we declare they are part of 
God’s beloved family. 

 I also think we should, except in rare, emergency 
situations, stop doing infant and child baptisms.  We can do 
infant dedications where thanks are given to God for the 
child and the parents (and godparents, if there are any) 

commit to raise the child in the faith.  But we should stop doing infant baptisms. 

 We’ve learned in the course of this sermon series that the most consistent 
understanding of baptism over the past 2,000 years is that baptism is the sacrament 
through which one becomes a member of the faith and family of Jesus Christ, and because I 
believe that becoming a member of the faith and family of Jesus should be a choice, rather 
than something that is imposed, I’ve concluded we should offer baptism to people who 
have decided for themselves to follow Jesus. 

 This sermon is an examination of what a liturgy of baptism should look like that has 
both a progressive theological integrity and ecumenical recognition.  There are certain 
things the global Christian community expects are included in a baptism liturgy, and I have 
no desire to separate us from the world-wide communion of Christians.  So, as we go 
forward with this sermon, I will assume the baptismal liturgy we’re searching for is one for 
what’s called “believer’s baptisms;” that is, for baptisms where the one to be baptized 
wants to be baptized. 

 Before we dig into this search, there is one aspect or assumption about baptism that 
I don’t think Pastor Brenda or I mentioned in any of the sermons in this series.  That 
assumption is that baptism is a one-time sacrament.  Whether baptized as a baby or as an 
octogenarian, a person is only baptized once.  And once baptized, always baptized.  The 
justification for this position is a little arguing over “how many angels can dance on the 
head of a pin” to me, and I don’t want to digress into that discussion.  Let me suggest that 
we accept it as the ecumenical understanding and the understanding of our denominations 
– that baptism happens at most once in a person’s life. 

http://bible.oremus.org/?ql=417457770
http://bible.oremus.org/?ql=417457711
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 That said, I also support people choosing to reaffirm their baptismal covenant when 
moved to do so, and there are several ways to do that, some of which involve water, 
perhaps even a whole bunch of water. 

 I also think it is important to know that neither of our denominations has a “this is 
it” liturgy book, the way the Episcopal Church does, for instance.  In the Episcopal Church, 
there is The Book of Common Prayer, and if you want to know how to do a baptism as an 
Episcopalian, you can look it up.  In the United Church of Christ and the Disciples of Christ, 
we have bunches of liturgical resources and plenty of ideas and approaches to consider. 

 There are, however, two primary resources for worship.  The United Church of 
Christ has Book of Worship (notice that “the” is missing from the title), and the Disciples of 
Christ have Chalice Worship.  While everything in them has a degree of “suggestion” to it, 
they do represent the most common liturgical theology and understanding of the 
denominations.  That’s why I’m using the baptism liturgies from them as a starting place for 
this search for a Progressive Christian baptism liturgy. 

 I have a handout for you that the ushers will pass out now.  You’ll see it has three 
columns.  The first is an outline with some script of the liturgy for baptism from the United 
Church of Christ’s Book of Worship.  The second is an outline with some script of the liturgy 
for baptism from the Disciples of Christ’s Chalice Worship.  The third column is my 
suggestion of a starting point for a Progressive Christian baptism liturgy, but I want to talk 
about the first two columns before we get to the third. 

 You’ll notice that the content of the UCC and DOC liturgies are very similar to each 
other, though the order of things differs.  The one thing that the UCC liturgy has that the 
DOC liturgy doesn’t is at the top of the second page:  the “Congregational Assent.”  In 
introductions to baptism in both Book of Worship and Chalice Worship, there is mention 
that the sacrament of baptism should be celebrated in the context of worship.  As it’s 
explained in Book of Worship, “Baptism is not only a personal celebration in the lives of the 
individual candidates and their families, but also a central celebration in the life of the local 
church which embodies the universal church in a particular place.  For this reason, baptism 
should take place in the presence of the community of faith gathered for public worship.”  
Because baptism is a commitment to be on a Christian faith journey, and because we travel 
together, I think it is appropriate for the congregation to voice their support and 
encouragement for the one being baptized.  So, you’ll see I’ve included it in the third 
column. 

 You’ll also notice that I’ve left out most of the options of what the pastor can say 
from most of the elements in the liturgies.  However, I’ve included the script (if you will) for 
the sections that might be understood as the baptismal vows.  And I’ve included the script 
of what is said in the act of baptism itself.  I’ve done this because I think these are the areas 
around which we might find the most resistance and disagreement as a congregation.  So 
let’s take a closer look at those questions that get asked of the candidates first, and then 
move on to the words that are said at the baptism itself. 

 In the UCC liturgy, the first question a candidate for baptism gets asked is, “Do you 
desire to be baptized into the faith and family of Jesus Christ?”  Since the basic, consistent 
understanding of Christian baptism over the past 2,000 years has been that it is the 
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sacrament through which one becomes a member of the faith and family of Jesus, this 
seems to me to be an appropriate question to ask. 

 The next question, “Do you renounce the powers of evil and desire the freedom of 
new life in Christ?” may sound like a strange question to our ears.  We don’t talk much 
about “the powers of evil” or the “freedom of new life in Christ.”  But if baptism is 
understood as a turning point in one’s life, a turning from whatever path one has been on 
and to the Jesus-path, then a question about that seems appropriate.  Ecumenically, there is 
an expectation that a baptism liturgy includes “a renunciation of evil.”1 

 The third question is the one about which I suspect there is the greatest resistance 
in our congregation.  “Do you profess Jesus Christ as Lord and Savior?”  Of the five 
questions in the UCC liturgy, this one comes closest to asking about a belief, rather than 
asking about faith.  This is the headiest of the questions.  I think that’s because “Christ,” 
“Lord,” and “Savior” are very loaded words.  I know that my understanding of them has 
shifted over the years.  For me right now, they are mostly a political statement.  “Lord and 
Savior” was a title Caesar claimed.  For the first three centuries of Christianity, for a follow 
of Jesus to say that he is “Lord and Savior” was to say that Caesar is not, which was a 
radical, dangerous thing to say.  There are many other nuances to that I find in the 
profession, enough for a book, probably.  For now let me say that wrestling with that 
question is important spiritual the theological work for anyone who claims the title 
“Christian” to do. 

 The fourth question is a mouthful:  “Do you promise, by the grace of God, to be 
Christ’s disciple, to follow in the way of our Savior, to resist oppression and evil, to show 
love and justice, and to witness to the work and word of Jesus Christ as best you are able?”  
I think what it’s asking is, “Do you promise to follow Jesus?” and trying to express some of 
what that means. 

 The fifth question, another mouthful, asks us to recognize that being a Christian is 
not a static thing, that following Jesus is an active thing.  Following Jesus, this question 
suggests, means growing in faith, being part of community, and working to fulfill Jesus’ 
mission in the world. 

 The language of the questions in the Disciple’s liturgy is simpler and more direct.  
And there are only three questions.  “Do you renounce evil, repent of your sins, and turn to 
Christ?” 

 Like the second question in the UCC liturgy, this question points to the idea of 
baptism as a turning point, a commitment to a new way of life.  It even includes the word 
“turn.”  The second question is another wording of what the third UCC question asks, and it 
will be met with similar resistance, I suspect. 

 The third question in the DOC liturgy has a similar function, I think, as the 
“Affirmation of Faith” in the UCC liturgy.  This is a question of belief in the triune God.  In 

                                                        
1 See paragraph 20 of the “Baptism” section of Baptism, Eucharist and Ministry, Faith and Order Paper No. 111 
from the World Council of Churches, published in 1982. It is available online 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  

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
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
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the DOC liturgy, only the candidates for baptism are asked this question.  In the UCC liturgy, 
the whole congregation is asked to profess such a belief. 

 Can I be honest and heretical with you?  My belief in God as trinity is now much, 
much less important to me than it was when I was ordained.  The concept of the trinity 
helped we struggle with my questions about who/what God is.  No longer.  Now, for me, the 
trinity is much more of a metaphor than a doctrine.  Plus, a few years ago, when I preached 
on the trinity, I concluded that one cannot explain the trinity without saying something 
heretical.  And I showed this picture. 

 That said, I still want to use the historic, 
trinitarian formula for referring to God at the time of 
baptism itself.  If we go back to our handout, to the 
section “Act of Baptism,” you’ll see that in both 
liturgies, this traditional trinitarian formula is used.  
It goes back to Matthew 28, the scripture we heard 
today.  And it goes to the ecumenical convergence 
around baptism.  The World Council of Churches 
document on this convergence says, “Baptism is administered with water in the name of 
the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit.”2  This statement is so supported ecumenically, 
there is no commentary about it.  In fact, this statement is pretty much the ecumenical 
bottom line for a baptism to be recognized:  There needs to be some water used, and it 
needs to be done in the name the Father and the Son and the Holy Spirit. 

 While “Father” as a referent to God is not as impactful for me as it once was, and 
while “Father” genders God in a way that I think is inaccurate (I think God is beyond 
gender), I want to use this traditional language for the sake of the unity of the church.  
Chalice Worship says, “Although Disciples make a point that no creedal statement should 
stand between the believer and Christ as a test of fellowship, the church has always 
baptized person in the name of the Father and the Son and the Holy Spirit.  Thus, it is 
appropriate to ask the candidates to affirm these words of baptism in a noncreedal way.” 

 If you look now to the third column, you’ll see what I’m suggesting as a starting 
place for developing a Progressive Christian liturgy for baptism.  I’m suggesting we start 
with an invitation.  It just seems the polite thing to do.  Then there is some explanation 
about baptism.  Exactly what is said would still need to be figured out.  It would serve the 
same purpose as the “Welcome” and the “Address” in the UCC liturgy and the “Scripture 
Sentences” and “Statement of Purpose” in the DOC liturgy. 

 The section that is “Questions of the Candidates” in the UCC liturgy and 
“Renunciation of Evil and Confession of Faith” in the DOC liturgy is replaced with 
something that has three parts.  First, there is a question about desire to become part of the 
faith and family of Jesus Christ.  I explained earlier why I think this is an appropriate 
question to ask.  Then, second, rather than questions about renouncing evil, Jesus as Lord 
and Savior, and a profession of faith in the triune God, I’m suggesting we ask the candidates 
to give their testimony.  This would be an opportunity for the candidates for baptism to talk 
about their relationship with the Divine, to talk about what following Jesus means to them, 

                                                        
2 Ibid, paragraph 17. 
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to talk about evil and goodness and the struggle to live faithfully, and to talk about why this 
is the right time for them to make a commitment to follow Jesus.  If baptism is a sacrament 
of faith, then it is a sacrament of relationship rather than mental assent.  If baptism is a step 
on a journey of discipleship, then why not give this disciple a chance to talk about their 
journey? 

 Finally, I’ve swiped the questions of commitment, the questions of promising to 
follow Jesus from the UCC liturgy.  They might be reworded, but I think it is appropriate to 
have some sort of question(s) of commitment.  I’m thinking about the times in history when 
baptism was understood primarily to be about making a commitment, and I don’t want to 
lose that. 

 I’m suggesting we keep an opportunity for the community to offer their support.  A 
prayer over the waters of baptism is appropriate just as a prayer over the bread and cup is 
appropriate each time we celebrate communion.  I’ve kept the historic trinitarian formula 
for the act of baptism, but added a little twist, and maybe there’s a way to twist it a little 
more.  And, finally, there is a prayer for the baptized and a benediction to close out that 
part of the liturgy so we can return to the wider context of worship in which baptism is 
celebrated. 

 As I said in the announcements, we’re going to finish the sermon during the Town 
Hall Meeting.  Actually, you’re going to finish the sermon during the Town Hall Meeting.  
Here are the questions we are going to discuss: 

• What do you think about my claim that we should only practice believer’s baptism? 
• What would you ask of a candidate for baptism?  How would you like them to 

express their faith? 
• How would you word questions of commitment? Or what would you replace those 

questions with if we didn’t ask questions? 

Let’s take a little time right now to think about these questions in preparation for our 
discussion. 


