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Why We Baptize

As our Liturgist mentioned a moment ago, baptism is one of two sacraments recognized by the United Methodist Church. Unlike the Eucharist which we celebrate monthly, baptisms are celebrated periodically. For this reason we’re less familiar about the meaning of the sacrament.  
Another reason we’re inclined to be less familiar about the meaning of baptism is because most baptisms in churches today involve infants rather than adults. My suspicion is that if I were to ask for a show of hands, most of you would indicate that you were baptized as an infant. I know I was. I was ten months old when my parents presented me for baptism.  

Given our custom for baptizing infants, it may surprise you to learn that in the early centuries of the Church, baptisms were almost exclusively performed on adults. Infant baptism was a rarity. It’s for this reason that the United Methodist Church and our Baptist brothers and sisters have a different understanding of baptism.
It’s difficult to prove either scripturally or historically that the early Church practiced infant baptism.  It’s for this reason that Baptists and other Anabaptist churches refuse to baptize infants. Nor do they recognize the baptism of anyone baptized as an infant. If you decided one day to become a Baptist, but were baptized as an infant, you would be required to be re-baptized.  
Why? Because an infant is incapable of experiencing a personal spiritual conversion, which is the biblical understanding of baptism.  
In this morning’s text the Apostle Paul uses the metaphor of death and resurrection to explain baptism. This was likely the earliest explanation for the sacrament. It mirrored the Church’s essential belief in Christ’s death and resurrection.  
In the early centuries of the Church, a candidate for baptism was required to undergo an intense period of instruction for 40 days before being baptized. Today we observe these same forty days as the season of Lent. During this period a candidate learned what was required for being a disciple of Christ. Only after completing this period of instruction was a candidate baptized.  
During these 40 days, candidates learned that to be a disciple meant they were to die to sin and be resurrected to new life in Christ. This meant forsaking their sinful ways and accepting God’s forgiveness in the crucified Christ. Moreover, they were taught that their lives were no longer their own, but now belonged to Christ. Therefore they were instructed how to surrender their self-will and submit to the will of their Lord.  

That’s why the Apostle Paul wrote in his Letter to the Romans these words: “If we live, it is for the Lord that we live, and if we die, it is for the Lord that we die. So whether we live or die, we belong to the Lord.”  (Romans 14:8)

But the concept of dying to self and living for Christ was not original to Paul. His words simply mirrored the teaching of Jesus when Jesus said, “If anyone wants to come with me, he must forget himself, carry his cross, and follow me. For whoever wants to save his own life will lose it; but whoever loses his life for my sake will find it.”  (Matthew 16:24, 25)

In the earliest Church, baptism was symbolic of being branded with the seal of Christ, which is the cross. Just like cattle were banded in the old west to show ownership, so baptism was seen in the early Church as a brand that marked a disciple as being owned by Christ.   

When a candidate was baptized, they were seen as becoming a new person. The old self died, and a new person was resurrected to life. That’s why the Apostle Paul wrote in his Second Letter to the Corinthians these words: “Anyone who is joined to Christ is a new being; the old is gone, the new has come.”  (2 Cor. 5:17)  When writing these words, Paul was referring to a person’s spiritual death and resurrection through baptism.
This metaphor of death and resurrection was incorporated into the earliest baptism rite.  

For example, when a candidate was baptized they were fully immersed in water by being laid backwards symbolizing their burial. When they were lifted from the waters, the forward movement symbolized their resurrection from the grave. This illustrated that the candidate had died both to sin and self, and was now alive in Christ. They were a new person.
Being a new person in Christ, the baptized candidate was given a new identity. This involved giving the baptized convert a new name. This practice continues even today in the Roman Catholic Church and is known as christening. It’s a part of the Catholic baptismal rite.  

When a person is baptized in the Catholic tradition they receive a Christian name that is different from their legal name – a name that frequently honors a canonized saint. This then becomes known as their Christian name. Their new name symbolizes they have become a new creation in Christ by the waters of their baptism. Over the centuries the practice of christening in the Protestant tradition has largely been lost. 
My point in telling you all this is to illustrate that baptism in the early church was understood quite differently than it is today in most main line denominations. In its early form, baptism signified a major change in the life of the convert, indicating that a personal spiritual conversion had taken place. 

Over the centuries, however, the practice of infant baptism grew in popularity. With this practice the baptismal theology of death and resurrection received less emphasis. The reasons are obvious. It’s difficult to speak of an infant dying to sin when they are unable to understand morality, or to die to oneself when they haven’t even yet developed a self-consciousness. An infant is incapable of experiencing a personal spiritual conversion. That’s why Baptists and other Anabaptist churches refuse to recognize infant baptism as being legitimate. 

For those denominations who do practice infant baptism – such as United Methodists, Lutherans, United Church of Christ, Presbyterians, Episcopalians and others – the baptismal theology of death and resurrection has largely been replaced with a theology of initiation, emphasizing that infants being baptized are being born into the family of God.   

This initiation theology is certainly legitimate, has theologically merit, and is supported by more than a millennia of church tradition. As I mentioned a moment ago, numerous main-line denominations - including the Roman Catholic Church - practice infant baptism.

However, there is an inherent danger associated with this theology of initiation. The danger is that infant baptism can be viewed as an entitlement of church membership.  
Since an infant is incapable of spiritual conversion, the responsibility for the spiritual development of a baptized child is transferred to the parents. And this is as it should be.
But what happens if the parents are negligent in honoring their own baptism vows?  What happens if the parents have distanced themselves from the life of the Church? In such instances some parents feel they are entitled to the sacrament for reasons they are members of the church – even if in name only. Administering baptism under such conditions tarnishes the integrity and sanctity of the sacrament.  

Baptizing infants involves more than sprinkling water on the head of a new born. It’s to be a sacred moment when dedicated disciples vow before God and the congregation that they will do all they can to raise their child as a disciple of Christ. They accept the responsibility for the spiritual nurture and welfare of their child until such time the child confirms for him/herself a personal spiritual conversion.  This is formally done when the youngster completes Confirmation Classes.
To view baptism as an entitlement of membership instead of the selfless surrender to Christ as Lord is to make a charade of baptism.
One of my favorite verses of scripture is Galatians 2:20. It’s a constant reminder to me about the significance of my baptism. Listen to these words. 

“I have been crucified with Christ.  It is no longer I who live, but Christ who lives in me. And the life I live in the flesh I live by faith in the Son of God, who loved me and gave Himself for me. (Galatians 2:20) 

That, my brothers and sisters, is why we baptize. It signifies our dying to sin and self, and living for Christ. As a baptized disciple we no longer belong to ourselves, but belong to Christ. We live to please and serve Him.
This morning you have an opportunity to renew your baptism. Whether you were baptized as an infant, child, youth, or adult, you are being invited to renew the vows that were taken on your behalf, and which you confirmed when you joined the church, or which you took yourself at the moment of your baptism. In either case, this is an opportunity to remember your baptism, and recall that you now belong to Christ. You are His, and He is your Lord.  
AMEN

Before we proceed with renewing our baptism I’d like to give a few instructions.

In a few moments I will invite you to answer several questions we ask baptism candidates or parents of infants. After doing so, I will invite you to come forward to receive the sign of the cross applied with water. I ask that you come forward by the side aisles, returning by the center aisle – just like we do when we celebrate Communion.  

When you arrive at the front of the chancel, the sign of a cross will be applied with water either on your forehead or on the back of your hand.  If you choose to have the cross applied on the back of your hand, simply extend a hand.  

Secondly, when you stand before the person applying the cross, mention your first and middle baptized names. Doing so will make your renewal more personal. As the cross is applied your name will be repeated as you hear the words, “Remember your baptism and be thankful.”

Now there are two points I need to clarify. First, this liturgy of renewal is only for persons who have already been baptized. While not wishing to exclude anyone, if you’ve never received the sacrament before, it only makes sense you can’t renew what you never possessed in the first place.  

Having said that, if by chance you have never been baptized, but are interested in doing so; or if you are uncertain if you were baptized; please speak with me following worship and we’ll discuss a time for you to receive the sacrament.

Secondly, please understand this is not a re-baptism. Unlike our Baptist brothers and sisters and other Anabaptist congregations, United Methodists don’t re-baptize. This is a renewal of your baptism.  
With that said, I invite all who wish to renew their baptism to answer the following questions. Your response to each question appears in yellow on the overhead screen. 
1. Do you accept Jesus Christ as your Savior, confident that His grace alone will liberate and save you from sin? I do.”

2. Do you accept Jesus Christ as Lord, giving Him first place in your life? “I do.”

3. Will you resist the powers of sin in your life, combating them with godly deeds of goodness? “I will, the Lord being my Helper.”

4. Will you be intentional in practicing spiritual habits that nurture and strengthen your walk with Christ? “I will, the Lord being my Helper.”

Now for those who have answered these questions, I invite you to pray with me the prayer of consecration shown on the overhead screen. Join me as we pray together.

PRAYER

Lord Jesus, by my baptism You have claimed me as Your own. I am no longer mine, but Yours. I am no longer free to do as I choose, but am devoted to doing as You direct. Help me to live for You alone that You may be glorified. Amen.

And now for those wishing to renew your baptism, I invite you to come forward to receive the application of the cross made with water. As you return to your seat, you’re welcome to take a sea shell from the water in the baptismal font as a visible reminder of your baptism.  
