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Sermon 1 8 17 

 “We receive you into the household of God.” How many times have we said those 

wonderful welcoming words? At every baptism –we all say them – all together.  I think 

those are my favorite words to say in the church. “We receive you into the Household of 

God.” And that means WE – God and all of us – WE. And I especially love that we say them 

all together.    

This weekend is a celebration of all sorts of things.  The three wise men arrived 12 

days after Jesus’ birth -- Epiphany, when the idea that the Church is for everyone was born.   

 And today we also celebrate the baptism of Jesus. He was probably baptized at 

around the age of 30, at the beginning of his public ministry. Frequently, baptisms are held 

on this day. We have one coming up, but not arranged in time for today. And you know, I’m 

kind of glad, because this gives me an opportunity to encourage us all to think about 

baptism in general. What does this dunking or pouring over or sprinkling mean? Too many 

people bring their babies in for baptism because they think they’re “supposed to,” 

grandparents expect it – but they don’t know why.  

 Well, here’s why.  Baptism is a sign of welcome, an initiation, and a sign of cleansing 

and rebirth as adopted children of God. You can be baptized at any age – it’s not just for 

babies. I once baptized 2 sisters and their mother at the same time. Most important, we all 

vow, right alongside parents and godparents, to make sure those who are baptized are 

brought up in, embraced by the church. 

Babies are baptized because parents want them to be. However, if a child is older I 

try to determine if they actually want to be baptized. I was once asked to baptize a 13 year 

old boy, a friend of our family. But nobody had asked him if he wanted to be baptized.  So I 

brought copies of all the pertinent materials from our Book of Common Prayer, and I gave 

them to him to read and then I asked him if he wanted to be baptized and he said “No.  

Maybe someday.” I’m not going to be part of forcing someone who can think for themselves 

to be baptized, but I pray he will choose baptism one day. 

Confirmation can happen at any age too. At the baptism of infants we all promise to 

see to their Christian education. At their Confirmation they freely choose to confirm the 

vows we made for them at their baptism. Confirmation is a mature choice. I make sure that 

young people who have completed confirmation classes understand that they have the 
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right to choose whether or not they want to confirm their baptismal vows. Vows, all vows, 

have weight. They mean something. 

When we baptize, the priest makes the sign of the cross on the baptized persons 

forehead with oil.  Oil is a sealant. They are sealed by the Holy Spirit and marked as Christ’s 

own forever. This hearkens back to an Early Church practice that is making a reappearance. 

After baptism, scented oil was poured all over the newly baptized and then they were 

dressed in white. They were reborn and re-dressed in the symbols of their salvation, holy 

oil and pure white. 

 You know, anyone can baptize.  I have known some very concerned grandparents 

who, while babysitting, have surreptitiously baptized their grandbaby in the bathtub!  But I 

think parents should probably have a say in their child’s baptism.   

Baptism didn’t start with John the Baptist.  It was a rite that was often performed by 

Jews to show repentance,  cleansing, and rebirth. It was a rite that was often used for 

initiation – wash off the old – take on the new. So baptism was adapted and adopted for 

Christianity. 

Why do we baptize infants? No one really knows, but it became standard practice 

from the 3rd Century on.  Many were concerned about the high rate of infant mortality. 

They worried that if their baby died before baptism, he or she might not be able to enter 

the Kingdom of God. For many years, the Roman Church believed in a place called Limbo, 

where the unbaptized remained (“in limbo”) until enough prayer and/or enough donations 

were made that they might be taken up into Heaven. In 2007, the Roman Church decided to 

put Limbo into limbo and so it’s no longer there.  Poof!  All gone!   

It is our church’s belief that babies who die shortly before or after birth are 

automatically baptized by the Holy Spirit, and don’t need baptism. So, technically we don’t 

need to baptize newborns who have died, but I will gladly confess to you that I have walked 

into a birthing room where a mommy or daddy are tenderly and tearfully holding a lifeless 

little body, and I have not hesitated to baptize that child. Sometimes baptism is for more 

than just the child.  Sometimes it is for the spiritual health of the parents and anyone else 

who happens to be around, including myself. And I believe that God understands and 

supports that. 

On the other hand, there once were many who believed one should wait until their 

last possible earthly minute before being baptized so they could get all of their sinning out 
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of the way, be forgiven, and then die before they could sin any more, and thus enter Heaven 

in complete purity.  That’s how Constantine worked it. He was baptized on his deathbed.   

There are basically two kinds of baptism. One is a baptism of testimony, usually for 

persons who are old enough to request it.  That’s how I was baptized.  But my baptism still 

counted when I became Episcopalian.  Remember? “One Lord, one faith, ONE baptism.”  

Then there is the kind of baptism that we do in the Episcopal Church. It is a baptism 

of initiation, of adoption, that signifies our salvation. Here’s where you can look to our Book 

of Common Prayer.  There’s some interesting stuff in the back of this book that we rarely 

take a look at. On page 843, we have what is called An Outline of the Faith, the Catechism. It 

is presented in the ancient scholarly form of question and answer.  

Our Catechism teaches that baptism is a sacrament. So on page 857 our catechism 

asks: What is a sacrament? And the answer is: A sacrament is “an outward and visible sign 

of inward and spiritual grace, given to us by Christ to be the way we receive that grace.”  

The Episcopal Church teaches that Jesus gave us two great sacraments, found in the 

Gospels:  Holy Baptism and Holy Eucharist.  Now that doesn’t mean that we deny the 

others, which, if you’re familiar with the Roman church, you know.  We call them “other 

sacramental rites,” and they are confirmation, ordination, holy matrimony, reconciliation of 

a penitent (confession), and unction (last rites).  Sacraments for all occasions – cradle to 

grave! We just consider Baptism and Communion to be the most important. 

Our Catechism teaches that water is the outward and visible sign in baptism.  

The inward and spiritual grace in Baptism is union with God, birth into God’s family 

the Church, forgiveness of our sins, and new life in the Holy Spirit.  

During a class before baptism I explain to parents how important it is for them to 

become members of the church (hopefully Good Shepherd!) if they don’t already have one, 

because there are things that children learn in church that they can’t learn anywhere else. 

Parents need help fulfilling the vows they make. We all do. No parent should have to 

provide a spiritual education on their own. This is the best place for that. This is the place 

that can best support parents in spiritually educating their children. 

 And we begin that education by making promises.  We witness and join in the vows 

that parents and godparents make – we join in and vow to renounce Satan and all the 

forces of wickedness  – to turn to Jesus and accept him as our Savior.  (I wonder how many 

people, as they make those vows really think about them?) 
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And then we are all asked, “Will you who witness these vows do everything in your 

power to support this person in his (or her) life in Christ?” Do everything in our power…  

Think about it.  To support this person in their life in Christ. Wow.  That is a big deal – a very 

big deal.  And the answer we give is – We will.  We will.  Do we really think about that?  The 

vow we take when a child is baptized?  We are witnesses.  You know, it’s never happened 

here, but if the response to that question is kind of wishy-washy, I ask it again.  Because I 

want the answer that child deserves. 

At the end of the baptismal service we promise to continue to follow the apostles’ 

teaching and fellowship, to receive the Eucharist, and to pray. We promise to resist evil and 

whenever we can’t, to repent. We promise to proclaim verbally and by example the Good 

News of God in Christ and to seek to serve Christ by loving our neighbors as much as we 

love ourselves. And then we promise to work for justice and peace in our world and to 

respect the dignity of every human being.  And we promise all that by responding “I will, 

with God’s help.”  I think those are the most important words we can say as Christians – “I 

will, with God’s help.” Because we darn sure can’t get all that stuff done by ourselves.  We 

can’t be Christians without God’s help. 

Those are the promises we make – to everyone who is baptized in our midst.  This is 

a sacrament Jesus gave to us.  And you know? I may be the one to pour the water over that 

person’s head, but we all, we all baptize them. Good things to remember as we begin 

another year together here at Good Shepherd.                                                                                                                   
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