Baptism (12 October 2003, at the baptism of Helen Ruth Schiinemann)

Wéll, today we have a much looked-forward-to baptism. And the idea of baptism, that
it washes away peopl€e's sins and gives them new life, goes back far into Jewish history
and the Old Testament. We do it, to mark the moment that someone officialy becomes
a Christian, for two reasons. because John the Baptist baptized Jesus in the river
Jordan before he started his ministry, and because at the end of Matthew’ s gospel,
Jesus tells his followers to go and make disciples of dl nations, baptizing them in the
name of the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit.

So the first thing we think of when we think about baptism, is cleansing. Water cleans,
physicaly and spiritually. Two other ideas have also been associated with water since
the early church, and we'll hear them in a moment, in the prayer we say over the font.
One comes from the book of Genesis. God created the world out of a watery waste: the
spirit moved over the face of the deep, and gathered the waters of the sky together to
create dry land. The other comes from the Exodus. God parted the waters of the Red
Seato let Moses and the I sraglites escape from the Egyptians. Both those stories tell us
that water is something out of which new life comes.

Which isal very well, but it strikes me as arather functional view of water.

In al these stories, water is a means to an end, something you have to get through.
You don't linger in the Red Sea or the Jordan, any more than we would leave Helen in
the font dl day. But there’s more to water than that. It's aso a place to play. When we
get into water, whether it’'s the bath or the sea or a swvimming pool, we leave our
troubles behind. Water takes us out of the stream of everyday life: we splash about and
enjoy the moment: and it reminds us that it's good to be dive in the world God has
given us. And that sense that it's good to be dive, is something we hope to share with
Helen today.

And water gives anew dimension to our lives. Literally: because we can swim not
only back and forth and sideways, but aso up and down. But also spiritually. The
theologian Tertullian, writing at the end of the second century, says that when we're
baptized we become ‘little fishes' of Christ, the fisher of men. We become interesting
amphibious creatures, who have to know how to live on earth and in heaven, and like
the Little Mermaid, we often find it difficult to feel equally at home in both. This may
seem strange, but really, entering the water isjust going back to our roots. In the
womb, a baby livesin its own smal sea of fluid, and only reaches dry land for the first
time when it’s born. When we get into baptismal water, it's asif we're being received
back into the womb of God.

Last but not least, water islife itself. Without water, there isno life, biologica or
spiritual. When we pour out a pitcher of water, when we climb into water, we are
celebrating the abundance of lifeitself, the sheer generosity of God’ s creation.

There has always been a debate in the church about when is the best moment to be
baptized. If someone becomes a Christian when they’ re grown up, they can be

baptized very soon, but some people used to wait till they were on their deathbeds,
because that way, they could be sure they wouldn’t sin afterwards, and they would die
in a state of grace and go straight to heaven. (It’s not a popular view any more, but you
can see thelogic of it.) If achild isborn into a Christian family, the question is

whether you baptize them as a baby, or wait till they are old enough to make the
decision for themselves. Tertullian, whom | mentioned earlier, was strongly against



infant baptism. Not just because he thought that people should make their own
decision, but because he was worried - wait for this - about the souls of the godparents.
Because if you stand godparent for a child, and you promise on hisor her behaf to
turn to Christ and reject evil - and then the child turns out to be alittle horror - you
won't be able to keep your promise, and it's as bad as if you had sinned yourself. Says
Tertullian. Don’t do it, he says, it’s too much of aresponsibility, too much of arisk
when your own immortal soul isat stake.

WEéll, thisis a sobering thought for al of us, because of course, although we are not all
Helen's officiad godparents, in awider sense, in the church, we are dl parentsto each
other as well as brothers and sisters.

But it seemsto me a bit late to start refusing to take responsibility for a child at its
baptism. Because having children at dl is a huge responsibility. To bring a whole new
person into the world. Who will live out awhole life. With dl the struggle, so much to
learn, so many hurts and disappointments, so much work, and uncertainty, the faling
in and out of love, the illness and suffering and death. Most of us, even here, ina
wealthy country that’s at peace, think that lifeis quite hard going alot of thetime. It's
amazing that we' re so ready to bring more people to shareit. But we do, and by the
time they come to be baptized, we' ve already long ago taken responsibility for them.

But, given that we have taken on this responsibility, what we don’t do is hold back the
best thingsin life until the child is old enough to decide whether he or she wants them.
We don’'t put children in isolation until they’re old enough to choose whether they
want a mother and father. We don’t keep silent about what’ s safe to eat, or whereit's
safe cross the road, until they’re old enough to work it out for themselves. We don't
wait till they’ re grown up before offering them an education. Things that matter, we
make sure we give our children as soon as possible. To make thislife as good asit can
be, we use every resource we have.

And that’swhy | think infant baptism is so important. In baptism we place a new life
in the arms of God. We affirm that our lives have a spiritual dimension on earth. We

celebrate the life that God gives us and we promiseto try to live it well. How can we
not want to give that to our children as soon as we can?

If it saresponsibility - if it sarisk - well, taking arisk for love, taking arisk on
another person, that is something we understand. Something we're good at, actualy.
One thing you can say about human beings, we believe in love. We know that nothing
makes more difference to life, and nothing does more to make the world a better place.

And taking arisk on love aso brings us closer than anything else we do, to God.
Because God took arisk on lifein creation, and took arisk again and again on the
people of Israel, and takes arisk on every one of us. So when we baptize Helen today
what we're saying is, that we believe that God believesin us. That God thinks we're

al worth loving. The water of baptism stands for the wonderful abundance of lifein

the love of God. And the best way we know to use that gift, isto share it with someone
else, to take them into our arms, and to put them in the arms of God. If that’s arisk,
then it’' sthe risk that makes life worth living. Amen.
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