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    It is said that when Protestant reformer Martin Luther was confronted with a 
temptation he would repeat a kind of mantra to himself. He would SAY, “I am 
baptized; I am baptized!” Apparently that technique dispelled the temptation – at 
least until it returned later. Now when we think about it, that’s probably not a 
bad technique for confronting our temptations, repeating, “I am baptized! I am 
baptized!” 
    Centuries later theologian, Karl Barth, added emphasis to Luther’s idea by 
saying, “Remember your baptism and be thankful!”  Again, another great idea - 
But it raises a question: Do you remember your baptism?  For those who were 
baptized when joining the church at say age 12, there may be a kind of faded 
memory of the event. But for those who were baptized as infants, ‘remembering 
our baptisms’ is an impossible demand.  I have no memory of my baptism, which 
I’m told, occurred sometime during my first year of life. 
    Yet we realize the word “remember” can be used in a couple of different 
senses. We can mean “remember” in that sense of ‘calling to mind’ a past event 
like, “Remember September 11, 2001;” or “Remember hurricane Katrina;” or 
now, “Remember the Polar Vortex of January, 2014.” 
    But we can also mean “remember” in the sense of waking up and calling to 
mind something that is true, like:  “Now remember what you are to do in case of 
a fire: stop, drop and roll.” Or, “Remember that you must tip the victim’s head 
backward, and administer chest compressions to the beat of the Bee Gee’s 
“Stayin’ Alive,” if called upon to administer CPR.” Or, “Remember to send a ‘thank 
you note’ to those who gave you a gift.” 
    I think it is this latter sense that the church has in mind when we are told to 
‘remember our baptisms.’ Apparently Martin Luther and Karl Barth, both knew 
that there is no greater comfort to the Christian, in times of difficulty, than to 
“remember our baptisms and be thankful.”  
    A major reason is that baptism is a sign that the Christian life isn’t dependent 
upon what we do, but is rather dependent upon what God has already done for 
us in Jesus Christ. Maybe that is the major - yet unrealized - difference between 
the sacrament of the Lord’s Supper and baptism. At the Lord’s Supper we are 
invited, and we respond by taking action on our own to partake of the elements. 
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But in the Sacrament of Baptism, we are purely the passive recipients of baptism 
and hence, are totally DEPENDENT upon God’s action on our behalf. 
    A few moments ago, we shared the story of Jesus’ baptism from Matthew. Did 
you notice how he shows up on the banks of the Jordan River as a passive 
recipient of John’s baptism? This is the first time in Matthew’s gospel that we 
have seen Jesus in action.  And yet he is not really taking action – yet …. he has 
not yet preached or healed, because first he is receiving – he is the recipient of 
baptism. 
    John the Baptist, who seems to know who Jesus really is, objects by saying, “I 
need to be baptized by you, and do you come to me?” Jesus says, “Let it be so ….” 
   So here we have the Messiah beginning his ministry in a most “un-messianic 
way: He is standing in the muddy Jordan River, having this strange figure, John the 
Baptist, baptize him. Is this any way for the story of the Messiah – the Anointed 
One of God, God’s own Son, to begin? What are we to make of him coming out 
here in the desert and subjecting himself to the baptism of this wild, honey and 
locust-eating preacher? 
    Jesus says that he does this to “fulfill all righteousness.” But to what 
righteousness is he referring? Could he mean in this instance, that to be righteous 
means to submit to the will of God – to align oneself with God’s intentions? …. 
    That is precisely what happens at our baptisms, whether they be when we were 
infants or older. The event is a public sign, just as Jesus’ baptism was a public sign, 
of the intention to submit one’s life to God’s intentions and desires. Baptism is 
that outward sign that we ourselves make, or that parents make on behalf of the 
child, that indicates that our life is not our own. We are to remember that at 
baptism our lives have been commandeered by God who gave us life. We are to 
remember that God not only wants to give us the gift of life, but also wants to 
give us meaning in life – a vocation – a sense of direction - a part to play in the 
grand panorama of God’s work in the world. One reason the church offers weekly 
worship of God is because it’s so easy, in the business of our everyday lives, to 
lose sight of whose we are and who we are meant to be.  
    A young woman was telling her pastor about an ethical dilemma that had 
occurred in her life which she confronted, while in a social situation. The situation 
presented her with an ethical quandary and the question, ‘should I go along with 
the group pressure and submit myself to what they were urging me to do? She 
said, “At that moment I came to my senses and I remembered, I’m a Christian.” “I 
live by a different set of values. I’ve been claimed.” “I’ve got expectations laid on 
me by Jesus.” At that moment she came to her senses and remembered her 
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baptism – remembered that the life she was living was not her own. She was 
baptized.  She had been claimed. 
    Baptism is a sign that our salvation, that our relationship with God is totally 
dependent upon God. It is an “outward sign of an inward grace” – a sign that God 
has done for us what we cannot do for ourselves…. 
    Our denomination baptizes the infant children of Christian parents, as has most 
of the Church down through the history of Christendom. And yes, arguments can 
be made against the baptism of infants and young children.  After all, they are not 
making their own choice to become Christians, and when they are so young, they 
are not going to remember. 
    However, in our modern culture that overstresses human autonomy and 
upholds the sanctity of human in-dependence, for us the practice of infant 
baptism is a visible, corporate reminder that we began this Christian life in utter 
dependence: dependent on the faith of our parents; dependent on a body of 
believers; dependent upon the grace of God. In fact, at some Christian funerals, 
the church places a baptismal candle near the casket, as a reminder – a reminder, 
that just as we fell into the arms of a gracious God in our baptism at the beginning 
of our life journey, so at the end our lives we fall into the arms of a loving God. 
    Likewise, in the Presbyterian Church there cannot be a private baptism. The 
Book of Order will not allow it. Baptism is a communal event – signifying our 
dependence upon one another. And that is why instead of having designated 
“god-parents” the entire congregation pledges to accept that role. 
    One of the reasons why when most folks get married they invite family and 
friends to join them for the wedding is because they want the presence and 
support of those who are close to them. But the wedding service is also good for 
the wedding guests. Every wedding is an opportunity to recall and remember our 
own wedding vows; or at least, to remember that some vows were exchanged, 
and promises were made. 
     I wonder if Tom and Barbara Stanton remember much of their wedding after 
67 years - an event our flowers today commemorate. About the only thing I 
clearly remember, is Karin and her father having trouble getting started on the 
right foot as they came down the aisle together. I admit that I can’t remember 
what I said, or what Karin said, or what my friend Lee Nichols, the clergyman said. 
But in officiating close to 300 weddings and attending a number more, it is always 
good to be reminded, that I said close of the same vows and promised the same 
fidelity, just as this couple is doing. 
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    So whenever we baptize anyone, we invite the congregation to join in taking 
vows, because as the baptized, these are our vows too. We have promised, or it 
has been promised on our behalf, that we will submit to the righteousness of God 
in lives. Thus, we are to “remember and be thankful.”  
    I hope it is not an overstatement to say that when the church baptizes an infant 
or young child, the church is reminding itself that no matter what age the 
recipient, we never out grow our dependence upon God. We never become so 
adult or mature or learned – we never become so adept at the faith – that we do 
not have to daily reach out for the grace of God to give us those gifts we could not 
earn for ourselves. 
    We can think of the Christian life as a life-long training in submitting to God. In 
the life of faith we are to be reminded that we are to let loose, and allow our lives 
to be out of our own control. We are constantly learning to live as dependent 
creatures in a culture that keeps telling us we are independent creators of our 
own making. 
    Unfortunately, such attitudes toward dependence are becoming increasingly 
difficult for us.  Peter Hiett, writing in Dance Lessons for Zombies, notes the ways 
in which even contemporary pastors are pressured to adopt the world’s means, 
rather than be dependent on God’s means. He writes: “We live in a market 
society with a management economy – (there are) hundreds of companies 
(competing) with the same product.  (So) the one that markets and manages best 
wins!” 
    (But) “This is Jesus’ management scheme: He chose twelve guys to be with him 
– twelve guys the world and religion (would have) considered to be losers…. At 
one point the crowd tried to make Jesus king, and he ran away. How’s that for 
management? In the New Testament, Jesus healed people, raised the dead, and 
then commanded people not to tell. (But) If we think there is a miracle, we 
market it and manage it.” 
    “A few years ago, a national survey ranked 71 professions regarding their 
perceived honesty and integrity. TV evangelists ranked sixty-eighth (out of 71), 
right after prostitute and right before organized crime boss.” 
    Continues Hiett, “It seems the more we market ourselves and manage our 
churches like big business, the less people believe, the less we must look like 
Jesus, and the less it must seem like we are relying on Jesus.  Maybe that is why 
the church in the United States is not growing. However the church in Russia, 
Africa, and China is growing like crazy… places where marketing, management … 
are (still) often illegal. 
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     I’m absolutely inundated with literature and conferences on “How to Build a 
Successful Church,” and “How to Manage a Successful Discipleship Program.” 
(But) discipleship isn’t a program; it’s a life that rubs off on another – seasoning, 
flavoring and permeating that life like salt.” 
    For people who are so successful at working to achieve what we want in life, 
baptism is a life-long reminder that our status with God is not what we do or 
produce of achieve, but what God does for us in Christ – we are dependent! 
When asked, “Why are you a Christian?”  We might be tempted to say, “I am a 
Christian because I believe a certain creed… or attend a certain church. Or, “I am a 
Christian because I have followed the correct path to God.”  Or, “I am a Christian 
because I say the right prayers, and sing the right hymns, and read the scriptures, 
and attend worship each week, and behave the right way.” 
    But no… if we persevere in this faith – if we have faith in Christ – if we are 
attempting to follow Jesus on his narrow way – it is all a gift. It is all God’s doing. 
    Thus, the church has always said that, at whatever age it occurs, baptism is 
something that God does to us, rather than what we do for ourselves.  Baptism is 
a gift of God through the church.  It is God reaching out to us before we could 
reach to God; God taking our lives under grace-filled control. 
    The recipient of baptism is always passive. There will be time after baptism for 
us to respond more actively in service to the world. But at the moment of 
baptism, we are not actors, but recipients of the grace of God in Jesus Christ. 
Today, “Remember your baptism… and be thankful.”     Amen.     
   
  
   
  


