
February 3, 2013 
Reaffirmation of Baptism 

  
 
As you know, we just returned from a week in the Holy Land, so of course we begin there, 
because it all begins with the land. I wish I could transport the whole congregation to the eastern 
edge of what is now called “the West Bank,” along the reeds and rushes of the River Jordan. It’s 
an expansive area referred to in the Bible as “the wilderness”….an understatement at best. Miles 
of arid, dry land with hardly a tree in sight; rugged, craggy cliffs overhanging dry river beds 
which only flow with water after a swift and sudden rain which seldom comes; nothing but rock 
and dust and sand as far as the eye can see—until your eye picks up in the distance the 
shimmering and misleading blue water of the sea which promises life but because of its salty, 
mineral rich water, contains nothing but death, the Dead Sea.  
 
Today, it’s about an hour and a half drive along a new, sleek divided highway from Jerusalem to 
the Jordan River which comprises the border with the country of Jordan. A new side road leaves 
the highway and cuts across the arid land to take you to the new baptismal site prepared for 
tourists and pilgrims. The roadway has been cleared of land mines, but the barbed wire fence on 
both sides warns of land mines just beyond—an incentive to stay in your lane of traffic. The best 
way to describe it is still simply “the wilderness”:  
 

In those days, John the Baptist appeared in the wilderness of Judea, the voice of 
one crying in the wilderness, “Prepare ye the way of the Lord.”  

 
John, it seems, was dressed for the part in a camel’s hair loincloth and leather belt. It’s not 
exactly the sartorial splendor you might have expected for one preparing the way for a King, but 
certainly appropriate to the time and place. And his diet wasn’t much better—bugs and beetle 
juice, locusts and wild honey. But amazingly, in spite of all his weirdness and wildness, the 
people came. Came from the cities and towns. Came to the banks of the Jordan River to hear the 
message of this wide-eyed itinerant preacher and to be baptized in the Jordan River.  

 
Last Wednesday, 26 of us made our way through the wilderness to the Jordan. Across the 
narrow, muddy river, we could see an ancient orthodox church on the other side, but there were 
both the Jordanian and Israeli guards present on opposite sides to make sure we didn’t cross. 
There was a group of Russian pilgrims nearby. One of them got out too far into the river and 
almost created an international incident right then and there.  
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Matthew says one day among the crowd, Jesus appeared. He stepped into the muck along the 
bank, out into the gray water to be baptized by his second cousin, John, and as he did, a voice 
from heaven could be heard: “This is my beloved Son, in whom I am well-pleased.”  
 

We stood on the bank. 
We touched the water. 
And we remembered.  

 
Some of the Russians went even further—all the way in, in their all-together, no less. But for 
modest Methodists, just to touch the water and feel the mud was enough to remember Jesus, his 
baptism and our baptism.  

 
I realize today we do baptism differently. For the most part, we join most of the global Christian 
Church baptizing babies rather than adults, and like the majority of the world’s Christians, we do 
it by sprinkling rather than immersion. Oh, I’ve baptized adults, even right here. And I’ve 
baptized by immersion in the river—the Huron River, that is. Given the fact that more and more 
youth and young adults are growing up without a church background and without baptism, my 
guess is the number of adult baptisms will increase in the future. At least it should if we are 
serious about reaching unchurched folks today. 

 
In the first century, obviously it needed to be adult baptism since there were no Christian parents 
yet and babies couldn’t very well drive the chariots themselves to be baptized. But fairly quickly 
in the second and third centuries, these newly converted and baptized adults started bringing 
their children with them, saying: 
 

What about the kids? 
Isn’t there a place in the community of faith for them? 
Doesn’t God’s grace extend to our children? 
How shall we mark them as disciples of Jesus Christ?  

 
So infant baptism became the norm, and for most of the world and for most of us and most of our 
children, our own baptism is an event we don’t really remember. That’s why this annual renewal, 
this reaffirmation of the baptismal covenant, is so meaningful. It is a way of claiming for 
ourselves the covenant made in our name. It is a way of accessing an ancient event which for 
many of us happened earlier than our memory. It is a way of reminding ourselves that we are the 
baptized, beloved sons and daughters of God. It is a time to remember that as God’s children, 
like little babies, we have been “bathed, bottled and burped” in the faith for as long as we live.  
 
1.  We are bathed, washed, cleansed by the waters of baptism. 
 
In this water, we are reminded that we are made whole, made clean by the blood of Christ.  
 
In Jerusalem we saw some of the ancient mikvah baths which the Jews used for ceremonial 
cleansing. Steps on one side led down into the water, then another set of steps would lead you 
out—entering in need of cleansing and exiting as a new person by God’s mercy. My memory 
goes back to one of those old Gospel songs we used to sing at camp meeting:  
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 Lord Jesus, I long to be perfectly whole;  
 I want thee forever to live in my soul.  
 Break down every idol, cast out every foe.  
 Now wash me and I shall be whiter than snow.  
 Whiter than snow, yes whiter than snow; 
 Now wash me and I shall be whiter than snow.  
 
Call it sin, call it what you will, aren’t there times when all of us feel like we need a good bath?  
When life sullies us and muddies us, when the world around us leaves its stain and the sin within 
us leaves its mark, when I am carrying a burden of guilt or a load of regret, sometimes nothing 
feels better than a good bath. And in the remembrance of our baptism, we are reminded that we 
have been washed, cleansed, bathed in the renewing spirit of Christ.  
 
This morning as you come to receive communion, you will also have a chance to touch this 
water from the Jordan River. Then you can take one of these tags to hang in your shower or place 
in your bathroom so that every day when the water runs over you, it will be a reminder of our 
daily need of grace and a reminder of God’s unfailing love. In the water of your shower, to 
remember your baptism. 
 
2.  Bathed in the waters of baptism…and bottled, fed on the bread of Christ. 
 
As beloved children of God, as God’s babies, we are fed and nurtured with the bread and the 
cup. We are nourished by the fellowship of God’s people and in the formation of our own 
spiritual lives, because we all need “daily bread” for our souls. Baptism only happens once in a 
lifetime, but the need for daily food, for the ongoing nurture of our faith, goes on for a lifetime.  
 
That’s the purpose of our template for Christian discipleship, “Worship plus Two.” We place 
worship at the center of our life together, then we acknowledge the need to be intentional about 
feeding our souls with those practices and patterns that sustain us and nurture us, those habits of 
the heart and disciplines of the faith that keep us alive and growing. As we approach Lent, it’s a 
good time to take stock, to evaluate our spiritual disciplines and diets. How are we doing with 
feeding ours souls, our hearts, our spirits? 
 
3.  We are bathed and bottled…and then, you just gotta burp.  
 
I cherish the rare moments I can hold my little granddaughter, Trudy. When they were with us, I 
liked to make sure I was the last in line when we played “pass the baby” at bedtime so I could be 
the one to carry her upstairs, give her the bottle and rock her to sleep. Then Judy would call up, 
“Make sure you burp her,” and I would hold her on my shoulder and gently pat her back until I 
heard that little burp that meant everything was all right.   
 
It’s really quite simple: you can’t take in without letting out. You can’t just come to worship to 
“be fed,” to be filled, to stuff yourself with spiritual food, and hold it in. If you only take in 
without letting it out, what would we call it? Spiritual constipation, I guess, and it ain’t pretty. 
That’s why “Worship plus Two” matters. You can’t just feed yourself without finding a way to 
feed others, taking in the food of Christ and let it out in feeding others.   



 4 

So today we come to remember: 
 

• We touch the waters of the Jordan River and we remember that we are bathed in the 
cleansing waters of baptism.  

• We take the bread and the cup and we remember that we are bottled, fed on the very 
bread of life. 

• And we remember that you can’t just hold it in, we have to let it out—feeding others as 
well.   

• Bathe, bottle and burp in the grace of God.  
 
Come to the waters and be bathed. 
Come to the table and be fed. 
Then go to feed others in the name of Christ.  
 
 
 

* * * * * 
 
 
 
NOTE: This Sunday was our annual “Reaffirmation of the Baptismal Covenant.” Having just 
returned from the Holy Land, we used chalices from the village of Tabgha, representing Jesus’ 
miracle of the loaves and the fishes, filled with water from the River Jordan. We handed out 
plastic shower tags which read: “Through the water of baptism, God’s love and grace is poured 
upon you. Remember your baptism and be thankful!” 


