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                                Baptism – 
a Sacrament of Commitment and Welcome 

Intro to the theme:

We are so thrilled this morning that Duncan is being baptised, and it’s been a privilege, over recent months, to prepare alongside him for this service as we’ve asked the question together, What is Baptism?.  

Here at Amersham Free Church, we delight in honouring baptism in both its contemporary forms.  We have a font used for the baptism of babies, or adults who wish for baptism by the sprinkling of water, and we have a baptistery – which we are thrilled to use this morning, for believer’s baptism. Because AFC’s parent denominations are both the United Reformed Church and the Baptist Union, a font and a baptistry were deliberately and thoughtfully located in the chancel when the church was built in 1962, and they, alongside the Communion Table, are bordered and encircled with a gold-coloured band.  It is a way of reminding us just how precious the sacraments of Baptism and Holy Communion are.

As Duncan and I have chatted the concept of baptism as being part of a spiritual journey has come up many times.  

Jean and Duncan are intrepid travellers, and I’m just inspired by their journeys. I know that in various situations the issue of ‘Scottishness’ appears and is sometimes a great source of connection with those they encounter overseas.

Well, the bible reading today is also about a traveller, the Ethiopian Official, on his way home, met by Philip and then baptised by the roadside.  Quite an unexpected journey.

A few decades ago, Eduard Shevardnadze found himself on an equally dramatic spiritual trajectory. He was once said to be a Stalin in reverse.  Stalin started off as a member of the Georgia state government then went to Moscow, became a member of the Russian Orthodox Church, even read theology at university, and then became an atheist.  Shevardnadze’s journey is the exact opposite. At one time a member of the polit bureau in Moscow he became President of his home state of Georgia, a one-time atheist who – in his 60’s was baptised into the Russian Orthodox church.  At the time the newspapers reported that he’d swapped a portrait of Stalin on his office wall for one of Mary, the mother of Christ.  Quite a change – quite a journey.

So this morning we’ll think of both the Ethiopian Official’s journey of faith and our own journeys too. And we’ll rejoice with Duncan in his baptism, and stand alongside him prayerfully and joyfully, as he takes this profound step in his own spiritual pilgrimage.

Sermon

Gracious God, we thank you for your word in scripture and made flesh in the Lord Jesus Christ.  Help us now to catch your voice and speak, we pray, to our hearts and minds. In Jesus’ name.  Amen.

As spiritual pilgrimages go, this one had so far been full of frustration.  Now on his way back to Ethiopia, this Treasury Official was returning home with more questions than answers.

We know so little about him.  He’s traditionally described as a Eunuch – an opaque description and one full of mystery, perhaps even controversy, when viewed with 21st century eyes.

In those far off days the term might be used to describe a person who was a castrated male or even a gay man.  Eunuchs knew what it meant to be excluded. They often didn’t find a place in social and commercial life, but at court and in government settings like The Treasury their loyalty and expertise was traditionally valued.

Yet Luke, in Acts, gives this Ethiopian a 3D identity because he doesn’t stop at a monochrome prejudiced description.  Luke writes of him as a Seeker after Truth who has embarked upon a spiritual journey.  

He’s travelled from the very edge of the then known world to enquire of the God who is famously worshipped at Jerusalem’s Temple.  We are not told how that went apart from the fact that he was now returning home, still reading but not truly understanding.

God’s servant Philip, probably one of the seven deacons of the Jerusalem church appointed in Acts 6, is prompted by the Holy Spirit, says Luke, to intercept this journey and enlighten the Ethiopian about who he is reading about.  Probably everyone read out loud in those days, as silent reading wouldn’t become the norm for another thousand years.  The Eunuch was reading from a scroll; it was a prophesy from Isaiah and Philip interpreted it to him with the idea that Christians see a whisper of Jesus in this text, and that its overall message is one about God’s love and offer of hope for all people.

Well, the Queen’s Treasurer had already travelled 1,500 miles from Ethiopia to Jerusalem – a huge journey that maybe he thought hadn’t been productive.  Yet now, as he starts the journey back, as he reads Isaiah, as he listens to Philip, he has an epiphany – a spiritual encounter that settles something inside him and makes him glad.

We, like him, might often be on such a journey and maybe we hardly know for what we are seeking.  We might be in a state of loss, anxiety or just enquiry.  Yet when we sense God drawing close, maybe through a word from someone else or from scripture, a glimpse of nature or through a touch of human compassion – we feel a homecoming and that something inside us has been healed.

And so, the Ethiopian of Acts 8 sees a pool of water by the side of the road and orders his carriage to halt, there and then he is baptised by Philip the Evangelist –and so he becomes one of the eight named people who undergo the sacrament of Baptism within the pages of our New Testament.

It all happened so quickly with his baptism becoming his expression of commitment to a new found faith in Jesus and then we are told, Philip exits as quickly as he came, but the Ethiopian goes on his way rejoicing.
This is a good news story!

Tradition has it that after his baptism the Treasury Official returned to Ethiopia and helped to found a church which today is one of the biggest in the world.  The Ethiopian Orthodox Church, of some 50 million members, considers him to be their founding Patriarch.  In their tradition he even has a name and is called Saint Djan Darada (Yahn Dah-rah-dah) and his Feast Day was just a week ago on January 4th.

So, be careful what you read whilst travelling home, it might change your life or even history!

Now this baptismal narrative from Acts 8 this morning isn’t just about the commitment the Eunuch showed, I think it’s also a celebration of the welcome he received.

That’s because there is, in a way, something ironic about that question of his as they pass a roadside pool.  He says Look, here is water; what is to stop me from being baptised?

Ironic because this man would have known a lot about people stopping him.  

Religion, I suspect all religions including Christianity, sometimes erects boundaries that are too stringent.  So, in those far off days, even though he was a sincere seeker, his position as a eunuch disqualified him from opportunities which were open to others.  Socially he was shunned; spiritually, for example, he couldn’t fully worship at The Temple.

So, on that road to Gaza, the Queen’s official was so thrilled to find the opposite of what he’d become accustomed to, instead of rejection he encountered hospitality and met with God’s overriding character of love and welcome.

And so, to the question What is there to stop me being baptised?  The answer was a resounding Nothing! Nothing is here to stop you – go for it!

And so, he does – and at that moment when he makes a commitment to God in baptism God, we sense, receives that commitment in an embracing spirit of welcome.

It's as if, when we are baptised and we say Yes to God, our Yes is met with God’s Yes.  Yes, you are my beloved.  As if God says to Duncan, you are my beloved servant and your commitment is met this day with my welcome.

The Senior Minister under whom I served for the first five years after ordination, Donald, loved to tell the story of the day he baptised a lady who afterwards said to him: When I came up out of the water, I felt as if I have been bathed in gold.  Such a moving statement expressing deep appreciation for the love and the welcome of God towards us.

So, to that opening question What is baptism?  Well, it’s many things of course because it has an honoured history amongst us with many theological interpretations.  But, I think, put simply, it certainly is about commitment.  My commitment to God.  And it is certainly about welcome – God’s constant generous welcome of us.

A closing story. 

It’s said that Louis, King of the Franks, after he became a Christian was baptised in Rheims Cathedral by Bishop Remigius. After the baptism Remigius took away the kings Coat of Arms, which had been three frogs and replaced it by a coat of three lilies.  The frogs were a symbol of ugliness, the lilies a symbol of beauty.  And from that moment on The Fleur-de-lis became the symbol of French Kings.

In the Christian tradition, whether at the font or in the pool, baptism is viewed as a beautiful moment – a thing of beauty.  How could it be otherwise as it celebrates the love of God shown towards us, and our response of commitment towards God.  A sacrament that celebrates wholeness, reconciliation and peace.

Baptism is never the end of anyone’s journey for we are all a work in progress.  Yet we are The joy-filled Community of the Baptised – and today the baptistry is open and together with Duncan we offer to God our commitment in response to his welcoming love – and once again we are bathed in gold.

May it be so in the name of God – who is always reaching out to us in love and welcome.  Amen
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