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“Catechism Review:  Baptism”


The Nineteenth Sunday after Pentecost					        October 11, 2009
Reverend Randolph Sherren						          Berea Lutheran Church


Old Testament Lesson									Psalm 51:1-12
Epistle Lesson									           Romans 6:1-11
Gospel Lesson									             John 15:12-17


As we continue our Catechism Review, today we come to Baptism.  My goal today is not to give you information about Baptism; my goal is to help you sharpen your thinking about the foundational basis of Baptism in the first place.  Baptism isn’t something added to the Christian faith; it grows out of God’s nature, and it grows out of his relationship with those whom he has created.  I am convinced that the best way for us to benefit from Baptism is to appreciate how it grows from what we might call the “thinking” of God as he reacts to his creation.

Today’s sermon is in four parts.  The first part is entitled, “The Problem with Children.”  The second part is entitled, “Two Questions about Millionaires.”  The third part is entitled, “Two Questions about God’s Good Will.”  And the fourth part is a short conclusion to sort of wrap things up.

First of all:  the problem with children.  The problem with children is that they are people.  The problem is that they are people, and they are pretty much just like adults.  For some reason we don’t quite understand, we desire to reproduce ourselves.  And in so far as we actually plan this endeavor, we tend to idealize the process.  When we decide to reproduce ourselves we are aware that the world is filled with troublesome brats, but that does not bother us because we envision cute little boys and cute little girls who will be the exceptions—because, number one, they will be ours; and number two, they will have the benefit of our parenting.  And then we bring them home and the life-experience begins, and we begin to see what the trouble is with children.  They are so blame noisy to start with.  Then the truth is they smell too.  And they’re fussy.  And their fussing sometimes never ends.  Then they get teeth, and they use their teeth to bite.  Then if they have brothers and sisters they learn quite young to fight over their toys.  Then they are given the gift of speech, and this is always a wonderful time in their lives, because when they are given the gift of speech they now have the ability to talk back.  Once they have the gift of speech they then have the ability to lie.  And they start lying to people close to them, like parents.  They also like having the gift of speech because it gives them the ability to go to school and learn all sorts of bad words from their classmates, and use all sorts of bad words.  Then they learn about possessions.  This motivates them to steal from one another.  Then their emotions develop, and this is an interesting thing, because then they develop the ability to pout.  Then reasoning starts to set in and they know how to argue with you.  Then they start to rebel.  I don’t know exactly when this happens, sometimes it happens when a child is eighteen, sometimes sixteen, sometimes twelve, but sometime in the development of a child, that child turns deaf.  And then they get lazy.  They discover it’s easier to not do what they are asked to do then to actually do what they’re asked to do.  And it seems to me that almost every child is ungrateful at the level of his or her blessings.  

And then it always a wonderful thing when your children turn, I don’t know what it would be, fourteen, sixteen, eighteen, and they discover the gift of critical judgment.  This is always the delightful time in any family, because it saves the parents from going through life thinking that they have no faults--because children, at a certain age, are more than able to point out everyone’s faults.  Then they go to school and they choose the wrong friends.  Then the older they get the more bad choices they make.  It’s a rare child that is not irresponsible about money.  And the sad thing about that is it’s your money they’re irresponsible with.  Then you find the evidence that they have been sneaking cigarettes, and that they have been drinking under age.  It is amazing how materialistic they become.  You’d think they would be happy with the things you were happy with as a child, but that’s not the way it works.  Then they begin to experiment sexually.  They become self-focused beyond belief--the world is all gathered around them.  They try our patience in ways that we simply cannot predict or prepare ourselves for.  And when that’s all done they get tattoos.  

Even with the benefit of our marvelous parenting, they do what we did—more or less.  That’s the trouble with children.  The trouble with children is that they are as we were.  Ah, not the way you remember yourself—the way you really were.  There are solutions to this trouble with parents.  One of my favorite solutions comes from an off Broadway play called “The Fantastics.”  It is the longest running off Broadway play in the history of the world.  It was written in the 1960’s.  I think it’s still showing some place.  It’s going to be showing forever.  It’s a story about two families.  They live side by side.  The story involves the father’s of these families.  One has a daughter and one has a son.  They are trying to help their daughter and their son grow up.  It’s a difficult thing to get their children through whatever they’re going through.  There is one extended scene where these two gentlemen are in their gardens, side by side in their backyards.  They sing this song together.  The song is:  “Plant a radish, get a radish, not a brussel sprout.  That’s why I like vegetables you know what you’re about.  Life is merry, if it’s very vegetarian.  A man who plants a garden is a very happy man.”  Then the song goes on to talk about the difference between vegetables and children.  Because when it comes to children, if you plant a radish sometimes you get a brussel sprout.  So, if you want to be happy and you want to avoid the trouble with children plant vegetables.

There was a God once who was a very happy God, because he had planted a garden.  A God who plants a garden is a very happy God.  But then he decided to go a step further, and he decided to put people into his garden.  Then he had to deal with the trouble with people—the trouble with children.  

There is another solution to the trouble with children.  I find it to be the most amazing thing.  It comes out of the Roman Empire.  In the days of the mature Roman Empire, the Roman society was basically like a big mafia.  It was all based on ruling families.  The families had wealth, which usually amounted to lots of land.  It was an agricultural society.  They had homes in the city and homes in the country, and the family was an extended family.  It included a lot.  The family was run by one man—“The Pater Familias.”  Today I guess you’d call him “The Godfather.”  “The Pater Familias”—the father of the family.  People came to the father of the family for favors.  It was up to the father of the family to conserve the wealth of the family, to conserve the prestige of the family, to make sure that the family wasn’t embarrassed, to make sure that the girls in the family married the right men, the make sure that the men married the right girls, and The Pater Familias had all of this power in the family.  They started to notice a real problem.  A man would get to the age when he realized he was not going to be “The Pater Familias” forever.  Then he would look at his son who was going to take over for him, and his son was a complete ninny.  And this is a problem.  How do you turn all of this over to somebody who isn’t capable of running it?  Someone who will be an embarrassment to the family rather than someone capable of bringing glory to the family.  

Well, here’s what the Romans did.  The Pater Familias would look around when it was his time to think about moving from the scene.  He would find a full grown, adult male.  Someone who was tall, good looking, and had a little sex appeal, someone who had been courageous in battle, somebody who had a good mind for business, a person who was an adult, ready-made, someone who would not embarrass the family, and then he would adopt him.  That person would be adopted into the line of The Pater Familias, and when The Pater Familias was gone, this fully prepared, complete adult would take over the family.  And that’s another way to avoid the trouble with children.

How does God deal with the trouble with children?  Some people say that what God does is allow people to come on to the earth, and when they are complete, when they understand theology, when they are going to make a decision to lead good lives, when they become good, responsible, respectable people then he will accept them when they’re no longer going to embarrass him or his family.  That’s not really the way God looks at it.  God looks at it this way:  He had a garden and he was very happy with his garden, and then he put people in it and they made him unhappy.  But he decided this, for the joy of what would come out of it, he would put up with the trouble with children, the trouble with people.  He would give them his gracious relationship.  He would tolerate; he would guide; he would love until they became that which he had put into them.  That’s how God deals with the trouble with children.  

Part two of the sermon—“Two Questions about Millionaires.”  Question number one:  Does it take a lot of work to accumulate a million dollars?  And the answer is, “Yes it does.”  You have to have an idea; you have to have some energy; you have to be dependable; you have to have followed through; you have to know what you’re doing and you have to work very hard at it to accumulate a million dollars.  Is it hard to accumulate a million dollars?  Yes it is.  Can some little kid accumulate a million dollars?  Absolutely not!  They don’t have what it takes to accumulate a million dollars.

Question number two about millionaires.  Can a baby be a millionaire?  Absolutely.  A baby can be born into a family, and the day it’s born that baby can be a millionaire, if that baby has the good fortunate to be born into a family that has a million dollars to assign to that baby.  Does that baby have to be financially responsible?  No.  Does that baby have to know anything about money?  No.  That baby is born a millionaire because that’s the family into which it has been born.  

Part three of the sermon—“Two Questions about God’s Good Will.”  Does it take a lot of effort to accumulate God’s good will?  The answer is “Yes it does.”  What does it take to accumulate God’s good will?  It takes a completely, holy life, totally surrendered to God’s will at all times and in all places.  And then after that is done you have the problem of all the guilt of the world and what’s going to happen with that.  So after this completely sinless life is led, then the guilt of the world has to be dealt with.  Is this a difficult task?  It’s a hugely difficult task!  Has anybody ever done it?  Yes, one person has—Jesus of Nazareth, the son of God in the flesh, the incarnate second person of the Trinity.  He has walked this earth and he has led a completely sinless life, obedient to the will of the Father, all the time, in every place.  And after doing that, he then took upon himself the sins of the entire world and went to the cross bearing them, and gladly offered his life for us, and then he was raised from the dead to show that God has victory over death.  Is that something any of us could do?  Absolutely not.  Absolutely not.  Only one person in the history of the world has ever earned, ever accumulated God’s good will.  If the question is, “Is it a lot of work to accumulate God’s good will?”  The answer is, “Yes.”  

Here’s the second question about God’s good will:  Is it possible for God to give his good will to whomever he will?  And the answer is, “Yes.  Yes.”  A long, long time ago when the church spoke Latin they developed a short Latin phrase, which I like to share with people even if you don’t know any Latin.  The phrase is Favor Dei Propter Christum.  It means “the favor, the good will of God on account of Christ.”  Favor Dei Propter Christum—the good will of God on account of Christ.  And just like a baby can be born a millionaire, if they’re born into the right family, so can human beings be born and be given God’s good will.  Not because they have accumulated it, not because they are cute, not because they are too young to be responsible, but because of Christ.  

And that’s what Baptism is about.  It grows out of the nature of God and how God deals with his creation.  He deals with his creation by accepting it as it is from the very beginning, and being present with it in his grace, knowing full well who we are, what we are capable of, what our weakness are, what our failures are, knowing full well that we will embarrass him, that we will embarrass the family.  But he comes to us with his grace and says, “You are my daughter; you are my son.  And I do this not because you have shown me anything, but at the right time, when you were yet sinners, I offered my son for you.”  And he gives us that assurance in our Baptism.  And our Baptism doesn’t say anything about us.  Our Baptism says a lot about God, and it says a lot about Christ.  It gives us God’s good will on account of Christ.  

Part four:  A definition of Baptism.  Baptism is a gift of God.  There’s five parts here.  Baptism is a gift of God through water and God’s Word, by which God claims us as his own, in a forgiving relationship of grace, which creates in us confidence in God.  And so every day of our lives we can get up and make the sign of the cross and say, “In the name of the Father, and the Son, and the Holy Spirit.  This God into whom I have been baptized, this God who gives me his good will on account of Christ; I am a baptized member of his family.”  That’s his will; that’s not my merit.  That says something about him.  It is his gift.  It is not what I have earned.  

I hope you find that exciting.  I hope that lifts you up.  I hope that helps you depend upon God rather than yourselves.  I hope that it helps you walk through life praising God for how good he is dealing with you and me, and how he deals with the trouble with you and me.  Amen.
