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Sermon for Fourth Sunday of Easter 3 May 2020

In these weeks of Easter, the Church of England stipulates that we must have as our first or second reading, the set reading from the book of the Acts of the Apostles. This is to ensure that we reflect on the experiences of the disciples and followers of Jesus in what were – though they didn’t realise it at the time – the very earliest days of the church.

Today’s reading from Acts is the third in a series that traces the events that followed the coming of the Holy Spirit at Pentecost. It’s absolutely typical of the lectionary compilers that we are reflecting on the events after Pentecost before we’ve reached it in the calendar – this year, it falls on 31 May. But there you go. Two weeks ago, we heard the beginning of Peter’s Pentecost address in which he tells the story of Jesus’ life, death and resurrection. And then last week we heard how, upon Peter’s instruction, the crowd – some three thousand people - received baptism for the forgiveness of sins. And then today, we learn something of the life of the early-baptised believers, characterised by a life shared in common, accompanied by teaching, prayer and the breaking of bread. Here we are presented with a model for us to explore and follow as we seek to walk in the footsteps of the early disciples.

What is striking about these early accounts of baptism and church life is the immediacy with which baptism led people into the full and joyful life of the fellowship of believers. The newly baptised devoted themselves to teaching, fellowship, breaking of bread and prayer. They also ensured that no one was in need: God’s generous deliverance of them manifested itself in their generous care of others. There is a real sense when reading this passage of a new, vibrant and life-filled beginning.

If it hadn’t been for the pandemic, we would have had a lot of baptisms this Spring either at All Saints or St Godwald’s. It is wonderful that families still seek affirmation for their children and for themselves through the rite of baptism, and gently and tentatively begin to explore faith a little. I’m not amongst the cynics that think families are only interested in a nice preface to a big family party. But nor am I naïve; unless we get our baptism strategies right, few if any baptism families will return to the church. We need to think seriously about what we are offering families unconnected with church, and we need to think seriously about just how interested we are in them. After all, we cannot expect strangers to show commitment to the church without the church first showing some advance commitment towards them.
It feels slightly strange thinking about baptism at a time when we cannot offer it to anyone. Yet, perhaps that is an encouragement to us to ask ourselves what it is we really believe and value about it. We miss a lot of our common life at the moment – Open the Book, Street Pastors, Little Stars, our Wednesday communions, The Chattery – but are we missing the privilege of baptising adults and children?
It may not be generally known that no minister may refuse to baptise or delay the baptism of a child as long as the requirements for godparents are met and as long as there is at least a conversation by way of baptism preparation.

This sense of obligation, combined by the reality that some families do only want a nice intro to a party, can mean that baptism feels more like a burden than a gift.

Yet it is a real privilege to be invited into a strangers’ home to talk about the most important thing in their life – their family – and to be given the opportunity to talk about the most important thing in my life – my faith. And the relationship that is being offered us is real and genuine almost all of the time.

So, I’m not really sure whether baptism is a gift that we offer families, or whether through baptism we are being offered the gift of families.

Clearly it is both, but often I feel we overlook the relationship we are being invited into and are not really sure how to respond and make the most of it.
One reason for this, may be related to a lack of convincement as to what baptism is and what it is for. As we’ve heard, in the early church, baptism immediately led to commitment and action. Today, this is considerably rarer.
So, given this and given that Easter is a traditional season for baptisms and a traditional season to renew our baptism vows (usually on Easter Eve), let us spend a few moments reminding ourselves of the journey of faith that is our baptism, a journey that we are all still on. And to do this, I’ll use the five B’s of baptism that we use in our current service booklet: Beginning, Bearing, Believing, Belonging and Becoming.

I think the early disciples of the church would have recognised the significance of these themes. Baptism marks the beginning of our journey of faith, a journey with God that continues for the rest of our lives. 
By being baptised we also bear the sign of Christ, the cross, as a mark of our discipleship and commitment. By making the sign of the cross on the forehead at baptism we are linked directly with all the baptised down the centuries and with all their stories of discipleship and witness, many of which were undertaken at great personal cost. By associating ourselves with the cross we recognise the sacrifice that may be involved in following Jesus, but also the joy of the resurrection represented by the victorious and empty cross. 
Baptism is also about believing. At baptism the candidate is asked simply to believe in the riches of God’s grace, knowing these for ourselves in advance is not required, for it is through belief and trust in God that we are drawn into the knowledge of his presence and love. Through the sacrament of baptism, the baptised become part of the worldwide family of the church. Not only is this a family that stretches around the world today, it is also the spiritual communion of the saints that stretches back to the very beginnings of our faith in Jesus and stretches forwards into the future that is yet to be.  
Finally, baptism is about becoming. All of us are saints in the making, people who, by God’s grace, are continually refined and moulded into the people God wills us to be. The ‘becoming’ aspect of baptism reminds us that baptism is a calling to faith by God, but that through baptism, the baptised also have a calling from God to fulfil too. And this is one of the most exciting aspects of our journey of faith as we discover in the company of other Christians the special role that God has in mind for us.

Beginning, Bearing, Believing, Belonging and Becoming: these are powerful and transformative ideas, as relevant to us today as to anyone exploring baptism for the very first time.
What interests me most though, is the idea of baptism as a process. If baptism is a journey, then we needn’t feel we need to have all the answers for baptism families, nor shy away from our own doubts and fears about faith. Being honest, rather than dogmatic, may help newcomers to faith enormously. And a really good place to begin is simply to tell the story of your own faith, and the impact that faith has made on you.
As we continue to ponder how our church life is changing with COVID-19, may we remember in our prayers all those baptism families whose big day has been delayed; and may we be sure to offer them a warm welcome when our doors are once more open to the skies.
Amen.   

