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Church Baptisms 

(Genesis 1:1-5 and Mark 1:4-11) 
 

If a church is the body, does it ever get baptized?   
 
What would it mean for a church to be baptized? 
 
Like the creation story in Genesis, baptism offers awareness of our connection to God 
and all of Sacred Creation.  God calls creation good and in baptism says individually to 
each of us, “You’re mine, beloved child, and with you I am well pleased.” 
 
Just as the earth experiences rhythms of night and day, so to, you and I are geared for 
episodes of work and play, rest and renewal.  Night provides the rest and think about 
that very first dawn of creation - earth waking up and stretching, Ah…seeing a new day 
ahead.   
 
Today, we give thanks for this day, a new day, with its new possibilities.  We give 
thanks for a new week and a new year.  Ah…so many possibilities. 
 
Baptism provides that Dawn experience - a renewal - new days ahead. 
 
We’re told that folks from all over Judea and Jerusalem swarmed to be baptized by 
John…wanting renewed lives.  They made confession and sought to turn their lives 
around.  Today, our denomination isn’t big on confession and talking about the word 
“sin.”  But 12-step groups and numerous religious faiths recognize the healing that can 
come by simply owning things we regret, asking for forgiveness, then letting it go, with a 
chance to feel light hearted once again. 
 
Early Christian baptisms offered renewal by a period of confession, followed by an 
elaborate ritual cleansing, and robes of fresh linen, with a sense of outer and inner 
purification.  A big, Ah… 
 
Christian baptism was meant to be more than a sprinkling of water, but as Jesus 
experienced, a baptism of the Spirit washing over one’s life.  Not just renewal, but 
recognition of the Spirit’s presence. 
 
My hope is that each of you feel renewal today and the Spirit’s strong presence with 
you.  Together, we can baptize this church and renew its spirit.  I think John was right 
about the confession piece, churches too need to repent at times…admit regrets - 
teachings and practices that have stood in our way - harmed us rather than healed. 
 
Each of you, each new member today is taking on a responsibility to renew the church. 
 
I love what it states in the Preamble to the Constitution of the UCC.  It says, “The United 
Church of Christ…claims as its own the faith of the historic Church expressed in the 
ancient creeds and reclaimed in the basic insights of the Protestant Reformers.  It 
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affirms the responsibility of the church in each generation to make this faith its own in 
reality of worship, in honesty of thought and expression, and in purity of heart before 
God.1 
 
This means we get to treasure our traditions, baptism being one of them, but each 
generation is given the responsibility of making the faith its own, addressing current 
things that matter, worshiping in a manner that is honest and thoughtful for the times we 
are in. 
 
It is an honor to be with you inviting a deeper awareness of our spirituality, our 
responsibilities, and our church’s renewal.   
  
At times, religions gets stuck and heavy, sometimes even laden with acts of violence, as 
we have witnessed this past week in France, by religious extremists.  The stable rock of 
a great religion can resemble a brick people throw at one another.  
 
When religion seems to do more harm than good, rational folks ask:  Could a future with 
no religion be better than what we see now?  Perhaps we’ve all asked that question. 
 
During my seminary years, I had a dream about a big block of cheese on a plate with a 
glass dome covering it.  Atop the cheese was a fly trapped under the dome, eating 
away to its content.  The cheese was sustaining and transforming the fly while at the 
same time, the fly on the edge was organically transforming the cheese.   
 
I am the fly - the fly in the ointment of religion that will not go away.  And there are many 
of us flies.  We have chosen to claim and remain in a religion, on the edge, transforming 
it as it transforms us.  Christianity was created by such flies and wanna-bees since its 
inception.  John, Jesus, and Paul, all devout Jews, were often in trouble for their edgy 
insights.  Jesus was killed for political reasons, but he was also charged with the 
religious crime of blasphemy.    
 
When the fly becomes too annoying, those who guard religious centers will swat at it. 
 
Throughout Christianity’s history it has been those on the edges that transform the 
middle, bringing it into communication with new eras, and new thoughts.  Our 
denomination, the United Church of Christ, hails from Separatists, edgy dissenters of 
the Church of England.  Today we call them Pilgrims.  Before they set sail into the 
future, their Pastor, John Robinson urged them to keep open minds and hearts.  Today 
we envision a God in process, uncontainable by human words, ever creating and 
becoming, and still speaking. 
 
You might reasonably ask, why bother with such an old religion?  Why do those on the 
edge continue to take the bait?  Why work so hard to transform a small bit of the giant 
old block of cheese?  Other tasty delights abound.  Why not fly away?  Or, if you’re 
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compelled to practice spirituality, why not outside of the patriarchal glass-ceiled dome of 
Christianity?   
 
Patriarchal religion has oppressed minorities and women.  Harriet Beecher Stowe is one 
of my favorite unsung female theologians.  She grew up in New England where there 
were churches on nearly every block.  Her father was a minister.  All seven of her 
brothers were ministers.  She married a minister and her son became one.  It’s hard to 
imagine the Puritan fishbowl of religion that she grew up and lived in. 
 
If you read Harriet’s best-selling novel, Uncle Tom’s Cabin, you will see that the book is 
as much about religion as it is about slavery. The girl, who would never be allowed to 
preach, wrote our nation’s most significant, engaging sermon against slavery and 
inauthentic Christianity.   
 
She describes a law-breaking, slave protecting, Quaker woman and her household 
exemplifying “the light of a living Gospel, breathed in living faces, preached by a 
thousand acts of love and good-will.”  Another of her characters, a non-religious man, 
claims that no one should profess to be a Christian “without throwing the whole weight 
of his being against this monstrous system of injustice.”2 
 
Harriet believed true faith is lived out in works. The book was our nation’s best seller, 
causing a huge uproar, from comfortable Christians who did not want their comfortable 
religion challenged.     
  
It took someone immersed in the religion to write at this level of self examination and to 
create change from within.  Within her generation, both her writings and her brother, 
Henry Ward Beecher’s sermons reformed the church they had been reared in.   
 
Christianity was pervasive in their culture, as it is in ours, affecting our laws and values, 
sometimes without even our awareness. 
 
Some outsiders to Christianity have also helped insiders see the institution more clearly.  
Gandhi, famously said, “I like your Christ, I do not like your Christians. Your Christians 
are so unlike your Christ.”  He also stated, “A religion that takes no account of practical 
affairs and does not help to solve them is no religion.” 
 
Western independence and the doctrine of original sin have kept many Christians 
focused on the individual sinner and personal salvation, distracting us from seeing 
systemic sins we all participate in.  However, biblical Christianity focuses on the good of 
the community.  It is a social religion that grew out of the needs of oppressed people 
living under powerful oppressive empires.  At its core, it is a religion of the marginalized, 
ever seeking to include, remember, and care for others on the margins of society, to 
create God’s beloved community on this earth. 
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Christianity was practiced by groups seeking basic survival and communal well-being.   
 
Our continued existence as a species may depend upon our ability to see past our 
individual self-interest and the intermediate goods capitalism offers.  It will take 
collective effort to heal our planet, God’s Sacred Creation. 
 
We live in a time when the majority of our nation is not connected to a faith community, 
and nearly 80% of young people have negative or hostile views about the church.3  It is 
time we hear from this generation about what needs renewal. 
 
Religion without spiritual awareness and awakenings is a dangerous institution.  It is a 
devotion to something other than God.  
 
Spirituality without religious devotion may seem a better solution, but undisciplined 
whims will not bring about communal well-being.  The fly is free to soar, but there is no 
accountability to anyone or to any purpose.  Individuals can create it as they go, free of 
religion; free of the depth of thought that hundreds of years of study and debate 
provides; and free of the challenges of working in relationship with others - but also 
missing the amazing synergistic possibilities that occur when together we get it right, 
together throwing our whole weight behind social injustices. 
 
Both spirituality and religion can serve individual pursuits of self-interest, but a group 
can support and challenge individuals.  One of my Buddhist professors always said, “If 
you’re not practicing in the Sangha, you’re not practicing.”  The Sangha is the group that 
holds you in check. 
I often like to share one of my favorite Sufi sayings about communal religious seeking:  
A Hunting party sometimes has a greater chance of flushing love and God out into the 
open than a warrior all alone.4  
 
It is time to listen to a new generation of seekers, to let children and people not at the 
center lead us toward a baptizing renewal.  We will need to listen carefully to hear the 
few small edgy voices trying to tell us what is needed at this time, but let us trust that 
God’s powerful Spirit is with us, washed over us, pleased by us and our efforts, and will 
see us through.  Greet the Dawn!  AH..men. 
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