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This past Friday morning, Gillian asked me, as she usually does, “How is your 
sermon coming for Sunday?”  Whenever she asks me this, Gillian actually knows 
the answer before she asks.  That’s because I always give Gillian a draft of my 
sermon to read, and if she hasn’t been given a draft by Friday morning, it usually 
means that I am still waiting desperately for the Holy Spirit to descend. 
 
But this was an unusual Sunday – one of the few times that the Baptism of Christ 
was on the first Sunday of the month when we celebrate Communion. So I said to 
Gillian, “I don’t think I’m going to do a sermon.  I think I would be good to give a 
short message on the meaning of the sacraments.”  Gillian stood silently for a 
moment with a sort of skeptical look on her face, then said, “Okay.  But do you 
think you could make it interesting?” 
 
Gillian says that she didn’t mean that exactly the way it came out, but I understand 
what she meant.  But it was a subtle reminder to me that not everyone finds all this 
stuff as exciting as I do. 
 
We recognize two sacraments in the United Methodist Church: baptism, and the 
Lord’s Supper, or Holy Communion.  One of the attributes that makes them 
sacraments is that Christ commanded us to do them.  Christ told us, “Therefore go 
and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of 
the Son and of the Holy Spirit…” (Matthew 28:19)  On the subject of Communion, 
Christ was even clearer.  He said, “Do this,” a command that we remember every 
time we celebrate Communion, in the words of institution.  But if you remember 
nothing else about your childhoods, I’m sure you recall hating to have your parents 
tell you to do something with no more explanation than, “Because I said so.”   
 
I think it is critically important for us to understand the meaning of our own 
sacraments, lest they become just something we do because the book says it’s 
time to do them.  One of the sad things about the Protestant reformation was that 
in our zeal to rid ourselves of “all things Catholic,” we have lost much of the 
richness of our faith heritage, often including an appreciation for the central place 
of our sacraments in our lives as Christians. 
 
It’s difficult to deliver a short version of the reasons for the sacraments, because 
they are imbedded in a very long story – the story of humanity and our relationship 
with God, from the very beginning.  As we are told in the very first chapter of 
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Genesis, we were created in the image of God – a relationship of intimacy, 
dependence and trust.  To be human as God intended is to have loving fellowship 
with God, and to reflect the divine nature in our lives as fully as possible. 
 
Yet humanity was almost immediately unfaithful to that relationship.  Remember 
Adam, Eve, and the serpent?  The tragic cost was a thorough distortion of the 
image of God in us, and a degrading of the whole of God’s creation.  Through 
prideful overreaching and denial of our God given responsibilities we exalt our own 
will, invent our own values, and rebel against God.   
 
But God has graciously and continuously sought to restore that loving relationship 
and make us the people that God would have us be.  God has done this through 
the divine initiative of grace.  Grace is the power that precedes and enables any 
movement we can make toward God.  It brings us an awareness of our sinfulness, 
and our inability to save ourselves.  Grace motivates us to repentance, and gives 
us the capacity to respond to divine love. 
 
So now we come to the reason why Christ commanded the sacraments.  Because 
God created and is creating all that is, physical objects of creation can become the 
bearers of divine presence, power and meaning, and thus become the 
sacramental means by which we receive God’s grace.  The sacraments of baptism 
and communion are effective means of God’s presence mediated through the 
physical world – the water, wine, and bread.  So the words, actions, and elements 
of the sacraments express and convey God’s grace and love. 
 
What all this means in English is that God is really, truly present with us in the 
sacraments.  We must receive God in faith in order for our lives to be transformed. 
 
I want to say a word about infant baptism, because many people find this practice 
puzzling.  This is important to understand, because it gets right to the heart of what 
we believe baptism is.  You might wonder how we someone might dedicate 
themselves to God if they were too young even to know what was happening to 
them.  Many Christian denominations, most notably the Baptists, believe that 
baptism must occur when someone is old enough to make a conscious decision to 
dedicate themselves to God.  But a baptism is not a dedication, and the difference 
is simple to explain.  In a dedication, we give ourselves to God.  But in our 
baptism, God gives himself to us. 
 
Scriptures tell us that Jesus was God’s one and only Son.  So if God had only one 
child, and we are children of God, what does that make us?  Well, to share a 
family secret, we’re adopted.  In baptism, we are adopted as God’s daughters and 
sons.  And I think that the theological rationale of infant baptism becomes clearer if 
we think about the act of adoption.  In adoption, the child does not make a 
decision about whether it wants to be adopted.  Adoption is an act of love and self-
giving on the part of the adoptive parent or parents.  The beauty and profound 
importance of the act of adoption is in no way affected or diminished by whether 
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the adopted child knows what’s going on or not.  Likewise, the assent of the infant 
to baptism is unnecessary because baptism is God’s act, and not our own. 
 
In today’s gospel lesson from Mark, we hear the familiar story of Jesus’ baptism.  
“As Jesus was coming up out of the water, he saw heaven being torn open and 
the Spirit descending on him like a dove.  And a voice came from heaven: "You 
are my Son, whom I love; with you I am well pleased." (Mark 1:10-11)   What our 
baptism means is that everything that God says about Jesus, God says about us. 
It means that if Jesus is declared to be God’s son then we are sons and daughters 
of the living God too. It means that if Jesus is the beloved in whom god delights, 
then so are we. So are you and so am I. To be baptized means to be loved and 
cherished by God just as Jesus is. 
 
 

Ultimately, our sacraments carry us into joyful worship. In other words, to be 
grasped and held by the fierce love of God in the way we’ve been talking about, to 
be embraced by God like that, can only issue in praise and worship. That is the 
final end and purpose of baptism and celebration of the Lord’s Supper: that we 
should be set free and liberated for worship. Indeed that is the final end and 
purpose for which we were created. 
 

 

So there you have it.  In the sacraments of baptism and communion we do nothing 
less than to touch the very God who loved us into being.  I’m not sure how 
interesting that is.  But I can’t imagine anything more exciting. 


