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What We Can Learn from the Baptism of Infants

Sermon Preached at St. John’s on Sexagesima (February 11), 2007

Today, Samuel Peter Nance has been baptized into Jesus Christ and made a member of Christ’s Holy Catholic Church.  We’re especially glad about this, not only for Samuel’s sake but also because this is our very first baptism here at St. John’s.  What a great joy we’re experiencing in this!
In some Christian traditions, the baptism of infants and children is not practiced.  Instead, these traditions practice what is called “believer’s baptism.”  In believer’s baptism, a person is not baptized unless and until they have a personal experience of conversion, of being “born again”; and in these traditions, baptism serves as a public profession and sign of their belief in Jesus Christ.
I personally think believer’s baptism is a wonderful and Christ-honoring way of performing baptism that helps guard against merely nominal Christians, an anemic form of Christianity that so often afflicts the Church.

But Anglicans, like Roman Catholics, Eastern Orthodox, Lutherans, Methodists, Presbyterians, and others, have always practiced the baptism of infants and young children as well as of adults.  Why?
In the Gospel of John, Jesus says that unless a person is born of water and the Holy Spirit, he cannot enter the kingdom of heaven.  In Matthew’s Gospel, Jesus tells His apostles to go into all the world and make disciples of all the nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Ghost, and teaching them all about the Christian faith.  So baptism is both required and commanded by Jesus Christ as a prerequisite for life in His kingdom.
And as we heard in the reading from the Gospel of Mark just before Samuel’s baptism, Jesus also said to “suffer the little children to come unto me . . . for of such is the kingdom of God.”

Baptism is a sacrament, and the Book of Common Prayer tells us that sacraments are “outward and visible signs of an inward and spiritual grace.”  What that means is that sacraments are the means by which God has promised to give His grace (or favor).  Of course, God can certainly dispense His grace in any number of ways, ranging from a personal experience of His presence (such as St. Paul had on the road to Damascus), to the mystical illumination experienced by many holy people of God (such as St. Theresa of Avila, St. John of the Cross, and St. Francis of Assisi).
But as Anglican Christians, we believe that the regular and covenanted way in which God give His grace to individual people is through the sacraments, and particularly in baptism and Holy Communion, which were instituted and commanded by Jesus Christ to be practiced by His followers.
In baptism we are “born again” (or “born from above”).  We are born into Christ, and become members of the Church.  Baptism is the Christian equivalent of the Jewish rite of circumcision, in which Jewish males are “branded,” so to speak, with the God-commanded sign and symbol of the Mosaic covenant.

Baptism is the Christ-commanded means by which human beings are cleansed from their old way of life and brought into a new covenant relationship with God, one made possible by the death and resurrection of Jesus.  St. Paul says that “all of us who have been baptized into Christ Jesus have been baptized into His death” (Rom 6:3).  The old man of sin and death, which is the natural inheritance of every human being as a descendent of Adam and Eve, dies, and the new man of righteousness and life is born.  

In baptism we put off the old man and “put on” Christ.  “For as many of you as have been baptized into Christ have put on Christ” (Gal 3:27).  In this cleansing holy bath, we are washed and healed of our sins and made part of the family of God.
Children, too, need to be part of God’s family, and to receive the blessings of His grace; and that is why the Church has baptized children since its earliest days.  While infants are obviously not capable of committing actual sin, they are nevertheless born with the natural human tendency to prefer sin over obedience to God and His commandments.  This tendency is what is meant by the term “original sin,” and this stain of original sin is washed away in Holy Baptism.
Moreover, as Anglicans, we have the sacrament of confirmation so that when Samuel comes of age, he will have the opportunity to personally ratify those promises that have been made today on his behalf.  And godparents, you have promised to see to it that Samuel is brought up in and taught the Christian faith and then, when he is of age, to be brought before the bishop to be confirmed.
It will also be our duty as members of St. John’s to see to it that our community of faith supports Samuel, and Simon and Marisa in raising Samuel, so as to make this confirmation occur.
One of the side benefits of the baptism of infants like Samuel is that it teaches a very important truth about our Christian faith.  And that truth is, that salvation always begins with God, and not us.  Samuel did not make a conscious decision to reach out to God; rather, God, acting through the community of faith, reached out to Samuel.  In the case of the baptism of infants, we can clearly see the truth of Ephesians 2:8: “For by grace you have been saved through faith; and that not of yourselves, it is the gift of God.”
God is always the first one to make the move toward us even though we may think that we are the ones moving toward Him.  God initiates salvation.  God seeks and searches us out.  As St. John puts it, “In this is love, not that we loved God, but that He loved us and sent His Son to be the propitiation for our sins” (1 Jn. 4:10).
In our helplessness, God reaches out to us through the community of faith, the Church.  All of us have experienced the infant’s helplessness and dependency when we ourselves were infants.  Some of us will one day experience the helplessness and utter dependency of old age, which might include Alzheimer’s, senility, and loss of bodily control.  But though our minds and faculties and bodily functions may fail, God will not fail.  His grace and mercy will always be there.  And they will often be shared with us through the covenant community of faith, the Church.
When Jesus said that we have to become like little children in order to enter the kingdom of heaven, I think he meant, partly, that we have to make ourselves totally dependent on God rather than on ourselves.  We have to become vulnerable to God in the way that infants and little children are vulnerable.  With this in mind, the baptism of Samuel Peter Nance that we have witnessed and celebrated today serves as a sign and symbol of what we all need to become.  May God grant that each of us can become vulnerable and open to Him, like a little child, so that we too can become inheritors of the kingdom of God.
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