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Following my sermon this morning, we are going to baptize Mr. Dermarl Jones and subsequently he will be welcomed by God into his holy fellowship.  Now this is a one-time event and is not the same as becoming a member of the local church such as First Pres- that may possibly come later.  No, this is about Dermarl becoming a member of the CHURCH UNIVERSAL, the BODY OF CHRIST, a member of GOD’S HOLY FAMILY which must take place before any decision to unite with a local congregation can occur.  For Jesus, baptism was SO important that not only did he insist that HE be baptized by John the Baptist, but his final instruction to his disciples included the commission to "Go therefore and make disciples of all nations, BAPTIZING THEM IN THE NAME OF THE FATHER AND OF THE SON AND OF THE HOLY SPIRIT."  This was the responsibility of the first Apostles, handed down to the church throughout the ages, and one which we, as a congregation, rejoice over whenever the opportunity arises.  
However, baptism has to be viewed as more than merely a symbolic gesture indicating that one has been washed clean by God or died to the old self and is now risen to new life.  By this sacrament, Dermarl will actually be united with Christ and his Church in a deep spiritual bond through the Holy Spirit.  He will be received by God as a member of his intimate family so that from now on, Dermarl shall forever be one of God’s sons and God shall always be to him as his Heavenly Father.  What I wish to impress upon you this morning is that the effectiveness of this rite does not lie in my words nor in the water which I will use to baptize Dermarl with but it lies in the VOWS that will be exchanged between you as the sponsoring agent, Dermarl, and God this morning.
Now a vow is a very serious and sacred thing.  More than a promise or resolution, it is a solemn "COVENANT” or pact made between agreeing parties.  God comes to us in mercy and love precisely BECAUSE of his covenant with us in which he has promised to be our God and we become God’s people- a relationship he assures us that NOTHING can ever alter.  This morning, we come together as children of God, as brothers and sisters to Jesus Christ, forgiven of our past sins, and promised eternal life- all on the basis of God's covenant with us.  We baptize both children and adults in our church because we believe that they are part of this covenant as well.  When we partake of the Lord's Supper, together we affirm the words of Christ, "This is the New Covenant in my blood."  Covenant is not just one theme among many but rather the very HEART of our faith and relationship with God and our baptismal vows carry the same kind of force or import as IT does. 
Now over the years, I have carefully crafted a wedding sermon which I believe expresses everything I feel is important about the marriage ceremony.  In that homily, which I know many of you have heard, I speak of the various vows that are being exchanged before this church altar- there are at least FOUR that I know of.  Considerably more important than the beauty of our sanctuary or the loveliness of the bride or the majestic organ music one hears are those VOWS as they serve as the highest and noblest and most enduring part of any marriage service.  First, there is the public vow exchanged between the bride and groom, that each will henceforth love the other- for rich or for poor, in joy and in sorrow, in sickness and in health, as long as they both shall live.  Their vow enables a new creation to come about- the taking of two very different, disparate lives and the making of them one.  In it, they do promise to work through their problems and to endure whatever circumstances befall them- together and throughout their lifetime. 
A second vow is the one that the wedding couple both make to God.  Because the vows they have made to each other seem much too impossible, much too idealistic and unrealistic to keep under their OWN power--their promise to love each other “in plenty and in want, in joy and in sorrow, in sickness and in health, as long as they both shall live”—they therefore vow to God that they will seek his love, support, and help to make those vows exchanged between themselves an enduring reality throughout their lives.
A third vow is the one that God pledges to make to THEM- that he will never forsake or fail them, that he will always be present in the midst of their relationship to serve as the glue that will help make their love, their commitment to each other strengthen and grow.  
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And finally, there is the vow that everyone else in attendance at that service--the minister and the congregation--make to the couple.  They promise to love, encourage, and support them as they proceed in their new life together.  Thus we see that four very holy vows--the bride and groom's vow to each other, their vow before God, God's vow to them, and the vow of the minister and congregants to the couple--are exchanged during the Christian marriage ceremony.  It requires that each of these vows need to be honored by those involved if the relationship is  to result in a beautiful and mature and enduring one for both the bride and the groom.
In the same manner that a series of vows are made in the wedding service, so also are there a series of vows exchanged during the sacrament of Holy Baptism.  First, if the one being baptized is a child, then there is the vow made by the parents of the child TO GOD in which they express their OWN faith and dependence upon him.  At baptism, they are asked by the minister if Jesus Christ is their Lord and Savior, whether they trust him, and also whether they intend their child to be his disciple, to obey his word and show his love.  It is their personal faith in Christ, their own love for his Word, and their own commitment to his Church which will eventually be communicated and instilled in their child.  The parents of that baptized baby will become the most determinant and influential force for real faith development in that child’s life.  If they have little seriousness about the Christian faith and their participation in the Church, then there will be little chance that their son or daughter will ever develop the kind of love and trust upon God that he desires from each of us.

A second vow that takes place during baptism is the vow that GOD makes to the one being baptized.  In the same manner that God smiled down upon Jesus at his baptism, declaring for all to hear, "This is my beloved Son in whom I am well pleased," no less does God smile down upon the person being baptized and declare that he is his beloved son in whom God is well pleased.  God pledges to love him with the same ardor and commitment with which he loves his only-begotten Son.  He says, in effect, that he could never love Jesus any more than he already does this person.  God pledges to wash his sins from him and endue him his Holy Spirit; he vows to accompany him all the days of his life- bestowing upon him every good gift from above, helping to bear his burdens, and finally ushering him from this life into the next when his days on this earth are over.  And what God has vowed, he can be trusted to bring to fruition.
Another vow is the one which WE--the witnesses to this sacrament--make to the one being baptized.  During the ceremony, we--as the church—are asked to serve as his sponsors, as his spiritual family- providing all manner of love, support, and Christian nurture that his faith may grow and develop throughout his lifetime.  We will be asked to assume this responsibility by responding affirmatively to the following question:
"Do you, the members of this congregation, and in the name of the whole church of Christ, undertake the responsibility for the continued Christian nurture of this person, promising to be an example of the new life in Christ and to pray for him in this new life?"

This is perhaps the most neglected vow of ALL.  The burden of spiritual care and nurture is on the BAPTIZERS, on US who have gathered for this service, than it is on the BAPTIZEE.  It is the CHURCH that is commanded to baptize and thereby make disciples.  It is the CHURCH to which is given both the burden and the resources to make discipleship possible for others.  It is the CHURCH that must forever take care to believe, proclaim, and interpret the word of grace it bears.  
William Willimon, Methodist Bishop and prominent Christian author, writes that he suspects that we in the church trivialize, avoid, and dilute the meaning of baptism in good part out of our own misgivings and self-doubt about our ability to "make disciples," that because we so often do such a poor job of it, we try to shift the responsibility for spiritual care and development away from ourselves and back onto the person we are baptizing.  We figure that once we have baptized the person, we have done our part and now he is on his own to work out his salvation with fear and trembling.
But nothing could be further from the truth.  The answer to the question, "Are we our brother's keeper?" is a resounding YES!  For any person initiated into God's kingdom through baptism, each and every one of us becomes corporately and personally responsible for that individual- whether we are talking about a child or an adult, whether they belong to this particular congregation or another.  When a member of Christ's Church falls astray, it becomes OUR responsibility, UNDER THE TERMS OF OUR BAPTISMAL VOWS, to help restore that person back to the Body.  Baptism reminds us that we are responsible to one another- to pray for each other, to serve one another, to instruct one another in love, to act as spiritual "God parents" to one another.  Through baptism, we affirm that, indeed, we ARE our brother's keeper!  We have VOWED as much.

I repeat, the purpose of baptism is to have the seal of God’s blessing upon one’s life.  It is to impress upon us the importance of raising our children in a Christian home and seeing their lives molded and shaped by the Christian community we participate in.  It was the early Church Father, Tertullian, who said that Christians are made, not born.  Our identity as Christians is not a matter of birthright, that is, it is not something we simply INHERIT from our parents.  Rather, our faith is the intentional product of all the care and encouragement we receive as members of Christ's family--the Church--and the personal work of the Holy Spirit.  We baptize persons in the hope that with all those vows being exchanged and faithfully being observed, their faith will continue to expand and blossom and lead them into a deeper, more meaningful relationship with the living God.  In each of those vows, you entered into covenant with God to follow him, to instruct your children in his ways and nurture them with your own faith, to love your spouses as you love yourselves, and to support and care for each member of God's flock-- adults as well as children--as you would your own sons and daughters.  This is a sacred obligation, a holy responsibility and one which God demands that we take very seriously- as seriously as God is in fulfilling his OWN vows towards us.  For it is on the strength of God’s vow to US that WE are then able to keep our OWN vows- to his church and to one another.  Let us pray…
Heavenly Father, in your love you have called us to know you, led us to trust you, and bound our life with yours.  Surround all those we baptize in your name with your love, protect them from evil, fill them with your Holy Spirit, and receive them into the family of your church, that they may walk with us in the way of your Son and grow in the knowledge of your love.  In his name we pray.  Amen. 
