
One Summer, the 4th grade Sunday School class at Faith Church learned the Apostles’ Creed.  They
did such a good job that their teacher volunteered to have them recite it during a worship service. 
To reduce stage fright, the teacher assigned each child one phrase of the creed to say on the
appointed day.  When the day arrived, the students came forward, faced the congregation, and began. 
“I believe in God the Father Almighty,” the first child declared.  “Maker of heaven and earth,” added
the second.  “I believe in Jesus Christ, our Lord,” the third child said.  And on and on it went, until
a boy said “from thence he shall come to judge the quick and the dead.”  At which time the recital
of the creed stopped abruptly stopped.  There was silence.  Feet shuffled.  More silence followed. 
Then coughing and fidgeting.  Finally, a girl whispered to the teacher, “the boy who believes in the
Holy Spirit isn’t here.”
   
Just as the recital of the Apostles’ Creed came to a halt because the boy who “believed in the Holy
Spirit” was absent, our spiritual lives falter when the Holy Spirit is left out of the process.  That is
because when the Holy Spirit is missing from what we try to do or be we are not able to achieve
anything of spiritual significance.  We see this in the passage from Acts.  There, Luke tells how the
people of Samaria heard Philip preach and many began to believe in Jesus.  A few were even
baptized.  But none received the Holy Spirit.  That is because they were only baptized in the name
of Jesus, and not in the name of the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit.  Yet as we look at this passage, we
see that more is being spoken about than the admonition to use proper phrasing when baptizing.  It
is about the manner in which we seek salvation.  

We see this when Peter and John arrived in Samaria.  For they did not instruct the people there about
the proper language to use for baptism, but prayed that the new converts would “receive the Holy
Spirit.”  That is because Peter and John understood that the presence of the Holy Spirit in the
believer's life is not an option, or an extra for those who join a “full gospel” church.  They
understood that without the work of the Holy Spirit in a person’s life, there can be no relationship
with God.  And they understood that we cannot save ourselves, make ourselves holy, righteous, or
godly, or even be fully loving.   For without the Holy Spirit opening our minds, we will always fall
short of understanding the ways of God, knowing how to apply the ways of God, and actually living
by the ways of God.  

We see this in the story of two boys who were taken to church on the day of a baptism.  Not being
able to read the words of the liturgy, their understanding of what was going on depended on what
they thought they heard.  Later that day, they decided to reenact the event.  To do so they took a
bucket of water and a shovel to their back yard - along with the family dog.  They dug a hole.  And
they poured the water into it.  The younger of the boys took the dog by the collar and held him next
to the “font.”  The older boy then said: “I baptize you in the name of the Father, and the Son,” and
after pausing added, “and in the HOLE HE GOES,” and shoved the dog in.

While we may laugh at how they misunderstood being baptized “in the name of the HOLY GHOST”
(to use the old King James language), the reality is that they were not the only ones to misunderstand
what is going on in a baptism.  That is because when we baptize someone, we are not just performing
a religious ceremony, and some people think.  We are not just celebrating a church activity, as others
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believe.  Nor are we doing something that brings people into the church in our own strength.  We
are cooperating with what the HOLY SPIRIT is doing in an activity that we call a sacrament.  That
is because a “sacrament” is a SIGN ACT in which God promises to be present in a miraculous and
special way to offer us His grace.  Yet as we talk about the sacrament of baptism we have a problem:
most of us do not remember our baptism!  
   
When we talk about communion being a sacrament, and how God is present to us in it, we grasp how
that is possible - even if we don’t understand exactly how God is present.  But when we talk of
baptism as a sacrament, it is more difficult to see how God can be present to us in sacrament we do
not repeat in the same way we repeat communion.  It is harder to see how God can be present to us
in a sacrament where when we don’t have a story about Jesus commanding us to do it the way He
said “Do this in remembrance of Me” with communion.  And it can be almost impossible for us to
see how God can be present to us in a sacrament where we are not the one being baptized.  But we
do not need to be confused.
   
We see this in the story of a crow.  In the midst of his travels, he spotted a turtle perched atop a fence
post.  So, he flew down, and landed on the next fence post.  “How did you get up there?” he asked
the turtle.  “Obviously not by myself!” the turtle snapped.  It is the same way with the sacrament of
baptism.  Baptism is able to act as a sacrament to us because it declares that God is the One who
goes before us to prepare the way for our relationship with Him (which John Wesley called
‘prevenient grace’), enables us to enter into relationship with Him (which Wesley called “justifying
grace’), and enables us to move deeper into relationship with Him (which Wesley called ‘sanctifying
grace’).   That is because like the turtle, we do not ‘rise up’ in spiritual ways by ourselves.  We do
not rise higher in holy, righteousness, or godly ways on our own.  And we do not infuse ourselves
with a host of other spiritual graces the Bible callus us to posses.  It is only the Holy Spirit who is
able to raise us up in such ways.

I have seen this reality in my own life.  I was baptized as a child in the Roman Catholic Church.  My
parents were not active in the church, but my Irish grandmother was.  So by her decree, I was
baptized.  I knew of that event as I grew up, but it made little difference in how I lived.  In high
school, I met several people who shared the gospel with me.  In their Baptist tradition church, I was
re-baptized.  As I contemplated entering the United Methodist Church a few years later, I had to
analyze my spiritual journey.  As I did so, that first baptism took on meaning as I came to realize that
(like the turtle) it was “obviously not by myself” that I had become a Christian.
   
The Holy Spirit had been showering me with the prevenient grace that led me into contact with
people who could share the gospel with me.  The Holy Spirit had been showering me with the
justifying grace that led me to say “yes” when presented with the gospel.  And in the years since
then, the Holy Spirit has continued to shower me with the sanctifying grace that has enabled me to
continue to say “yes” to the ways God calls me to live.

 To grasp what this all means for you in the midst of a Sunday morning where we are baptizing SIX
different people, I would invite you to turn your thoughts to the prayer of Peter and John for the
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converts in Samaria.  That is because they were essentially praying for the active presence of the
Holy Spirit in the lives of those converts.  They were praying that they would be aware of the
presence of the Holy Spirit in their lives.  And they were praying that they would say “yes” every
time the heard the Holy Spirit speak - realizing that the only way to be holy, righteous, and godly is
by saying that it is “obviously not by myself” that such things can happen, and then turning to the
Holy Spirit for the power to do so.
   
What this means is that we must pray that what we do, and how we seek to do it, is guided by - and
undergirded by - the Holy Spirit.  For that is way we not only receive salvation ourselves, but also
work with God to bring about His will “on earth as it is in heaven.”  This is because a religious
ceremony means nothing if we are not in touch with the One such ceremonies point us toward.  For
God wants to do more than merely take us to heaven one day.  God wants to bring heaven about for
us in the midst of this present life.  God wants to redeem us RIGHT NOW, and change us RIGHT
NOW, and enable us RIGHT NOW to live as beings who are compassionate, loving, and kind.  And
then work through us to replicate that salvation process in the lives of those around us as the Holy
Spirit works through our witness the way we heard He worked through James and John in the
passage from Acts.  But living such a life is not easy.
   
When Abel allowed God to lead him in this way, he was killed by Cain.  When Abraham allowed
God to lead him in this way, he was called to sacrifice Isaac.  And when the Apostles allowed God
to lead them in this way, it led to them being persecuted, and imprisoned, and some of them even
being put to death.  That is because living in this way means living counter to the ways of the sinful
and fallen world in which we live.  Living in this way means living in ways that call for sacrifice,
service, and commitment over the long haul of life - not just when we feel motivated or guilty (or
the government tells us we have to get a vaccine or wear a mask).  And living in this way means
behaving in ways that are holy, righteous, and godly even when it requires that we “lay down our
lives” and “pick up our cross” to do so.
   
We see this reality in the story of a priest who was assigned to a church by the Thames River in
England.  For three years the priest worked hard.  He led Bible studies.  He held prayer meetings. 
He visited in homes and gave sermons.  All to no avail.  The parish did not change.  One day, the
Bishop visited.  “How are you doing?” the Bishop asked.  “Well,” he said, “I am embarrassed to say
that little has occurred.  The people are not on fire for the Lord.”  The bishop replied “Young man,
I did not inquire about the people, and if THEY are spiritually on fire.  What I want to know is if God
were to pick YOU up and drop YOU in the Thames, would YOU sizzle?”
   
Would YOU sizzle?  Would YOU sizzle?  That's a good question for each of us to ask as we gather
together to worship God and celebrate the sacrament of baptism today.  For God is seeking not just
to claim as His own those who are being baptized today.  God is also seeking to continue to claim
EACH of us as His own.  He is not just seeking to enable those being baptized today to become the
kind of kindling He can set afire for the work of His kingdom, He is also continuing  to seek to
enable you and I to be the kind of kindling He can set afire for the work of His kingdom.  And He
is not just seeking to have those being baptized one day become people of holiness, righteousness,
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and godliness through what has happened to THEM this day, but also to have us continue to seek
(through the power of the Holy Spirit) to live as people of holiness, righteousness, and godliness. 
For that is what it means to “remember your baptism and be thankful.”  Let us, then, commit
(through the power of the Holy Spirit) to live that kind of life each and every day.
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