
"WHAT MEAN THESE RITES 11 

I. Baptism 

INTRODUCTION Edgar Guest once wrote these words in tribute to the Church: 

"To say that I do not need the Church is mere bravado. I 
needed it when my father died. I needed it when we were 
married. And when our babies were born. I shall need it 
again - and need it badly •11 

One is aware, of course, that the statement would never stand, indeed, was 
never meant to stand as a complete description of the significance of the Church. 
It's like a person looking back on his childhood home and describing it in terms 
of the family gatherings at the holiday times - Thanksgiving, Christmas and the 
Fourth of Ju)y. Those were mountainpeaks - to be sure - and they may stand out 
in any vista of memories. But there were other and more ordinary days - with 
working and eating and reading - which were indispensale to growth toward maturity. 

So to describe a person's need of the Church simply in terms of weddings, 
baptisms and funerals is decidely not enough. The story of the church's ministry 
at its best and most complete is not confined to times of unusual joy or sorrow; 
it is every Sunday in worship, study, fellowship; it is service and outreach; it 
is in sacraments and silence; it is in youth groups and men's groups and women's 
groups. It is in a hundred ways that contribute to a person's growth in the 
faith. It's in picnics and fairs and coffee hours ••• 

Nonetheless, Mr. Guest has a point. There are certain times when people 
turn to the Church and ask the distinctive rites which the Church alone performse 
There are three of these that I want us to think about in as many Sundays in a 
row, now - baptism, weddings and funerals. Here are three occasions when most 
people need the Church. 

What do these rites commonly stand for in our 20th century customs - and what 
could they stand for if we were to flood them 1'1l'i th the light of Christ's teaching 
and spirit. and love · 

BAPTISM Perhaps of the three, we have been haziest about the meaning of the 
Sacrament of Baptism. Since the overwhelming majority of baptisms in 

our Church are for infants, we shall for the most part be talking about infant 
baptism - and yet the basic truths could be re-stated and applied to adult 
baptism, as well. 

For a few moments now, reconstruct the thinking of most of us as parents with 
regard to the baptism of our children, at least in one stage of our thinking. 

A child comes into our home, and we are aware that somewhere along the line 
in the not too distant future, provision should be made for his or her baptism. 
So either we wait until the church announces an appointed day for baptism, or we 
take the initiative ourselves to work out arrangements for the child's baptism. 
The day comes and we dress our young hopeful in fuis ffunest toggery - perhaps 
even a baptismal dress that has been handed down as a family he~t~§@W - and then 
with as many as our family we can conveniently assemble, we take ourselves to the 
Church for the occasion. In the service itself, we are dimly aware that the 
minister is reading liturgy, but our real concern is apt to be for the behavior 
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of the baby - with the hope that he will stop crying if he is crying, or will 
stay sleeping if she is sleeping. At length the minister baptizes the child - who 
is either entrenched, or enraged, or completely indifferent. After suitable 
prayers, the brief service is over and we're ready to relax -perhaps with a 
little family party to celebrate the occasion. 

MOTIVES Now if, as parents, we were asked to be completely honest in 
analyzing our motives in desiring baptism for our child, chances 

are that we would have to give place to two reasons fn our answers - "respectability" 
and "fear". 

Respectability, primarily. Parents are under pressure to bring up their 
children in certa.in accepted ways. One of these traditions is baptism. The 
neighbors want to know when Johnny is going to be baptized. The church and the 
clergy look for you to present your child for baptism. More persistently, grand
mother and Aunt Minnie want to know when Johnny is going to be baptized. And so 
parents fall in line with religious conformity - and Johnny is baptized. 

And then "fear" sometimes enters into the picture. At least, it is not 
unusual to get a call from a hospital, asking for a minister to baptize a baby 
who is critically ill - or for parents to say, 11 I want the baby baptized soon ••• 
I'd never forgive myself if anything happened and the baby wasn't baptized." 
Perhaps here we reflect the L1fluence of our Roman Catholic friends at this 
point. They do believe that baptism makes a difference in celestial accomodations 
for the soul of the child. We say we don't - but still we're a little uneasy 
about it - so in order te be on the safe side, we attend to it. 

Let it be said clearly and distinctly that if these are the sum total of our 
reasons for perpetuating baptism, let us have done with it as an unworthy mixture 
of conformity and superstition. Neither of these reasons is Christian - as we 
understand the heart and mind of Christ. Can you imagine Jesus encouraging 
"respectability" as an adequate reason for perpetuating a religions form? That 
was the very tendency that He cried out against as He watched all the rigamarole 
of the Pharisees •••• "you go through all the motions of religion" he told them in 
effect, "but there is no might to your religion. You know all the forms, but 
nothing about the force". 

Or, can you imagine Jesus insisting that a child must go through a certain 
rite before God's love becomes operative in that child's life? For me, the love 
of Almighty God is too great, tee fll:ere-i-ful, to be funneled solely through the 
liturgy of the Sacrament of Baptism. 

THEN... Then perhaps we should relegate baptism to the 1:n.a:ctive file of out-
dated, out-moded ecclesiastical ritual? But no - when we remove 

some of the coats of varnish that have been applied by social custom and by hazy 
thinking on the part of pulpit and pew alike - we find a clear statement or 
sacrament of infinite worth in the eyes of the Master and the Church. When you 
stop to think about it, Jesus did not ask His followers to observe many forms. 
He saw how they could become moss that would obscure and obstruct the meaning of 
His mission - but He did ask His followers to do two things in His name: to 
partake of the Lord's Supper and to receive Baptism. We call these Sacraments. 
A sacrament is an outward sign or picture of an inward reality- God's action in 
human lives. 
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As I have forced myself to do some thi~ing about the meaning of baptism, 
I have cpme to think of the time of infant baptism as a beautiful moments when 
three forces: the home, the church and God himself- converge in their dedica
tion and promise for the life of a child. The first two - the home and the 
church - declare intentions which can be either remembered or forgotten, kept 
or neglected and thereby increase or decrease the significance of the Sacrament. 
But the third force - God himself - declares an intention which is never altered 
or unhonored - and because of that, the Sacrament can never be completely 
irrelevant. 

Someone may be reflecting that all of the strength behind these three 
forces - singly or jointly - could still be brought to bear upon the life of a 
person without the words and without the water. With this I agree. I think 
that it is entirely possible. But I also believe that Jesus clearly understood 
the high probability that these blessings would come to a life in more abundant 
fashion when the time is taken, the symbols used, the motives sincere. Then 
something is begun in baptism which goes on to make a difference in a person's 
life. 

HOME Consider each of the three forces. First, the home. Parents are 
very much infolved in what happens here at the baptismal font. To them 

this charge is directed and the question asked: 

"Forasmuch as this child is now presented by you for Christian 
baptism •••• it is your part and duty to see that he be taught ••• 
that he shall be trained to give reverent attendance upon the 
public and private worship of God and the teaching of the Holy 
Scripture •••• that in every way- by precept and example -you 
shall seek to lead him into the love of God and the service 
of our Lord, Jesus Christ. Do you solemnly promise to fulfill 
these duties so far as in you lies, the Lord being your 
helper?" 

Like the vows of marriage, these are solemn vows - and they ought not to be 
entered "into anadvisely, but reverently, discreetly and in the fear of God" .. 

Remember in the play, "Life With Father" how determined H-as the father that 
he would not present himself for baptism. At least there was a kind of rugged 
honesty about his position. And there is more, I think, to be said for that than 
for promises lightly made and soon forgotten. It's a kind of blasprnew toward 
God for parents to take these holy vows and then neglect to introduce and 
accompany their child on a journey of faith and prayer and study and service. 

Parents are involved with the development of the faith and the character 
of a child. Writes Arthur John Gossip: 

"Most of us are Christians - not because we cut our way 
through intellectual problems and menacing difficulties, 
but simply because our father and mother - one or both -
were 'in Christ' before us, and when we were small, turned 
our faces in His direction and made Him a grea"bt fact for us". 

Baptism is first of all a service in which parents present a child, in thanksgiving 
for the life that has been entrusted to them, and in humble acknowledgement 
and dedication of their role as God's first ministers in determining what that 
child shall become. 
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CHURCH Second, the Church is involved in the service of baptism. This is a 
dimension of the sacrament that l·J"e frequently overlook. Let the 

minister announce on a Sunday that a baptism is about to take place, and there 
is apt to be a stir of anticipation in the congregation - and then if the baby 
smiles or wails or yawns, there is apt to be an amused reaction from the people 
present ••• but really, there is not much sense of personal or corporate respon
sibility as a Church, is there? 

But there should be, if baptism is to become the force that it might. The 
responsibilities of the Church are not as clearly spelled out in the service 
as the responsibilities of the parents, but they are there - just as surely 
by implication, "Inasmuch as this child is now presented by YOU for Christian 
baptism and is thus consecrated to God and to His Church ••• it is YOUR part ••• 
YOUR duty •••• 11 

One of the high meanings of baptism is that a child becomes a baptized mem
ber of the Christian Church. There are all degrees of membership in the Church 
but this is a child's first welcome into the Church. So, in baptism, we who 
make up the Church are saying that we care what happens to this child - that we 
will surround him by our love and concern and example - that we will lead 
classes and groups to help him learn and know the meaning of the Faith ••• so 
that because of us it will be easier and not harder for a child to grow up as 
a believing Christian. Remember this •••• as we see children around our Church. 

GOD But the heart of the baptismal service speaks not about the home nor 
Church, but about God. Above and beyond anything else, baptism is the 

seal and promise of God's love for the person being baptized. It is something 
implicit from the day of a person's birth made explicit in the sacrament. 

Baptism says that a child or an adult is of infinite worth in the sight of 
God. 

I was reading some instructions not too long ago that directed me to 
surnish a satisfactory indentification paper. The instructions suggested bitth 
certificate, baptismal certificate, or other suitable identification. At first 
it irritated me a bit to have a Baptismal Certificate reduced to a means of 
identification, and then as I went on to think about it, it came to me that a 
baptismal certificate is the highest identification that a person can know. 

Born the child of Godly parents. Welcomed into the Church - the living 
Body of Christ and His followers. Marked forever with the sign of Eternal Love 
that will not let one go. This is baptism - not a musty, sentimental form -
but the Christian's highest mark of identification. 

PRAYER Deliver us, 0 God, from casualness or confusion about baptism -
our own and our children's. Thanks be for what bclptism meant to 

our Lord as He heard those words, "Thou art rrw Beloved Son". Thanks be tib 
You for the miracle at the heart of our baptism - the wonder that we should be 
called Your children. 



ANTHEM: "Serenity" 

"O, Sabbath rest of Galilee! 0 calm 
of hills above, where Jesus knelt to share 
with Thee, the silence of eternity inter
preted by love. 

Drop Thy still dews of quietness till 
all our strivings cease; take from our souls 
the strain and stress, and·let our ordered 
lives confess the beauty of Thy peace." 

ANTHEM: "All Creatures of Our God and King" 

The words for this anthem are taken 
from Hymn No. 60 in our hymnal, verses 1, 
2,3 and 5. 

ORGAN POSTLUDE 

The organ postlude - a final offering 
of our praise to God - comes after the 
Benediction. Time permitting, we invite 
you to remain to share in the beauty of it. 

FOR THOSE WHO SING 

New members are always welcome in the 
choir. Rehearsals are held Wednesdays at 
6:15 pm in the downstairs Choir Room. 

FINANCE COMMITTEE TO MEET 

The Finance Committee will meet Thurs
day evening at 7 pm in the Russell Room. 

AN ADULT ClASS 

A popular Bible Class for adults meets 
on Sunday morning at 9:30 in Fellowship 
Hall. New members are always welcome. 

A SPECIAL APPEAL 

During May we receive a special of
fering for the Health Care Agencies of the 
NY Conference. Envelopes are in the pews. 

ADULT FELLOWSHIP 

Members of the Adult Fellowship are 
reminded of the Circle Line Boat Trip that 
is planned for this afternoon. Also re
member to confirm your reservation for the 
June 6th Delaware River Canoe Trip with 
either Jim Thompson or David Kilbride. 

UNITED METHODIST WOMEN 

Tickets for the May 30th Spring Salad 
Luncheon are on sale today at the coffee 
hour. Buy your tickets either today or 
next Sunday and share in the interesting 
and different program that is planned. 

ADMINISTRATIVE BOARD TO MEET 

The Spring Meeting of the Administra
tive Board will be held on Tuesday night, 
May 26th, at 7:30 pm in the Russell Room. 



ORGAN 

FOURTH SUNDAY AFTER EASTER 
May 17, 1981 

ORDER OF WORSHIP 
11 A. M. 

"Chant Pastoral" 
CALL TO WORSHIP 

Dubois 

HYMN NO. 293 "Glorious Things of Thee Are Spoken" 
PRAYER OF CONFESSION (seated) 

0 God, our Father, who hast set forth the way 
of life for us in Thy beloved Son; we confess with 
shame our sloWness to learn of Him, our reluctance 
to follow Him. Thou hast spoken and called and we 
have not given heed; Thy beauty hath shone forth, 
and we have been blind; Thou hast stretched out Thy 
hands to us through our fellows, and we have passed 
by. Forgive us our transgressions; help us to amend 
our ways and in Thine eternal goodness direct what 
we shall be, in the name and power of Thy Son, Jesus 
Christ, our Lord. Amen. 

SILENT MEDITATION - WORDS OF ASSURANCE - LORD'S PRAYER 

*** 
PSALTER "The Beatitudes" 
GLORIA PATRI 
AFFIRMATION OF FAITH 

*** 
ANTHEM 
SCRIPTURE 
PASTORAL PRAYER 
PARISH CONCERNS 

"Serenity" 
Matthew 3: 13 - 17 

ANTHEM "All Creatures of our God and King" 
PRESENTATION OF THE OFFERING WITH THE DOXOLOGY 
HYMN NO. 162 "Savior, Teach Me, Day by Day" 
SERMON "What Mean These Rites" 

I. Baptism 
HYMN NO. 233 "Rejoice, Ye Pure in Heart" 
BENEDICTION 
ORGAN "Voluntary" 

*** Interval for Ushering 

No. 620 
No. 792 
No. 740 

Ives 
Page 837 

Shaw 
No. 809 

Mr. Clarke 

Purcell 

IAY READER 

We welcome Ralph Nebelung to the Lectern today. A 
native of Philadelphia and a graduate of Penn State 
University, Ralph is Manager of Real Estate Leasing with 
International Paper. Here in the Church, he serves on 
the Membership Committee and is active in Adult Fellow
ship programs. 

ALTAR FLOWERS 

The flowers on the altar are given in appreciation 
of those who share in the Sunday Nursery program of our 
Church by one of the families with a young child. 

USHERS 

The ushers today are Mr. Morales, Mr. Bates, Mr. 
King, Mr. Kunishima, Dr. Nieratka, Mr. Padilla and Mrs. 
Williams. 

AN INVITATION 

Coffee and tea will be served in the Russell Room 
following the service. Members and friends are invited 
to share in these moments of warmth made possible for 
us today by Mrs. Pew, Mrs. Clarke, Mrs. Broones, Mrs. 
Johnson, Mrs. Radnay, Miss Van Cleve and Miss Walcott. 

CHURCH SCHOOL 

Sessions of Church School for children are offered 
Sunday mornings from eleven to twelve. Nursery care for 
infants and toddlers is available on the fourth floor. 

PICK UP YOUR COPY 

Be sure to pick up your copy of the May issue of "A 
Word In Edgeways". Copies are in the narthex by the 
door as well as on the table in the Russell Room. 
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