Sermon for Easter 5B

May 10, 2009 

Texts:  Acts 8:26-40; Psalm 25-31; 1 John4:7-21; John 15:1-8 

“What is there to prevent me from being baptized?”

These words in this morning’s First Lesson

Brought to mind a situation

That occurred several years ago, here at CLC.

It was a hot summer Friday,

In one of those hectic weeks 

That sometimes occur in the life of the church.

Two women had died that week,

There was a wedding scheduled for Saturday

With a rehearsal that evening. 

There had been a mini-tornado in Enfield the day before.

The Red Cross had requisitioned our Sunday School rooms as a shelter,

And we had just had the funeral service for one of the women that morning. 

As I was sharing a funeral lunch with the family,

The husband of the deceased woman asked me,

Somewhat hesitantly,

“How could I be baptized?” 

As he talked with me,

He told me,

That although he had attended church intermittently

All during his adult life,

He had never been baptized.

His wife had been after him to be baptized,

But he never seemed to find the chance

To go through with it.  

As he sat at the lunch table,

Mourning his wife,

And asking questions about baptism,

It was clear to me 

That this elderly man regretted,

Never giving his wife the pleasure

Of being present for his baptism. 

When this grieving spouse first asked me the question

“What would it take for me to be baptized?”

The first thoughts that went through my mind

Were the things that I usually do with adult baptismal candidates:

The classes and the materials,

The explanations of Christianity and Lutheranism,

The discussions from the Bible,

And then the baptism in the presence of the assembly.

But rather than answer him immediately,

I listened to him tell me about how his wife

Had wanted him to be baptized.

I saw the pain in his eyes as he talked about it.

The more I listened,

The more the thought framed in my mind

“What is to stop me from baptizing him now?”

The longer I thought about it,

The more I became convinced that 

Baptizing this man in the same church,

On the same day, 

That we had just buried his wife,

Was not only possible,

But the right thing to do.

I realized that his health and the distance he lived from the church

Would make returning for baptismal instruction

And a baptismal service difficult,

If not impossible.

I asked him,

“Do you want to be baptized today?”

His face lit up and he said,

“Really, is it possible?”

Without knowing the exact details, I told him we would find a way.

I went out to the church and the old sacristy

And located the necessary supplies.

One of the elders of the church was at the luncheon,

And he agreed to assist me and witness the baptism.

One of the man’s sons,

Who had also never been baptized,

Asked, if he, too could be baptized?

So, following a funeral,

We celebrated the Sacrament of Holy Baptism

For the husband and son of the deceased woman.

That afternoon was one of the times in my ministry

That I have truly been aware 

Of the presence of the Holy Spirit,

Guiding my thinking and actions.  

I have never regretted the somewhat impulsive action of that Baptism.

At the beginning of the book of Acts

In Chapter 1, verse 8,

Luke writes,

That the risen Jesus told the disciples,

“You will receive power when the Holy Spirit

Has come upon you;

And you will be my disciples in Jerusalem,

In all Judea and Samaria

And to the ends of the earth.”

Tiny Enfield NH, in the 21st century,

Is about as close to the ends of the earth,

Both geographically and culturally

From Jerusalem, as you can imagine.  

But on that hot summer afternoon,

We, too, were empowered by the Holy Spirit,

To witness to the saving power of Jesus Christ,

In baptizing a grieving husband and son,

Who knew that their beloved wife and mother,

Was smiling, from above, at them,

As that water was poured on their heads,

And the Word of God was spoken over them.  

In the story related in our lesson this morning,

We heard of the very different context in which the Eunuch asked Philip

The very same question asked by the grieving husband,

“What is to prevent me from being baptized?”

The Eunuch, who was an important official in his own country,

Believed in God,

And had just returned from Jerusalem,

Where he had undoubtedly stood, 

Longingly, outside of the temple,

Where he would always be an outsider.  

His physical condition,

Prevented him from being a full participant 
In the religious ceremonies,

So he could only watch the celebrations from afar. 

But he was an educated man,

And one who was seeking God.

When Philip came up alongside of him,

On his return trip to Ethiopia,

The Eunuch was reading aloud from the Scriptures,

And hearing the Word of God as recorded in the Book of Isaiah.

When Philip asked if he understood what he was reading,

The Eunuch responded,

“How can I unless someone guides me.”

Philip, guided by the Spirit,

Explained the passage from Isaiah to him,

And used these words from the Suffering Servant Song,

To reveal the Good News of Jesus Christ,

Crucified and risen for all of us.  

It was in this context of having heard the Good News,

That the Eunuch,

Who had been an outsider for most of his life,

Had the divine insight to realize

That he no longer needed to remain an outsider.

As soon as he saw water,

He realized that Philip

Had the power of the Holy Spirit

To baptize him and bring him into the fold of believers.  

By the power of the Spirit,

An outsider became an insider in the community of Christ.

As bizarre as this encounter may seem to us,

This Spirit led interaction between Philip and the Eunuch

Had all the makings of a worship service.

There were two gathered, by the Holy Spirit, in Jesus’ name.

The Word was read and proclaimed.

There was water and a baptism.

And the Eunuch was sent, on his way rejoicing, 

And undoubtedly proclaiming the Good News.

I think that this joyous encounter

Has much to tell us, 

And the whole church of the 21st century.

The Spirit opened Philip’s mind as to what it meant to witness.

When the Spirit said

“Get up and Go.”
Philip got up and went,

Even though it was toward Gaza,

On a road that was unsafe even in the First Century.

Philip extended the complete hospitality expected of disciple of Christ.

When invited by the Eunuch,

He shared Word and Sacrament,

Spreading the Good News and making a disciple. 

He didn’t stop to ask questions like,

“Did Jesus really mean it when he said that we were to witness beyond Judea?”

Or “Am I really allowed baptize a eunuch?”

Think about it!

How would our witness be different,

And what might our church look like

If we followed the example of Philip?

Would we find a way to hold an outdoor worship service during the summer?

Would we celebrate communion on frozen Lake Mascoma during ice fishing season?

Would we hold Bible study in the Laundromat?

Some of these ideas are undoubtedly farfetched,

And some of them would take most of us out of our comfort zones.

However, in a time and a place

When fewer and fewer people are attending worship,

When Bible literacy is at an all time low,

And personal self-identification as a Christian is at it lowest level in US history,

Perhaps the Spirit is calling us to be at least a little bit innovative in our witness.

Think back to your own life as a Christian.

Suppose there had been some kind of obstacle to your baptism?

Suppose there had been no one to explain Scripture to you?

How would your life be different

If you had not had Word and Sacrament to strengthen you?

Many of you have told me,

I don’t know what I would have done

If I had not had faith to sustain 

When that happened

How about all those people out there,

Who have not had anyone to guide them,

Or for whom there have been obstacles,

Real or imagined, to baptism?

How about those people who have nothing to sustain them

In the midst of crisis or tragedy?

Just as Jesus told the disciples

That the Spirit would led them to witness

In ways far from their homes and cultures,

How is the Spirit is moving in you

To touch someone and guide them to grow in Christ?

Lives touched by those who are the hands and feet of Christ

Is an important aspect of witness.

Our Church Council has called on us to embark

On a process called Natural Church Development

Which will help us look at our church and its ministry.

This is a Spirit driven process

Which will challenge us to think about the ways 

In which each of us and our church as a whole,

Are called upon to be the hands and feet of Christ in this time and place.  

You have heard the Good News of Christ crucified for you.

You have been touched by Christ in baptism,

And you are sustained by his body and blood given for you in Holy Communion.  

I pray that in the coming months,

You may hear the words of the Spirit speaking to this church,

Calling you to a way of witness,

That will proclaim Christ beyond the doors of this church

And will reach the world beyond our self-imposed boundaries.

Amen
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