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Believing and Belonging

The river and the tree appear to be opposites.

The river begins, quite literally, all over the place. A tiny
spring way up in the hills; a distant lake, itself fed by streamns; a
melting glacier—all of them and a thousand more contribute to
the babble and rush of water, the smooth flow here and the swirl-
ing rapids there, Gradually other streams, other whole rivers, make
their contribution. Out of many there emerges the one. I lived for
a time by the banks of the Ottawa River in Canada, just upstream
from where it Joins the St. Lawrence. It Is, at that point, over a mile
wide. Many streamns have made it what it is.

The tree begins with a single seed. An acorn or its equivalent
falls into the earth: tiny, vulnerable, alone. It germinates and puts out
_roots down into the dark earth. Simultaneously it sends up a shoot
_into the light and air. The roots quickly diverge and probe all over
the place, looking for nourishment and water. The shoot becomes a
trunk, again a single upright stalk, but this, too, quickly diverges, An
‘0ak or a cedar will spread far and wide in all directions. Even the tall,
harrow poplar is far more than Just a single trunk. The river fows
;ﬁ‘om many into one; the tree Erows from one into TIa1TY.
- We need both images if we are to understand the church.
* The church is like a river, It the last book of the Bible, John
the visionary sees a huge throng of people from every nation, kin-
red, tribe, and tongue coming together in a great chorus of praise.
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Like the river, they all started in different places, but thfay have now
brought their different streams into a single flow. The ulnage of the
river reminds us forcibly that, though the church consists by defi-
nition of people from the widest possible variety of backgrounds,
part of the point of it all is that they belong to one anotber, and are
meatit to be part of the same powerful flow, going now in the same
single direction. Diversity gives way to umty '

But at the same time the church is like a tree. The single seed,
Jesus himself, has beent sown i the dark earth an(.i has producec‘1 an
amazing plant. Branches have set off in all directions, some point-

ing almost directly upward, some reaching down to the earth, some

heading out over neighboring walls. Looking at the eager, out-.

stretched branches, you'd hardly know they were all from the same

stemn. But they are. Unity generates diversity.

These images shouldnt be pressed too far. In the final chap-
ter of the Bible, where river and trees come together as part of the':

extraordinary picture of the New Jerusalem, the river comes frorn
a single source, and the trees all bear leaves with the same heal=

ing power. But this double nmage nonetheless helps us understand:

something of what Christians mean by the church—the people
God, the Body of Christ, the Bride of Christ, God’s household, ¢

motley collection of people who gather periodically in the shabby

building up the road. What 1s the church? Who belongs to it,.a,hd
how? Equally to the point, what is the church for? w

The Church and Its Purpose

The church is the single, multiethnic family promised by the_;c_fz
ator God to Abraham. It was brought into being through _I_S ae

Messiah, Jesus; it was energized by God’s Spirit; .and_it \.N&.S'

to bring the transformative news of God’s rescuing justice >
whole creation. That’s a tightly packed definition, and ever).r. .. i
it matters. Let’s look at it more closely and see how both the i

and the tree contribute to our understanding.

] Cd
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First, the church is the single great river formed from tens of
thousands of scattered tributaries. Even when, in the days of the
early Israelites, it was mostly a single family, there was plenty of
room for outsiders (such as Ruth, in the book that bears her name)
to come in to the one family of Israel. Once Jesus had done what
he did, that became the new norm: people of every race, every
geographical and cultural background, every shape, sort, and size
were summoned and welcomed into this renewed people, Call-
ing the church “the people of God” picks up this idea of the conti-
nuity, stressed throughout earliest Christianity, between the family
of Abraham and the worldwide family of the church. Perhaps the
main problem with this image, taken by itself] is that it leaves us (as
it left the early Christians) with the puzzle of why so many Jews,
right from the start, didn’t believe that Jesus was their Messiah and
so didn’t come to belong to the family that hailed him as Lord.

Second, the church is the many-branched tree planted by God
when he called Abraham: the tree whose single trunk is Jesus, and
whose many branches, twigs, leaves, and so on are the millions of
Christian communities and Christian individuals around the world,
One central biblical way of saying much' the same thing is to follow
Paul and think of the church as the “Body of Christ”’ the single body
in which every individual, and every local comumunity, is a limb or
an organ. “The body” is more than merely an image of unity-in-
diversity; it's a way of saying that the church is called to do the work
of Christ, to be the means of his action in and for the world. The
tree, rooted in ancient Israel, standing up straight in Jesys, branch-
ing out with his life in all directions, is to be the means of imple-
menting his work, of making his achievement real in all the world.
Looking at the church this way is very close to another biblical
Image, one which we find both in the Old Testament and in Jesus’s
own. teaching: God’s people as the vine, 2 single plant with many
branches.

In both of these images the idea of “family” is never far away, but

it can be misleading. At one level it’s central; the early Christians
: g ¥
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did their best to live as an extended famaly, caring for each other in
the way in which (in that world) extended families did. They called
each other “brother” and “sister” and really meant it. They lived and
prayed and thought like that: children of the same father, foliowing
the same older brother, sharing goods and resources where need
arose. When they talked about “love,” that’s the main thing they
meant: living as a single family, a mutually supporting community.
The church must never forget that calling.

But at the same time the idea of “family” can take us i the
wrong direction. As many preachers have said (I've heard it attrib-

uted to Billy Graham, among others), God has no grandchﬂdren.‘

One of the biggest battles in the early church was all about wheth-
er people coming in from the outside, into what was still bastcally a
Jewish community, had to become Jews—that is, had to go through
the process of becoming a “proselyte”—in order to belong to the

people of God as redefined around Jesus. (This would have meant

that they had to practice the Jewish Law, including having their
menfolk circumcised.) The answer, from Paul and the rest, was a
resounding no. God welcomes non-Jews as non-Jews, and doesn’t
require them to become Jewish. Ac the same time, Jews themselves
couldn’t rely on their birth and ancestral status to assure them-
selves that they were automatically members in the renewed family
which God was creating through the Messiah. As John the Baptist
had said, the ax is laid to the roots of the tree.

Nor does a person belong to the Messiah and his people sim-
ply because of being born into a Christian family or household.
That’s not to deny that families have played a significant part in the
development of the church. Many of the earliest Christians were
related to one another. Sometimes two or three families have con-
tributed massively to the life and work of the church in particular
areas and generations. But, as we all know, it’s perfecily possible for
someone to grow up in a Christian household and turn his or her
back on its faith and life; and it’s not only possible but glorious-
ly and frequently real that people who grew up having no contact
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with the gospel or the church come into full and active memper.
ship. Many branches fall off the tree; many streams come togéth_
er into the single river. Being born into a particular human family
doesn’t determine whether or not you will become a member of
the family of God.

Many people today find it difficult to grasp this sense of corpo-
rate Christian identity. We have been so soaked in the individualism
of modern Western culture that we feel threatened by the idea of
our primary identity being that of the family we belong to——espe-
cially when the family in question is so large, stretching across space
and time. The church isn’t simply a collection of isolated individ-
uals, all following their own pathways of spiritual growth withe
out much reference to one another. It may sometimes look like
that, and even feel like that. And it’s gloriously true that each of us
is called to respond to God’s call at a personal level. You can hide
in the shadows at the back of the church for a while, but sooner
or later you have to decide whether this is for you or not. But we
need to learn again the lesson (to take St. Paul’s image of the Body
of Christ) that a hand is no less a hand for being part of 3 larger
whole, an entire body. The foot is not diminished in itg freedom
to be a foot by being part of a body which also contains eyes and
ears. In fact, hands and feet are most free to be themselves when
they coordinate properly with eyes, ears, and everything else. Cut-
ting them off in an effort to make them truly free, truly themselves,
would be truly disastrous.

In particular, it would deny the very purpose for which the
church was called into being. According to the early Christians, the
church doesn't exist in order to provide a place where people can
pursue their private spiritual agendas and develop their own spir-
itual potential. Nor does it exist in order to provide a safe haven
in which people can hide from the wicked world and ensure that
they themselves arrive safely at an otherworldly destination, Pri-
vate spiritual growth and ultimate salvation come rather as the by-
products of the main, central, overarching purpose for which God
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has called and is calling us. This purpose is clearly stated in vari-
ous places in the New Testament: that thrgugh the .churc_:h God
will announce to the wider world that he is indeed its wise, lov-
ing, and just creator; that through Jesus he h_as df-:ft.':atﬁd .the pow-
ers that corrupt and enslave it; and that by his Spirit he is at work
to heal and renew it. |

The church exists, in other words, for what we sometimes 'ca.ﬂ
“mission”: to announce to the world that Jesus is its Lord. This is
the “good news,” and when it announced. it transforms people
and societies. Mission, in its widest as well as its more focused sens-
es, is what the church is there for. God intends_ to put the world
to rights; he has dramatically launched this project tl?rough Jesus.
Those who belong to Jesus are called, here and now, in the power

of the Spirit, to be agents of that putting-to-rights purpose. The
word “mission” comes from the Latin for “send”: “As d.le fathe,r’
sent me,” said Jesus after his resurrection, “so I am sending you”
(John 20:21). . . s

We shall consider presently what that means in practice. But
first, notice this. From the very beginning, in Jesuss own teach—

ing, it has been clear that people who are called to be agents o
God’s healing love, putting the world to rights, are called also to be

people whose own lives are put to rights by the same healing love ..
The messengers must model the message. That’s why, though the -

reason for God’s call of the church is mission, the missionaries
thar is, all Christians—are themselves defined as people who ha
themselves been made whole. We must now pause and ask wha

exactly that means.

Waking Up to the Good News

What happens when you wake up in the morning?. :

For some people, waking up 1s a rude and shocking experl._é
Off goes the alarm, and they jump in fright, dragged out of a de
sleep to face the cold, cruel light of day.
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For others, it’s a quiet, slow process. They can be half-asleep and
half-awake, not even sure which is which, until gradually, eventu-
ally, without any shock or resentment, they are happy to know that
another day has begun.

Most of us know something of both, and a lot in between.

Waking up offers one of the most basic pictures of what can
happen when God takes a hand in someone’s life.

There are classic alarm-clock stories. Saul of Tarsus on the road
to Damascus, blinded by a sudden light, stunned and speechless,
discovered that the God he had worshipped had revealed himself
in the crucified and risen Jesus of Nazareth. John Wesley found his
heart becoming strangely warm, and he never looked back. They
and a few others are the famous ones, but there are millions more.

And there are many stories, though they don't hit the headlines
i the same way, of the half-awake and half-asleep variety. Some
people take months, years, maybe even decades, during which they
aren’t sure whether they're on the outside of Christian faith look-
ing in, or on the inside looking around to see if it’s real.

As with ordinary waking up, there are many people who are
somewhere in between. But the point is that there’s such a thing
as being asleep, and there’s such a thing as being awake. And it’s
important to tell the difference, and to be sure you're awake by the
time you have to be up and ready for action, whatever that action
may be. : '

Waking up is, in fact, one of the regular early Christian imag-
es for what happens when the gospel of Jesus—the good news that
the creator God has acted decistvely to put the world to rights—

- Impinges on someones consciousness. There’s a good reason for

this.“Sleep” was a regular way of talking about death in the ancient

Jewish world. With the resurrection of Jesus, the world was being
invited to wake up. “Wake up, sleeper!” writes St. Paul. “Rise from

the dead! Christ will give you light!” (Ephesians 5:14).
The earliest Christians believed, in fact, that resurrection was
what every human being really needed—not Jjust in the end, in the
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new world that God will eventually make, but in. the' present ll‘fe as
well. God intends, in the end, to give us a new life, in comparlsczin
with which the present one is a mere thing of si?adows. He intends
to give us new life within his ultimate new creation. But the new cre-
ation has already begun with the resurrection of Jesus, and God wants us

to wake up now, in the present time, to the new reality. We are to

come through death and out the other side into a new sort o.f life; to
become daytime people, even though the rest of the world isn’t vet

awake. We are to live in the present darkness by the light of Christ,

so that when the sun comes up at last we Wlll be ready for it. Or, l:o
change the image, we are already to be penciling the 'sketc}%es f;]il t ,e
masterpiece that God will one day call us to he_lp. him paint. That’s
what it means to respond to the call of the Christian gospel.

It isn’t, in other words, a matter of “having a new religious

experience.” It may feel like that, or it may not. For some people,.
becoming a Christian is a deeply emotional experience; for oth-

ers, it’s a calm, clear-eyed resolution of matters long pondered. Our
b tl

personalities are gloriously different, and God Freats us all glorlou;—
ly differently. In any case, some religious experiences are prit_"mclln -
ly un- or anti-Christian. The ancient Worlfi was full of all 111;
religions, many of them deeply dehun.lan.lzmg. Though we ?
always recognize it, the modern world is like t}.lat, too. . .
So what is involved in hearing and respondl,ng to the C ?rlst;ap
gospel? What does it mean to wake up to God’s new wor%d. Wha
does it mean, in other words, to become a member of God’s people
k of the church? %
OfJTe;is ;cizzlfl—e;e “cood news” of what the cr’eator God has d_o'ne
in Jesus—is first and foremost news about something that has. hapfiné
And the first and most appropriate response to that news is fo belie
it. God has raised Jesus from the dead, and has thereby declare .
a single powerful action that Jesus has launc%led the long—ai\;/?zl e
kingdom of God, and that (by means of Jesus’s death) the ev. o
the world has been defeated at last. When the alarm clock 8o 0
this is what it says:“Here’s the good news. Wake up and behex.re-
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This message, though, is so utterly unlikely and extraordinary
that you can’t expect people simply to believe it in the same way
they might believe you if you said it was raining outside. And yet,
as people hear the message, at least some find that they do believe
it. It makes sense to them. J don’t mean the kind of “sense” you
get within the flatland world of secular imagination. There the only
things that marter are what you can put mto 2 test tube or a bank
account. I mean the kind of sense that exists within the strange
new world which we glimpse, even if only for 2 moment, in the
way we glimpse a whole new world when we stand in awe in front
ofa great painting, or are swept off our feet by a song or a sympho-
ny. That kind of “making sense” is much more like falling in love
than like calculating a bank balance, Ultimately, believing that God
raised Jesus from the dead is 4 matter of believing and trusting in
the God who would, and did, do such a thing.

This is where our word “belief” can be inadequate or even mis—
leading. What the early Christians meant by “belief” included both
believing that God had done certain things and believing i the
God who had done them. This is not belief that God exists, though
clearly that is involved, too, but loving, grateful trust.

When things “make sense” in that way, you are left knowing that
it is0’t so much a matter of you figuring it all our and deciding to
take a step, or a stand. Its a maiter of Someone calling vou, call-
ing with a voice you dimly recognize, calling with a message that is
simultaneouwsly an invitation of love and a summons to obedience.
The call to faith is both of these. Tt 1s the call to believe that the
true God, the world} creator, has loved the whole world so much,
you and me included, that he has come himself in the person of his

- Son and has died and risen again to exhaust the power of evil and

create a new world in which everything will be put to rights and
Joy will replace sorrow.

The more conscious we are of our own inability to get it right,
perhaps even our own flagrant disloyalty to the call to live s gen-

‘uine haman beings, the more we will hear this call as what it most
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deeply is. It is the offer of forgiveness. It is the surm]:émns tt(::) 1;&:;1):2
God’s gift of a slate wiped clean, a totally new sltart. ver; gﬁ e
that is to catch vour breath with awe.an_d gratitude, an tol_ _ust
answering, thankful love welling up inside. f‘Xs Wedsa\;r e;r 1er,i:E] N
as you can’t set up a staircase of human logic a,n clim utpircase
get to some kind of “proof” of God, so you canlt set up asta

of human moral or cultural achievement an.d .chmb up 1.t to fearg
God3s favor. From time to time some Chr‘lstlans. ha;fr_e lmilgm,ie
that they were supposed to do just that, and in their efforts they

made a nonsense of everything.

But the fact that we can't ever earn God’s favor by our ox.vn
moral effort shouldn’t blind us to the fact that the call to faith -

is also a call to obedience. It must be, because it declares that:
Jesus is the world’s rightful Lord and Master. (The language Paul;

used of jesus would have reminded his hearers at once of the.

language they were accustomed to hearing about Caesar.) That 5
why Paul can speak about “the obedience of faith! Indeid, the:
word the early Christians used for “faith” can also mean “loyal

i ient and modern have:
ty” or “allegiance.” It’s what emperors ancien

always demanded of their subjects. The mcejsage of tile glf)spe;lls
the good news that Jesus is the one .tr_ue emperor, ruf ing !
world with his own brand of self-giving love. :‘Hns, o (,:,0':1.e
cheerfully and deliberately deconstructs t}_le,:word emperot 11 ts I
When the early Christians used “impe.mal language 1;1 rede.l :
to Jesus, they were always conscious of irony. Whoever hean :

1 eror? o
cru;ie;i ::;Psee ourselves in the light of Jesus’s pre of kmg; !
and realize the extent to which we have been hvmlg. by 311-1 _ z:r
ent code altogether, we realize, perhaps for the first t%me,al_q_.\f:ibn
we have fallen short of what we were mad(? to be. This re 1z;. ;
is what we call “repentance,” a serious turn?ng away from patte
of life which deface and distort our genuine h1.1mar;1ne}sl;s._h..t
Jjust a matter of feeling sorry for particular failings, th'm.lg é a&
often be true as well. It is the recognition that the living G0

the announcement that he is th

flash or by a long, slow, windi
you are (whether you realize it or not) wearing the badge which
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made us humans to reflect his image into his world, and that we
haven’t done so. (The technical term for that is “sin,” whose pri-
mary meaning is not “breaking the rules” but “missing the mark,”
failing to hit the target of complete, genuine, glorious humanness )
Once again, the gospel itself, the very message which announces
that Jesus is Lord and calls us to obedience,

forgiveness, unearned and freely given, because of his cross. All we
cant say is, “Thank you.

To believe, to love, to obey (and to tepent of our failure to do
those things): faith of this kind is the mark of the Christian, the one
and only badge we wear. That is why, in most traditional churches,
the community declares its faith publicly in the words of one of the
ancient creeds. This is the stamp of who we are. When we declare
our faith, we are saying yes to this God, and to this project. That is
the central mark of our tdentity, of who and what the church is.
This, by the way, is what St. Paul meant when he spoke of “justi-
fication by faith.” God declares that those who share this faith are
“in the right” He intends to put the whole world to rights; he has

.
Christian faith isn’t 5 general religious awareness. Nor is it the
ability to believe severa] unlikely propositions. It is ceftainly not a

put us out of touch with any gen-

hears the story of Jesus, including
e world’s true Lord, and responds

- from the heart with a surge of grateful love that says: “Yes. Jesus is
- Lord. He died for my sins. God raised him from the dead.This is the

enter of everything” Whether you come to this faith in a blinding

Ng route, once you get to this point
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marks you out as part of the church, on an-equal tjootinf1 Wltth ex;z;};
other Christian who ever lived. You are discovering what it m
to wake up and find yourself in God’s new world. ) e
What's more, you are giving clear evidence t'at a ne o
has begun. Somewhere in the depths of your bemIg slorgzcausi
has stirred into life that was previously not there. 11: is e
of this that many early Christians rea.ched .for the ;-H;g:afcher
birth. Jesus himself, in a famous discussion Wltil;.n;]je;::st " ; Ough,
oke of being born “from above™: 2 new even ,
f:gstinguished from, ordinary humz:in }‘tl).ut‘l:i (_](;thrlf‘il.3 vﬁir;z eb:zig
isti i up and developed this idea. orT
l():rtz,?htzn:npdlciijs, SIZ) the signs of life in a newborn Christian are

faith and repentance, inhaling the love of God and e'xhalmg atn :
initial cry of distress. And at that point what God provides, exact-

i i nurtur-
ly as for a newborn infant, is the comfort, protection, and

ing promise of a mother.

Belonging to the Family

“If God is our father, the church is our mother.” Th? gords az
those of the Swiss Reformer John Calvin. Several 1.31b11c ! :})las;:i

speak in this way (notably, Galatians 4:‘26727,. echoing Isai a.ﬂd
They underline the fact that it is as 1mposs1l?le-, unrgecessaryiaom
undesirable to be a Christian all by yourself as it is to be a new ot

baby all by yourself. ' .
El”lsjhe clzurch is first and foremost a community, a collection-of

people who belong to one another because they belofng toSSth_de,
the God we know in and through _]esus.Thloug?rh we -O,teﬁ ubu.
word “church” to denote a building, the 1.301-nt is that it sd t dz C

ing where this community meets. True, buﬂdmgs can an o ’
memories, and when people have been praying alnd_ WO;S if
and mourning and celebrating in a particular bu11d1;1ﬂg 01{.:__ -
years, the building itself may come to speak powerfully of
welcoming presence. But it is the people who matter.
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The church exists primarily for two closely correlated purpos-
¢s: to worship God and to work for his kingdom in the world, You
can and must worship, and work tor God’s kingdom, in private and
In ways unique to yourself, but if God’s kingdom is to go forward,
rather than around and around in circles, we must work together
as well as apart.

The church also exists for a third purpose, which serves the
other two: to eficourage one another, to build one another up in
taith, to pray with and for one another, to learn from one another
and teach one another, and to set one another examples to follow,
challenges to take up, and urgent tasks to perform.This is all part of
what is known loosely as Jellowship. This doesn’t Just mean serving
one another cups of tea and coffee, It’s all about living within that

sense of a joint enterprise, a family business, in which everyone has
a proper share and a proper place.

It is within this context that the different “miniseries” within the
church have grown up. From the very earliest evidence we have, in
the Acts of the Apostles and the letters of Paul, the church has rec-
ognized different callings within its commeon life. God has given
different gifts to different people so that the whole community
may flourish and take forward the work with which it has been
entrusted. :

Worship, tellowship, and the work of reflecting God’s kingdom
into the world flow into and out of one another. You can’t reflect
God’s image without returning to worship to keep the reflection
fresh and authentic. In the same way, worship sustains and nour-
ishes fellowship; without it, fellowship quickly deteriorates into
groups of the like-minded, which in turn quickly become exclu-
sive cliques—the Very opposite of what Jesus’s people should be
aiming at.

It is within the church, even when the church isn’t getting every-
thing quite right, that the Christian faith of which we have spoken
is nourished and grows to maturity. As with any tamily, the members
discover who they are in relationship with one another. Churches
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vary enormously in size, from scattered handfuls of people in 1seola::tci
villages to enormous congregations of many thousands in som pthat
of the world. But ideally every Christian li}riould bzkc);lrge tf(; : irfllli o

1 enough for individuals to get to know an ,
zlsnsdmpailrticulaiy to pray in meaningful c_lepth ff)r one énotberi,tjnr:ll ;l;c_)
to a fellowship large enough to contain a .W.lde Varie;yaﬂ m o mem-
bership, styles of worship, and kingdommactlwty The }smk dert the loal
community, the more important it is to be powerfully linke g

unit. The larger the regular gathering (I think of those churches Whelie :
seve.ral hundred, or even several thousand, meet together everylwigl ), |
the more important it is for each member to belong also to a sm: er

group. Ideally, groups of a dozen or so will meet to pray, study scr1p:-
ture, and build one another up in the faith.

Membership of the church begins with a single action which -

speaks dramatically of what believing and belonging is all about
baptism.

Through the Waters of Baptism

We ought to know the story by now. Jews, ancient anfflhrnodeemzi
i i hic detail: the story of how
have told it every year and in grap o 3o
ht them through the']
d them from Egypt. He broug _ ‘ R
];ZS&C sz led them thrdugh the wilderness into the Promised .Lan

ter to freedom. S
m:l?ﬁgeh srti:r;mitselffbegan, interestingly, with the E:aclii_gqus?
being rescued as a little boy from the re-:edy edge of t ;baSkét_: fat_h
after his parents had placed him there in a waterproo "
er than kill him as they had been ordered to do. Moses e
through (on a small scale) the rescue-through-water v&: e
would accomplish through him later on. After l\};losesr sd b Rl
happened again: Joshua leci1 the1 people through the Jo dan

. mised Land at last.
andTlllllt:e tsl’i(irfi)er? look back even further. Cre.ation itse]f t}(})(;k
according to Genesis 1, when God’s great wind or breat._
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brooded like a dove over the waters, and when God separated the
waters into different places and called dry land to appear. Creation
itself, you might say, began with an exodus, a baptism. Thiough the
water to new life,

So we shouldn’t be surprised when we find that one of the best-
known Jewish renewa movements took shape as g new-exodus
movement, and 3 crossing-the-Jordan novement. Jesus’s cousin John
believed it was his calling to get people ready for the long-awaited
moment when Israels God would fulfill his ancient promises. He

the purified people, the new-covenant people, the people ready for
their God to come and deliver them.

Jesus himself submitted to John’s baptism. He was identifying
with those he had come to rescue, fulfilling the covenant plan of his
Father. And as he came up from the water, God’ Spirit descended
on him like a dove, with a vojce from heaven declaring that he was
God’ true Son, Israel’s Messiah, the king. Jesus saw his kingdom-
movement as starting with that symbolic new-exodus action,

But he also saw it pointing to the action with which his minis-
try would reach its climax. He spoke on one occasion about hay-
ing “a baptism to be baptized with”—and it became clear that he
was referring to his own death. As we saw earlier, he chose Pass.
over, the great Jewish exodus festival, as the moment tO act sym-
bolically to challenge the authorities, knowing what was bound to

Jesus’s own baptism and his carefully planned Last Supper both

. point back to the original exodus (the coming-through-the-water
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multiple layers of meaning that were already present in baptism
were now to be recentered on the event of Jesus’s death and resur-
rection. Through the waler into God’s new world.

That is why, from the earliest Christian sources we possess, Chris-
tian baptism is linked not just to Jesus’s own baptism, not just to the
exodus and the first creation, but to Jesus’s death and resurrection.
St. Paul, in one of his earliest letters, speaks of being “crucified with
the Messiah” and coming through into a new life; and in his great-
est work (the letter to Rome) he explains that in baptism itself we
die “with the Messiah” and come through to share his risen life.
The spectacular, unique events at the heart of the Christian story

happen to us, not just at the end of our own lives and beyond (when.

we die physically and, eventually, when we rise again), but while we
are continuing to live in the present time. Through the water into the.
new life of belonging to_Jesus.

That is why, from very early on, Christian baptism was seen as

the mode of entry into the Christian family, and why it was asso-
ciated with the idea of being “born again.” Of course, not every-
one who has been through water-baptism has actually known and
experienced for themselves the saving love of God in Christ sweep-
ing through and transforming their lives. At various points Paul has

to remind his readers that they have a responsibility to make real’

in their own lives the truth of what happened to them in ba
tism. But he doesn’t say that baptism doesn’t matter, or that it isn.t
real. People who have been baptized can choose to reject the faith,
Just as the children of Israel could rebel against vawn after having
come through the Red Sea. Paul makes that point in 1 Corinthians
10 and elsewhere. But they can’t get unbaptized: God will regard
them as disobedient family members rather than outsiders.: o
In particular, we can now see why Christian baptism m ol
being plunged into water (or having it poured over you) in tf
name of God, Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. The point is__tha't-_f_h
story which baptism tells is Gods own story, from creation
covenant to new covenant and new creation, with jesué; ifi
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middle of it and the S

pirit brooding over it, In bapti
: . 118
brought into that sto which o

ty, to be an actor in the play which God is

lines and join in the dr
ama. Through the water
God’s purpose for the world. o feome pan v
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