
No rite of passage (Baptism) 31 Oct 2021 

On Friday, Sheila and I went to get our ‘flu 

shots in the village…whoopee doo, you might 

exclaim - or not, perhaps. 

Why would we do that? 

To avoid getting the ‘flu this winter, is the 

obvious and correct answer.  Well done, take a 

gold star and a cookie. 

We did something to avoid a possible 

unpleasant outcome. 

But baptism isn’t like that. 

When I was in my 14th year I went through 

puberty - or at least my body did, I think my 

mind is still trying to catch up. 

Baptism isn’t like that either. 

When I went to junior school, I had to pass 

exams to be able to go to my senior school; it 

wasn’t a given, as it seems to be in this 

country. 

Baptism isn’t like that either. 

In fact, baptism isn’t like anything else; 

baptism is…well, like baptism. 

Take my first example of the ‘flu shot; 

Being baptized is not any sort of protection 

for something unpleasant to come; in 

particular, it is no guarantee of salvation, free 
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ticket to heaven, or get-out-of-jail card for 

hell. 

Take my second example; puberty - it is 

something that naturally happens along the 

way of life, whether you want it to or not, and 

should be accepted as such.  Baptism isn’t that 

- you have to actively seek it and ask for it to 

happen. 

Take my third example; you must pass this 

exam in order to move up the hierarchy of the 

school - or religious ladder.  No - baptism is 

not like that either. 

Baptism is no rite of passage in any way, shape, 

or form.   

For children and babies, it should be the 

conscious decision of the parents to undertake 

to raise their child in the knowledge and light 

of the gospel of Jesus Christ, and take 

responsibility for his or her instruction in this 

endeavour until the child is able to understand 

what has been done on their behalf, whereupon 

the responsibility transfers to the child or 

adult, to continue in this way - or reject it. 

For adults, it is altogether a more demanding 

and serious business, requiring a commitment 

that is life-long, in the same way as the 

commitment to a partner in marriage. 
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Such a commitment is a hard undertaking and 

responsibility, and that is why we make the 

promises and vows we do with the request for 

God’s help to maintain our commitment. 

As you will have learned from the promises and 

liturgy that we have used, baptism is one of 

the main sacraments of the church.  And what 

is a sacrament? 

A sacrament is the outward and visible sign of 

an inward and spiritual truth.  Just as the Holy 

Eucharist is that we shall engage in presently. 

Baptism is the figurative acting out of Christ’s 

death and resurrection through immersion in 

water and being raised a new person.  We sadly 

don’t have a full immersion tub here, or I’d 

have been able to dunk Christine properly!  As 

in most churches nowadays, the process is 

made symbolically by the pouring of water 

three times over the head of the candidate, in 

the name of the Trinity. 

This represents the cleansing of sins and 

rising to new life. 

It is very naturally followed by the Eucharist, 

which is our ‘Thank You’ (Eucharist means 

‘Thank You’ in Greek) to God for his Son, 

Jesus’ sacrifice of himself for our sins, for his 

death and stunning resurrection, represented 

by our emerging drenched from the waters of 

the grave in our sacrament of Baptism. 
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There is one other important thing that I do 

that is not always done at baptism, and that is 

that I anoint the baptized with the oil of 

chrism.  I do this to mark Christine as God’s 

own child in Jesus’ name.  I could, I suppose, 

tattoo her - but it takes a bit longer. 

The point being that she is now - like it or not 

- and by her own request and confession, a 

marked follower of Jesus Christ, and both we 

and she should expect her life to reflect that 

decision from now on. 

There is a strange and ancient tradition in the 

UK on a Sunday in July each year that is 

called, ‘Swan Upping Sunday’. 

In it, a royal skiff - that’s a small rowing boat 

- is rowed up a portion of the river Thames 

and all the swans on that portion of river are 

caught and ringed, to mark them as belonging 

to the monarch, king or queen. 

In the same way, we have marked Christine by 

the chrism as God’s own child for ever. 

And just as the ringing of the swans confers 

royal protection on them, so the anointing at 

baptism confers God’s protection on Christine. 

But just as the swan can fly away and decide 

that it no longer wants the protection of the 

sovereign, so Christine can also fly away from 

her baptismal vows.  Just because she carries 
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God’s mark does not mean she is forced into an 

enclosure or way of behaviour. 

How she lives now is not just up to her, 

because as a member of the family of the 

church, it is also our collective responsibility 

to help her to grow in the Christian life - as we 

would help any other younger brother or sister 

in our own families. 

So for us, too, this event is no rite of passage, 

we are not re-stocking our ‘fridge with 

another pint of milk, but welcoming the newest 

and most precious Christian soul into our 

family of baptized Christian swans. 

Let us all honk together!

5


