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The most moving wedding I ever attended began with a baptism.  

 The groom was baptized at the same font, one of those big marble carved fonts, 
the same font where his soon-to-be wife  

   had been baptized as an infant.  
There was not a dry eye in the house after he got up from his knees  
 with drops of water in his hair to join hands with his bride. 

  Then, after the wedding vows were exchanged,  
   the entire congregation took communion. 

It was a thoroughly Presbyterian wedding, and you guessed it,  
 the bride was a minister fresh from seminary.  
  But it was not the only worship service that I’ve attended  

   at which both sacraments were shared. 
We have done that here on three or four occasions,  

 baptizing a baby on the first Sunday of the month when we take communion,   
  usually for the sake of traveling grandparents and aunts and uncles.  
   But far from being a scheduling issue, 

    it’s always special when Baptism and the Lord’s Supper  
     our two sacraments, are shared on the same day.  

 
Now having two sacraments is a shift away from the Roman Catholic tradition,  
 which practices seven sacraments, not two.  

But even the Roman Catholics have shifted from a time  
 when there were dozens of rituals that were recognized as  

sacraments by the church.i  
Why? Because a sacrament is an action  
 that is a sign and seal of the presence of God,  

  an outward expression of an inward gift from God, 
   or as Augustine put it famously, “a visible form of an invisible grace.” 

Because our God is an active personal God who cares about us, 
there are many sacramental moments in life, 

  moments when we sense that some  

event is deeply blessed and initiated by God. 
So think of it: birth, baptism, confirmation, death, marriage, recovery from illness,  

experiences of deliverance from danger,   
or some forms of divine encounter for which there is simply no name. 

No wonder the number of events called sacraments by the church  

expanded in the Roman Catholic church.  
 

Even so, Baptism and the Lord’s Supper,  
which is also called the Eucharist—the Greek term for “thanksgiving”— 
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baptism and the Lord’s Supper  
were always considered first and foremost among the sacraments.  

At the Council of Trent in the mid 1500s, the Roman Catholic church  
 whittled the list down from over 30 sacraments to seven,  

  and it was a reaction to us, to the Protestant Reformers,  
who had whittled the sacraments down to only two,  

    both actions taken by Jesus to which the bible attests.  

So just what are sacraments and what are we doing  
on the days when they are part of worship? 

The word sacrament itself is a good place to start.  
In his translation of the bible from Greek into Latin,  

the fourth century biblical scholar Jerome made the decision  

to use the Latin word sacramentum, sacrament, 
 for the rites that the earliest Christians called “Mysteries”,  

Mysteries was the term for baptism and the Lord’s Supper  
used by the early church and it’s still the term that is used 

 in the Greek Orthodox church to this day.ii  

I for one really wish Jerome had stuck with “mysteries,” 
which is a much better word for God-touched events,iii  

 that are in essence ever beyond our understanding. 
  If the word mysteries works well for you,   

please use it in your hearts from now on. 

 
There are a dozen scriptures we could have chosen for this conversation.  

 Jesus’ baptism appears in all four gospels,  
  and there are stories of the disciples and Paul  
   baptizing throughout the New Testament.  

The story of the Lord’s Supper also appears in all four gospels, 
  with some interesting twists in the gospel of John.  

Paul’s words in First Corinthians won the day for a communion text 
 because we say those words every time we come to the table.  
  They have even come to be known as the Words of Institution, 

(What a Presbyterian thing. And that’s what we actually print in the bulletin 
 – The Words of Institution.) 

   and I am guessing that many, many of you could say them  
with me aloud with no problem.   

“On the night on which he was betrayed  

our Lord took bread and after giving thanks,  
he broke it and gave it to his disciples saying,  

‘Take, eat.  This is my body broken for you.’”  And on and on. 
Again, today we are spending, in our summer series on worship,  

we are spending less time with our scriptures themselves 

  in order to hear more about our own practices in worship,  
   because when it comes to the mysteries we call the sacraments  

    experience means a whole lot more than understanding.  
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Baptism, for example, always makes me cry,  
 as anyone here who has seen me conduct a baptism knows.  

We are baptized only once in our lives,  
 very often while we are babies, too little to remember.  

Baptism is the act of entry into the church, 
 which is why it only needs to happen once,  
  and why it happens publically in front of the whole congregation. 

   There are few exceptions. 
Again, baptism is an outward sign, an outward sign and seal,  

 of something God has already done. 
  An action towards us that God has already taken. 
That’s why we and many other mainline denominations  

baptize infants instead of waiting  
  until we are supposedly able to make some kind of choice: 

  For us there is no such thing as a decision to be made.  
    God is actor and we are the ones acted upon. Period. 
That’s also why we do not rush to baptize infants whose lives may hang in the balance.   

We believe with Paul that the children of believers belong to God,  
so there is no need for emergency action on our part. 

But, of course, a pastor may do a hospital baptism 
    simply as a pastoral act to bring comfort to the parents. 
 

Because so many of us are baptized when we were tiny,  
 we tend to come to the true meaning of our baptism over time; 

  if we have children when we baptize our own children,  
   or when we watch other families baptize their infants or children,  
    and vow to help raise that child and every baptized child  

     surrounded by the love and teachings of Jesus.  
      That’s a vow all of us make at every baptism we witness. 

It is the most serious of vows, connecting us to each other  
 in ways designed to endure for a lifetime.  
  For our baptismal identity, our place in the family of God, 

   is a Christian’s core identity: it's who we really are. 
That’s why we use only the first and middle names in a baptism,  

 which have come to be known as our “Christian name.” 
  Our surname, the last name, is a legal entity.  

It’s for signing documents and buying property.   

It has no place in baptism. It is therefore irrelevant. 
This renewed understanding of baptism  

as our identity is why baptismal fonts stand  
  at the center of the sanctuary today, or at the entrance, 
   in more and more and more churches; it’s why we pour water  

    at different times in worship, so we can hear the sound  
     that represents who we really are; 

people who have washed and renewed  
and brought to life in the love of Christ.  
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It’s why the font is the place to stand, the right place to stand  
   when we send people out into the world as disciples. 

Re-baptizing is not done, at least it’s not done by Presbyterians,  
 who recognize that all baptisms done in other Christian denominations 

are legitimate because baptism is entry into the Church Universal,  
the body of Christ wherever it exists, 

    not entry into a particular expression of the body of Christ,  

     which is what any individual congregation is. 
For Reformed Christians re-baptism is deeply offensive, 

 because it suggests that one congregation or denomination 
is somehow better than another or more legitimate, 

   which is something we incredibly sin-conscious Presbyterians know  

is not true, it’s not true for us or any other congregation. 
So to sum up then, baptism is  

 the act of entry into the Church universal, not a particular congregation. 

 It’s a sign and seal of something God has already done. 

 It happens only once in a lifetime and endures for an entire lifetime, 
so that in the funeral service you will hear the words his or her baptism is 
complete in death. 

 and baptism finally is the basis of our deepest, truest identity. 
    

Our other sacrament, The Lord’s Supper, is and ought to be frequent. 
  John Calvin would have preferred that we take communion  
  every time, every time the Word is read and preached.  

Because the hearing of the Word, Christ is present whenever we hear the Word, 
 and Calvin knew that we need the presence of Christ not only in the Word,  

but also at the table:  The coming to his table  
to be filled with the bread and wine of his grace every chance we get. 

Calvin did not win the day with his arguments about frequent communion,  

 and those arguments were really fierce during the Reformation.iv 
 The Scottish Kirk of for centuries only offered communion four times a year, 

 which was still the situation in the Southern branch  
  of the Presbyterian church where I happened to grow up. 

(So is there anybody here who only took communion four times a year  

at some point in your life?  Raise your hand.) 
Now, fortunately, since the 1970s the world has undergone, 

the world has undergone a time of liturgical renewal,  
and for most Presbyterian churches nowadays  

communion is shared at least once a month, 

 and on Christmas eve, and on Maundy Thursday, at the minimum. 
Now, if you’ve been in the church for a lifetime,  

you may remember those four times a year communion Sundays  
as a very solemn time.  

The table with its stack of trays and tiny cups was often shrouded  

 with a white cloth, so it looked for all the world like a funeral pall.   
  The ceremony itself felt funereal, too,  
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   with the emphasis on Jesus’ death for our sake,  
    and quiet hymns in a minor key, and no wiggling on the part of children.  

Now much of that is gone now, to the regret of some  
who liked the seriousness of infrequent communion.  

But with the change Christ’s resurrection can now be celebrated  
along with his sacrifice, and we are encouraged to sing songs of joy  

for the love Jesus pours out for us and for the world on the cross. 

In more and more churches people come forward to take the elements, 
 again as a result of liturgical renewal, 

  which recognizes that sights and sounds and movement  
   enrich worship and bring it more fully to life.v 
So no, there is no reason not to pass the communion trays in the pew.   

That’s perfectly acceptable and kind of meaningful  
because then we serve each other hand to hand.   

However, preparing all those trays and all those little tiny cups  
takes an incredible amount of work,  

so practicality and pageantry have won the day,  

and now most churches take communion by intinction, 
 which is what it’s called when you go to  

 take communion.      
The bread and wine are symbols, they are symbols and signs  

of Christ's own body and blood.  They do not change in any way into his body. 

  He is fully present, as the host of the meal,  
   as the one who invites us to come to the table. 

Most wonderfully, the congregation that gathers around the table 
 are not all in this room. 
  Christ's table is a place of meeting of all the saints, 

   the living and the dead. 
    So we hold that as we accept Jesus' invitation to this meal 

     we are also feasting in that moment with the citizens of heaven 
      who have gone before us into the realm of God. 
Even so this is only a table.  It’s a table, not unlike any table in Palestine  

 where Jesus and his disciples sat to eat. 
  It is not an altar.  

   We have no altar, and neither does any Protestant church  
(although you may hear members refer to it as an altar, 

 they are just misinformed.)  

There is no altar in any Protestant church because an altar is a place of sacrifice. 
This is a table, and any table will do. 

There is a place of sacrifice in this room, and it’s up here on the wall. 
   This is only a table  

and we must never, never make an idol out it by treating it as sacred.   

The sacred one is Christ who welcomes all of us. 
 

Sacred, sacrament, there's that word again meaning God-filled and set apart. 
 In the end the mysteries of baptism and the Lord's Supper, 
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  the things that we can't really explain, they are what matters the most. 
Now It’s likely that many in this room have stories  

 about moments in communion in particular 
  when something happened for you that was not going on for the rest of us. 

Perhaps you have felt accompanied during communion by a loved one 
 who you can no longer see on this side of life. 
Perhaps you have experienced a sense of reconciliation 

 with someone with whom you have been at odds. 
Perhaps in seeing a baptism the meaning of your own baptism  

 has begun to have a new depth for you, stirring you to new thought or action. 
Perhaps promises of God and Jesus  
 which you may have heard for a long time  

but which have been hard for you to accept, perhaps those promises 
have somehow come alive in the sights or sounds of water,  

    bread, and cup in wordless ways more powerful than any theology. 
Beloved, our experiences with the sacraments, the mysteries of God 
 are what matter most. 

When Rob and I were in Washington DC last spring 
 we went to vespers service at the National Cathedral. 

We chatted, after the service, with the older gentleman who led the service 
 and we learned that he was a lay volunteer who had been raised a Presbyterian. 
When I asked him what influenced him to volunteer at the cathedral in this way 

 he told us a story. He told us that he had been in Viet Nam,  
  then a small silence fell. 

One night, he said, as he and some others were preparing  
 to go out on patrol the subject of communion somehow came up,  

and the men wanted to take it, a small group of men.  

   He was the only person there who remembered much about it, 
    so the group persuaded him to lead them.  

     All they had for the elements were  
      small packages of Oreos and a bottle of scotch. 
With scotch and Oreos they remembered Christ's Death 

 reenacting his gathering with his anxious disciples at table. 
  And then they went out into the night a little less afraid. 

Is there anyone here who wants to criticize  
 the lack of proper ordained leadership at that service  
  or the elements that they used? 

Is there anyone here who would make the claim that it was not Christ himself 
 who was behind that first urge to take communion that night, 

  or that he was not present in that room with the scotch and the Oreos? 
   It was a table that a man whose hair is now white could not think of 
    without being deeply moved 40 years later. 

Or how about the baptism of a felon done by a priest I know in a waiting room 
 moments before his prison sentence was to begin. 

  Does the lack of a sanctuary or a congregation 
   make that ritual any less meaningful and real? 
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Perhaps the most profound communion I have ever celebrated 
 was the service at the first church,  

  to which I was called where I was the associate pastor. 
   And it just happened to be in the same sanctuary where a decade later  

    I would go to the wedding that began with a baptism. 
But on that communion day, an older man who  

was suffering advanced dementia came forward for communion with his wife,  

  as he had in that sanctuary for 50 years. 
He took the bread my colleague gave him 

 but then, confused, he grabbed the chalice that I was holding 
  and he drank from it, and then refused to let it go. 
There was something that was so right about his hold on that cup. 

 I simply could not bring myself to pull the cup away or make him let go 
because I longed for every one of us to feel that kind of longing not to let go. 

His wife came to the rescue by doing the very thing 
 I could not bear. She peeled his fingers back one by one from the cup 
  then she gently led him back to their pew.  

Of course I have no inkling of what he was thinking that day 
 but I like to believe that he saw his long life of service to the church,  

  his own time as an elder, his true self, his baptism and his freedom, in that cup. 
   But even if he didn't, the rest of us did. 
    No one went home from that service unmoved 

     by the rightness of wanting to hold onto such mystery 
      and never let it go. AMEN. 

   

   

 

 

  

i In the 12th century Hugo of St. Victor listed 30 sacraments! 
ii Harper’s Bible Dictionary, p. 890. 
iii Jerome was a Latin scholar, and he chose the word sacrament because of its long-standing use in the 

Roman military for the oath taken by a new recruits into the army. That may be why both the historian 
Pliny and the early church father Tertullian both spoke of sacraments in the church to mean conversion or 
allegiance to Christianity.  
iv  Calvin’s first significant contribution to the subject appeared in the 1536 edition of his Institutes, by 
which time the battle lines had already been drawn. 
v  There is no reason not to serve communion in the pews. Passing the elements from hand to hand has 

its own meaning. But preparing the trays and filling hundreds of tiny cups, and cleaning cups out of the 
pews afterwards, is demanding in a large congregation! Coming forward was more pageantry and the 
preparation and clean-up much less involved. Practicality rather than theology rules the day.  

                                                 


