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We’re now eight days into the new year, so if you haven’t had a bath yet, it’s 

time to wash up!  Wash up!  Those were Mom’s words to indicate that it was about 

time for supper.  “Wash up” meant we had to prepare to eat by washing our hands.  

“Wash up!  Dinner’s almost ready!” was the full command.  No one was admitted to 

the table with dirty hands.  There was a variant, of course. “Wash up! and get ready 

for bed!”  That meant the time for playing games, fighting with your sisters, goofing 

off, reading stories, doing homework, or watching television was over.  It was time 

for bed, and no one went to bed dirty in the Robertson household! 

Wash up! was a command to prepare for something by making yourself clean.  

We washed our hands not just to eat, but to avoid sharing and ingesting germs when 

we ate.  We washed our face and hands not just to sleep, but to avoid soiling our 

sheets and pillowcases with grimy faces and hands.  And we took a bath on Saturday 

nights whether we needed it or not!—that got us ready for church on Sunday.  We  

were clean, we were ready, and like good little Girl and Boy Scouts, we were pre- 

pared!   

Baptism is a form of preparation!   In baptism we die with Christ, and we rise 

with him to new life.  Baptism is a sign that we have been washed clean, and are pre- 

pared to live the Christian life.  Baptism washes us up, and prepares us for member- 

ship in the church, the Body of Christ.  We come into the church cleansed, ready, and 

prepared!  

 
Sam Houston, the president of the republic and first governor of the state of 

Texas, joined the church at the age of 60.  After joining, he wrote to a friend, “They 

told me that by being baptized, I would wash away all my sins.  If that be the case, I 

pity those poor souls living downstream.”   

Ah, baptism!  Light humor is made of it.  It’s treated tritely.  It’s thought of as 
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a distant irrelevant rite.  It’s looked on as an initiation ritual.  It’s seen as a vaccina- 

tion against sin.  What strange ways to look upon what should be a supreme moment 

in the life of the faithful, whether it occurs in infancy, childhood, or as an adult.  

Baptism is no joke to Jesus.  It’s a significant event for him, a turning point in 

his life, a precursor to everything that follows.  It’s bound up with his mission, and 

the events of his ministry.  Baptism is more than a symbolic cleansing with water to 

Jesus—it’s a baptism of the Holy Spirit as well.  He’s baptized with both water and 

the Spirit, as we are.   

We are given the gift of the Spirit in our baptism as well!  If some of us treat  

baptism lightly, is it because we believe we receive only the first part—water—and 

not the second part, the fire of the Spirit, which enables us to fulfill our commitment 

to live the Christian life?  This suspicion is particularly true of Presbyterians.  The 

baptism of Jesus is of supreme importance for our understanding of Christian bap- 

tism.  It’s the norm for all baptisms.  All four Gospels refer to it, not for its own sake, 

but because of its relationship to the baptism of every believer.  Jesus’s baptism in 

the Jordan enables us to identify our own baptism with his experience of being called 

the beloved child of God.  God claims us as the beloved ones now!   

 
“A man came to me one day,” writes James Philpott, “and asked, with the 

voice of one who felt he had no right to ask, ‘Can I be baptized again?’  We talked.  

His life had taken a turn this way and then that.  He had been baptized as a child, and 

then had slipped away from the church.  He was away for many years, but now he 

was back.  ‘Can I be re-baptized?  I want to come home again.  I’m ashamed of my 

past, some of which is still very much with me.’  “We got to talking about theology,” 

Philpott goes on, “I said God’s baptism is good for ‘always.’  ‘I know,’ he said, ‘but 

it’s me.  I need to do something to show I am making a change.  A sign that things 

are different now.’  [So] we had a service in which his baptismal vows were renewed 
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and reaffirmed.  Water was on him and me and others.  Water was everywhere.  I 

flung it outward, like a net, hoping to catch as many as it would.  People wept . . . that 

his journey had taken himafar, and that God’s journey had brought him home.” 

Most of the time we tend to think of life as a neutral kind of thing.  We are 

born into it one fine day, given a life, and in itself life is neither good nor bad, except 

as we make it so by the way we live it.  We may make a full life for ourselves, or an 

empty one.  But no matter what we make of it, the common view is that life itself 

—whatever life is—doesn’t care one way or another about us, any more than the  

ocean cares whether we swim in it or drown. 

“The Christian faith flatly contradicts that point of view,” writes Frederick 

Buechner.  “To say that God is spirit is to say that life does care, that the life-giving 

power that life itself comes from is not indifferent as to whether we sink or swim.   It 

wants us to swim.  It is to say that whether you call this life-giving power the Spirit 

of God or Reality or the Life Force or anything else, its most basic characteristic is 

that it wishes us well and is at work toward that end.”  That, we could say, is the 

movement of the Spirit in our lives, the Spirit bestowed upon us in our baptism, 

which claims us as God’s beloved ones. 

 
In an age of depleted natural resources and a fragile environment, one thing 

people are clearly grateful for these days is that some resources are renewable.  New 

supplies are always flowing in from the sun, moving with the rivers, blowing with 

the wind, growing in plants.  Because of their recurrent or resurgent nature, these re-  

sources are ones people can look to for future supplies.  In our lives, though, the ulti- 

mately renewable resources are the spiritual ones, never seasonal, never dependent 

on climate or weather patterns, nor even on the existence of the earth and sun.  The 

origin of these spiritual resources is God, so they are exempt from time or depletion.  

They are qualities of a real, infinite being, who is an eternal Spirit.  They are always 
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available to all of God’s people, and they are accessible through the Spirit bestowed 

upon us in our baptism. 

Baptism is a spiritual resource we can—and should—turn to over and over 

again.  It marks a turning point in our lives, whether we are baptized as a child, as 

many of us have been, or as an adult, as many of us were as Presbyterians or in other 

Christian traditions.  Our baptism should be remembered as a significant event in our 

lives, and should be recalled from time to time as the resource it can be.  We should  

always remember that when Martin Luther felt overwhelmed by his inadequacy and 

sinfulness, and felt his salvation was hopeless, he would remind himself,  “I am 

baptized!”  God had claimed Luther as his beloved child! 

 
With the liturgical reforms of the late 20

th
 century, the church adopted the rite 

of reaffirming baptismal vows, an ordinance we celebrate today in the combined ser- 

vice.  We need to “wash up” periodically, to remember and cherish our baptism.  In 

the renewal of our baptismal vows, we recommit ourselves in thanksgiving for the 

love and grace given us in Jesus Christ through the washing up of baptism.  We do 

this in joyful participation in the body of Christ—in worship and prayer, in Bible 

study and fellowship, in our support of the church, service to people, and our mini- 

stry in the world. 

We have all been washed in our baptisms.  We were made clean, ready, and 

prepared for church, and for growth in the Body of Christ.  Now God regularly calls 

us to wash up in the renewal of our baptismal vows, so we are clean, ready, and pre- 

pared to exercise the responsibilities we assume as members of the community of 

faith, and, by the power of the Holy Spirit, to be the disciples Christ calls us to be.   

So let’s wash up! get ready, and be prepared to live in faith!      

AMEN! 

 


