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Being a Christian demands everything of us. Being baptised doesn’t give us respectability. Baptism doesn’t open up new business opportunities. Baptism doesn’t even guarantee us eternal salvation. What baptism does is this: it unites us to something deeper and greater than we are. That something turns out to be someone—Jesus Christ.

In baptism, we are clothed with Jesus Christ. Paul says, 

As many of you as were baptised into Christ 

have clothed yourselves with Christ. 

Around the third and fourth centuries of the Church, candidates for baptism were not told what was going to happen to them before they were baptised. It was a mystery, known only to the members of the Church.

They were taken into a room with a shallow pool. They had to step down into the pool and have the water poured over them. But first, they had to take off all their clothes. (Don’t worry, D. and J.—we don’t do it that way these days!) They took off their clothing and their jewellery as a sign that they were leaving the old life behind. They entered the water to be washed clean. When they came up out of the pool, they were given a new white robe, the robe of baptism. Putting on this robe was a sign of putting on Christ.

In his letter to the Colossian Christians, Paul says that to put on Christ is to put on compassion, kindness, humility, meekness, patience and mutual forgiveness.

Is it any wonder then, that to be baptised means to be one in Christ? To be united in a bond of love that is stronger than life itself? 

People looking on at the early Church said, ‘See how these Christians love one another!’ It’s good when they can say that today.

I was walking across a bridge one day, and I saw a man standing on the edge, about to jump. I ran over and said: ‘Stop! Don’t do it!’

‘Why shouldn’t I?’ he asked.

‘Well, there’s so much to live for!’

‘Like what?’

I said, ‘Are you religious?’

He said: ‘Yes.’

I said: ‘Me too. Are you Christian or Buddhist?’

‘Christian.’

‘Me too. Are you Catholic or Protestant?’

‘Protestant.’

‘Me too. Are you Presbyterian or Baptist?’

‘Presbyterian.’

‘Wow. Me too. Are you Presbyterian Church of God or Presbyterian Church of the Lord?’

‘Presbyterian Church of God.’

‘Me too! Are you Primitive Presbyterian Church of God, or are you Reformed Presbyterian Church of God?’

‘Reformed Presbyterian Church of God.’

‘Hey, me too! Are you Reformed Presbyterian Church of God, Reformation of 1879, or Reformed Presbyterian Church of God, Reformation of 1915?’

He said: ‘Reformed Presbyterian Church of God, Reformation of 1915.’

I said, ‘Die, heretic scum!’ and pushed him off.

That’s the wrong example. It’s even easier to unite under lesser things. Let’s get together if we have the same opinion on baptism, or sexuality, or whether the Church should get involved in ‘politics’. And it’s even easier still to unite against something. Let’s gather with those who oppose what we oppose! 

I heard of a Methodist who was marooned on a desert island. When they rescued him, they saw he’d built two churches. ‘Why build two churches?’ they asked. ‘Oh,’ he said, pointing to one, ‘that’s the church I don’t go to!’

That’s the wrong way. Jesus united people who thought differently about all sorts of things. There was Matthew the tax collector and Simon the revolutionary in the Twelve whom he chose. But Jesus wanted them to be made one. He shows the world a better way.

I am especially thankful today for the way the Uniting Church seeks to be one in a costly way. The only unity that counts is unity in Christ. This kind of unity realises that we have differing opinions on a variety of issues. That doesn’t matter—because these ‘issues’ are not what we are united on. Jesus Christ unites us.

Let’s help people say once more, ‘See how these Christians love one another!’ As baptised people, we are united in Christ, not divided by him. Because

in Christ, 

there is no longer Jew or Greek,

there is no longer slave or free,

there is no longer male and female;

for we are all one in Christ Jesus.

Amen.
