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I wonder if like me you ask the question, what actually happens 

during a baptism. I am not talking about the visible sign of water 

placed on a child’s head or the vows we hear offered on behalf 

of the child. I am talking about the ‘invisible’. What goes on 

underneath, around and within these acts and words? In other 

words, what is God up to? What have we actually witnessed, 

visible and invisible?  

Let’s see if the reasons we carry out baptisms in the church, 

gives us any clues. I suspect that we find more pointers than 

definite answers! The first reason is that Jesus was himself 

baptised in the river Jordan by John the Baptist, because that is 

what he did, baptisms. So is it just an example that we follow? I 

suspect that is too simple. There has to be more to it than that? 

We are told that along with lots of other people, Jesus is 

baptised, a concrete, historical event in the life of Christ, and a 

very important one. Now, we need to understand that at the 

time of Jesus, baptism was a ritual familiar to the Jewish people. 

What is being described in the river Jordan is not something 

new or “Christian”. 

 There are two ways to understand what is going on. One is 

what the Jews a called ‘self immersion’. In the Jewish faith there 

were lots of rules and regulations to follow and one of them was 

that certain acts could make you ‘unclean’, like touching 

something that was dead. So to cleanse yourself you carried out 

the act of ‘self immersion’. So, in offering himself to John for 

baptism, Jesus is not doing anything, in that sense, out of the 

ordinary. 

However, we are told that John’s baptism was one of 

repentance. That means, an outward sign of an inner change, 

where people recognise and turn away from what they have 

done wrong and turn to God. In Jesus day that call would have 

been recognised as the means by which non Jews could become 

Jews.   What if John is challenging the Jewish nation to be 

baptised like non Jews?  To say to them, we all come to God 

with no distinction. They would have hated that. They firmly 

believed they came to God by birth and obedience to the laws.  

I think what is happening here is the transformation of an 

ancient ritual of cleaning to one of forgiveness for all. Jesus does 

this all the time. He transformed the law. Last week we looked 

at love and what it meant. The Old commandment was to love 

your neighbour; he transformed that to love your enemies. He 

transformed the Passover meal to what we know as the Lord’s 

Supper. And baptism was transformed from an ancient ritual of 

cleaning by water to one of Spirit. I believe one of the ‘touch 

stones’ of baptism is forgiveness, offered by God to all. It is the 

invisible act of the grace of God, given but not deserved, that 

surrounds what we have done for Iona.  

We could confuse the image a bit, mess up the picture by 

asking, why did Jesus, Son of God, need such a baptism? But we 



won’t! Well maybe a couple of comment. It might be the case 

that the baptism of Jesus did not offer him forgiveness but it 

was about recognition, recognition that he was the Son of God 

and so maybe this event marked the beginning of his public 

ministry. Think about this, as he was growing up and reflecting 

on who he was and how he was living out his life compared to 

others, had he been wondering if he was the Messiah, now 

confirmed in his baptism and in being baptised, he identifies 

with people and accepts the role given to him by God. 

There is another reason why we baptise and that is we have 

been commanded by Jesus to do so. At the end of Matthew’s 

gospel, the resurrected Jesus said this, “Go, then, to all peoples 

everywhere and make them my disciples: baptize them in the 

name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit, 
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and teach 

them to obey everything I have commanded you. And I will be 

with you always, to the end of the age.”  Interestingly in his 

baptism, the Father and Spirit bear witness to the son. So Jesus 

command’s his church to baptise and links it with making 

disciples. 

I could be controversial, but I won’t be, and wonder how that 

can be? How do we make sense of such a statement for Iona? If 

it is to have any meaning, then it cannot be based on what we 

understand. We need to see it and understand it as a mystery of 

God. In the future I hope the church will have a role in Iona’s life 

and share some of the mysteries of God with her and what has 

happened in this place.  

So if the first ‘touchstone’ of baptism is forgiveness, the second 

for me is presence. It is the fact that God is here. God is in our 

midst. If not, what are we doing? This is no empty ritual that we 

do just because as the church we think we should do it or 

parents have requested it, it is full to overflowing with the 

presence and the forgiveness of God.  

So in that sense we do all we can, which is not as lot. We do not 

need to fully grasp the mystery, but we do need to follow, by 

recognising the presence of God and receiving his forgiveness. 

As a church we follow the example and command of Christ and 

as parents you bring your child and offer her to God. In his love, 

she is received. Into the church she is welcomed, in mystery the 

sacrament is carried out and in faith and hope we ask, that she 

will stay close to the man who was baptised by John and whose 

name is Jesus. Amen. 

 

 


