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  Formatio books from InterVarsity Press follow the rich tradition of the church in the journey of spiritual formation. These books are not merely about being informed, but about being transformed by Christ and conformed to his image. Formatio stands in InterVarsity Press’s evangelical publishing tradition by integrating God’s Word with spiritual practice and by prompting readers to move from inward change to outward witness. InterVarsity Press uses the chambered nautilus for Formatio, a symbol of spiritual formation because of its continual spiral journey outward as it moves from its center. We believe that each of us is made with a deep desire to be in God’s presence. Formatio books help us to fulfill our deepest desires and to become our true selves in light of God’s grace.
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    Introduction

    
      Since I left the Episcopal Church after twenty-four years of being nurtured in that tradition, I have met many Christians who assumed I did so because I came to my senses about the emptiness of praying the same words from the Book of Common Prayer week after week. Some look on the liturgy from outside as just going through the motions or praying by rote. Others see receiving Communion every week as a mistake that makes the sacrament ordinary or routine. Of course, nothing could be further from the truth, both about my own spiritual journey and about the liturgies celebrated throughout the Anglican Communion (and its daughter denomination, United Methodism, in which I hold ordination). I am a person of faith today precisely because the liturgies of the Book of Common Prayer gave me a language and a context for encountering God in my youth that continue to be essential vehicles for my own spiritual formation.

      Christian spiritual formation is the process of allowing God to bring our “unruly wills and affections” (Book of Common Prayer, 219) into order with what is healthful to our spirits and to the spirits and lives of those around us. It is the process by which Christ’s mind takes shape within us, so that he might indeed continue his work in the world through us. It involves learning to love what God commands and to desire what God promises, so that we will be stable in our commitment to live for him who died and lives for us. It is to come to the place where to do what God wishes is our pleasure and desire. That is what it means to be fully formed in Christ, the one whose will it was to do God’s good pleasure.

      For Christians who worship in the Anglican tradition of the Protestant Episcopal Church, the Book of Common Prayer (BCP), together with the Scripture readings that it prescribes, is the foundational resource for spiritual formation. The rites in this book shape encounters with God and guide interaction with God from the cradle to the grave, from baptism to burial. In the regular course of the year, celebrations of Holy Baptism and baptismal renewal keep the dynamics of spiritual growth fixed in our minds—dying to everything in ourselves, our world and the spiritual forces around us that opposes God’s desire for us and for human community, and reaching out for all that God has for us and calls us to become. Week after week, worshipers are brought face-to-face with the Savior who gives his life to us in Holy Communion, filling us so that we are able to give our lives to others. Every liturgy for the Celebration and Blessing of a Marriage calls Christian couples to bring that commitment to other-centered living into their homes. And as we stare into the face of the mystery of death at funeral after funeral, the liturgies interpret that reality in light of God’s good purposes for us and send us back into the world to continue to walk in the newness of life to which we were called at our baptism.

      These rites put the words into the mouths of worshipers so that the intentions and commitments they express will sink down deep into the heart and come to expression in changed lives. They teach us what to desire and what to seek from the Lord, both trimming away what is self-serving and opening our minds and hearts to the full range of what God desires to work for us, in us and through us. They form in us the habits of the most significant spiritual disciplines valued by Christian disciples through the centuries—adoration, prayer, self-examination and confession, as well as listening to and being shaped by Scripture. By means of these disciplines, we draw closer to God and grow more attuned to the mind of Christ.

      This book explores the rites of the Book of Common Prayer as devotional resources. These liturgies, prayers and Scripture readings

      
        	
          shape our beliefs about God and our understanding of God’s interventions in the world;

        

        	
          facilitate our approach to, and encounter with, the Divine;

        

        	
          identify the challenges to the life of faith, the spiritual and temporal dangers we face;

        

        	
          train our desires and ambitions; and

        

        	
          orient us to the people and systems around us.

        

      

      The aim of this book is to help both those who worship regularly in liturgical traditions and those whose worship style is nonliturgical to engage more fully the spiritual disciplines nurtured by these liturgies and experience the spiritual direction that these liturgies provide.

      The devotional exercises that punctuate this book are a key component to this engagement. These will help you apply what you have read, to practice spiritual disciplines and to begin at once to make progress in discipleship. Some invite you to self-examination and reflection on a particular question. Others provide symbolic acts by which you might grasp a particular gift of God or make a commitment to God more fully. Still others provide guidance for times of prayer or recommend acts of service and engagement with others. They provide, of course, only suggestions for how you might engage the material found in this book, but engaging them in some form is essential if reading this book is to be more than an intellectual exercise.

      Some of these exercises are presented as most appropriate for individual use, some for use in a group or, especially in the section on marriage, as a couple, but most are easily adapted to a variety of contexts.

      
        Why the Book of Common Prayer?

        If we are to listen to liturgy as a vehicle for spiritual direction and formation, we need to seek out some particular liturgies to listen to. The liturgies found in the BCP recommend themselves for a number of reasons—beyond their peculiar importance in the spiritual journey of the author of this book!

        The liturgies of the BCP particularly recommend themselves because of their inclusivity both in terms of time and denominational breadth. This inclusivity arises out of the process that led to the compilation of the very first Anglican prayer book in 1549. Thomas Cranmer, archbishop of Canterbury under Henry VIII and Edward VI, led the process of creating a new collection of liturgies and other resources to be used in the newly created Church of England. He brought together a simplified form of the Roman Catholic rites, liturgies from the Eastern Christian churches, as well as innovations introduced by the Reformers on Europe’s mainland. A fruit of the reformation of worship on the Continent, Cranmer’s Book of Common Prayer put the liturgy back in the language and in the hands of the common people, who were invited again to participate in all aspects of the service.

        Mary Tudor restored Catholicism and initiated a brutal persecution of Protestants (which claimed the life of Cranmer himself ), but the Book of Common Prayer returned to use under Elizabeth I and was significantly revised in ways that would restore unity among those of Catholic and those of Protestant convictions throughout her realm. Christian unity and inclusiveness was again in evidence as an essential principle in the formation of the BCP.

        In the modern edition of the BCP, which represents only the current step in a long and ongoing evolution of liturgy, this inclusiveness across time and across denominations is even more fully in evidence. One can still recognize behind the services of baptism and Communion the framework of liturgies from the time of Hippolytus in the third century. Two of the options for the Great Thanksgiving, the prayer offered at the time of Communion, are adaptations of Communion prayers attributed to Hippolytus himself and to Basil of Caesarea, the fourth-century theologian whose liturgy was deeply influential in the Eastern Orthodox churches.

        The BCP is also a representative collection of liturgies. There are extensive parallels between the principal liturgies found therein and the services of baptism and Eucharist in the United Methodist Book of Worship, the Lutheran Book of Worship, and the rites of the post-Vatican II Roman Catholic Church. These similarities extend from common liturgical elements and order down to the wording of specific elements. As a result, what is said in this book on the basis of the BCP could, to a very large extent, have been derived as well from the liturgies of these other traditions.

        In the end, however, Wisdom must be justified by her children. The choice of the BCP as a foundational text for spiritual formation is ultimately grounded in my conviction that its prayers and liturgies capture and communicate essential facets of our formation as disciples and that these insights are thoroughly consistent with the spiritual counsel of Scripture itself.

        Many readers might not have a copy of the Book of Common Prayer on their bookshelves at home. The complete text is readily available online at <http://justus.anglican.org/resources/bcp/bcp.htm> and can be downloaded in a variety of formats. Bound copies can also be ordered through any Internet bookseller or local bookstore, and are surprisingly affordable.

      

      
      
        Why These Four Liturgies?

        Theologians define a “sacrament” as a promise of God joined to a visible sign of the effectiveness of that promise. A sacrament is so named because it identifies a place where God has promised, on oath (Latin, sacramentum), as it were, to meet God’s faithful people. Protestant Christians acknowledge only two such sacraments—baptism and Eucharist, or the Lord’s Supper—since they find a clear command of Christ in Scripture regarding only these two. According to sacramental theologians, I should probably either have stopped with these two or else proceeded to treat all seven sacraments historically embraced by the Roman Catholic Church. But this is not primarily a book about the sacraments. It is a book about living the sacramental life, that is, living in line with the model of discipleship that the sacramental liturgies articulate and seek to shape within us, and availing ourselves more fully and more often of the resources God sets before us through these sacraments.

        The first (and larger) half of this book, therefore, focuses on the spiritual formation and direction given in the liturgies connected with the sacraments of baptism and Holy Communion, the two principal rites of the Christian church throughout the ages. The second half goes on, however, to consider the liturgies of marriage and burial as two vehicles through which the BCP helps nurture the sacramental life in particular life contexts. These liturgies represent attempts to “flesh out” the significance of baptism and Eucharist (the second of which is, in fact, intended to be celebrated within the marriage and burial liturgies) for Christian marriage, into which many disciples enter, and for living life in the face of death, into which all disciples must enter.

        I would encourage unmarried readers not to see the short section on Christian marriage as irrelevant to them, even if they are committed to singleness. One of the principal lessons to be derived from the marriage liturgy is the community context of the marriage covenant. As in the baptismal covenant, the whole gathered congregation promises to do “all in [its] power” to support the couple in their life together, even as it promises in baptism to support the new disciple in his or her new life in Christ (BCP, 303). What you read here can equip you and your congregation to fulfill this supporting role more fully, bringing healing to marriages in your midst.

        Of course, the BCP contains far more liturgical material than this. There are liturgies for morning, noontime, evening and bedtime prayer, which together constitute the Daily Office. There are services for special days throughout the church year, particularly the progression from Ash Wednesday through Easter. There are also services for ministering to the sick, for setting individuals apart for priestly service and for various other occasions. However, the services of baptism, Eucharist, marriage and burial are those that people most often encounter in the life of the Anglican Communion and, indeed, most Christian communions.

        The explorations of these liturgies in this book do not attempt to follow the order of service woodenly, but tend rather to follow a more topical arrangement. This is due to the more practical focus of this book, which is on the spiritual direction these liturgies provide and the spiritual disciplines they seek to form—not a commentary on the liturgies themselves. The principal aim of this book is to help you discover ways in which to bring the spiritual formation fostered by the liturgies of the Book of Common Prayer more fully into your daily life, whether you worship regularly in this tradition or are exploring it from the context of another liturgical tradition. A close, secondary purpose is to provide a resource that can help reinvigorate your own participation in liturgy as you grow in those spiritual disciplines it embodies and become more attuned to the work of the Spirit it seeks to facilitate.

        Whether the words of the Book of Common Prayer are so familiar that you can recite them from memory or you are a new explorer of the spirituality of liturgical worship, I hope that, as you read and pray through this guide, you will discover afresh the ways in which the rites contained in the Book of Common Prayer facilitate a genuine encounter with God and a transforming experience of grace.

      

      


  





  


  
Part One

    Baptism

    Walking in Newness of Life
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    Christian Life as Baptismal Life
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      The Whole of the Christian Life, in Time and

      In Eternity is, in a Sense, Encapsulated in Baptism.

      The Christian Life is a Baptismal Life, and it is All About

      Dying and Rising with Christ, in This World and Hereafter.

      MICHAEL GREEN

    

  

  
    The sanctuary is in total darkness, save for a single, tall candle being carried in procession while a cantor sings a historic hymn—sung by Christians on this, the night before Easter, since the fourth century—celebrating God’s deliverance of God’s people from sin and death in the great new exodus of Christ, our Passover Lamb. The lights come on, and the whole story of God’s great acts of creation and redemption is told through a series of Scripture readings. The minister then brings this story home to each worshiper gathered in the sanctuary. She reminds us that we became part of this story in our baptism and proceeds to sprinkle generous amounts of water over the congregation with an evergreen tree branch and a bowl, walking up and down the central aisle and calling out, “Remember your baptism, and be thankful.”

    In this way, every year, the Great Vigil of Easter poignantly immerses me in the sweeping saga of redemption and in the mystery of Christ’s death and resurrection, the saga and mystery into which baptism initiates us.

    Our spiritual journey as Christians starts decisively at the baptismal font. For those baptized in late childhood or adulthood rather than infancy, the spiritual journey begins before baptism, to be sure. But whether we are baptized as an infant, child or adult, baptism marks the beginning of our Christian life. Christians may fiercely debate whether people ought to receive baptism as infants or as older believers who can make a public confession. They may argue about whether sprinkling, pouring or immersion constitutes the “correct” method of baptism. But Christians tend to agree that baptism is the fundamental rite of entry into Christ’s body, the church, the initiation into the journey of transformation into Christlikeness.

    Baptized at the age of three weeks, I cannot recall my experience of baptism. But, since then, I have participated in the baptism of many others, and the Book of Common Prayer has invited me each time, together with the whole congregation, to renew my own baptismal covenant (see BCP, 303). I was confirmed, again in the context of the baptism of others, in a rite that placed my own baptism and its significance again before my eyes as I formally committed to the baptismal life, asking God to “renew. . . the covenant made with [us] at [our] Baptism” (BCP, 309). Together with the annual renewal of baptismal vows at the Great Vigil of Easter, the rites have brought my own baptism and its formative implications for my life regularly before my eyes, encouraging me to live out my baptism a little more fully, day by day, until it has its full effect in renewing and transforming my life.

    At first, this repeated emphasis on baptism might seem strange. Isn’t it enough, after all, that we were baptized—and have the certificate to prove it?

    Baptism has a dual nature. On the one hand, it is performed once and considered thereafter to be an accomplished fact. On the other hand, baptism provides an orientation to our selves, our world and our God that must be appropriated day after day. Martin Luther wrote that “in Baptism, every Christian has enough to study and to practice all his life. He always has enough to do to believe firmly what baptism promises and brings—victory over death and the devil, forgiveness of sin, God’s grace, the entire Christ, and the Holy Spirit with his gifts.” We are both baptized and initiated into a baptismal life. We are taken into a baptismal covenant in which we are called to walk each day.

    Theologians often compare baptism with the Jewish rite of circumcision. Paul himself described baptism as “putting off the body of the flesh in the circumcision of Christ” (Col 2:11). Jewish males experience the rite of circumcision when they are a mere eight days old. Long before they are able to understand the meaning of circumcision, they are initiated into the people of God and into the covenant with God on the basis of having been born to children of the covenant, their parents. Taken into the covenant people, however, they are also now obliged to live in accordance with that covenant if they would enjoy its blessings. Without such obedience, as the Torah, the prophets and Paul all agree, their circumcision becomes valueless: Real circumcision is a matter of the heart (Rom 2:25, 29; see also Deut 10:16; 30:6; Jer 9:25).

    Similarly, real baptism is a matter of the heart, the heart that now longs to live for God and in a manner that pleases God, following the leading of God’s Holy Spirit. The rite confers essential spiritual gifts for the process of being formed into the likeness of Jesus, such as the presence of the Holy Spirit in the life of the baptized, the pledge of the support and nurture of the Christian community and close identification with Christ’s death and resurrection. But we need to make full use of these gifts and fully offer these gifts to one another.

    For baptism to be fully baptism, it must not stop when we leave the font. It must become more and more the mold that shapes our lives, until Christ lives in us and we live for Christ. It must become more and more the compass point from which we chart each day’s course, until we follow the promptings of the Holy Spirit more naturally and readily than our own desires. In the words of Luther, baptism is to become “the daily garment which the disciple is to wear all the time,. . . every day suppressing the old person and growing up in the new.”

    The spirituality of the BCP is first and foremost a spirituality of remembering our baptism. We hold our lives constantly before the mirror of our baptismal vows and seek to bring our lives ever more fully in line with the vision these vows express. In so doing,

    
      we are entering (a little more each time) into what God has done in and for us in this sacrament, calling into the present the power of what, historically, happened in the past, deepening our understanding of what we could never fully understand at the time of our baptism as infants or adults, and appropriating more and more the grace made available to us.

    

    We are called to live out the sacrament of our baptism day by day, so as to enter “a little more each time” into the new life that baptism opens up for us.

    In the following chapters, we will explore the gifts that God offers to us in baptism, as these are expressed in the liturgies of the BCP and the Scriptures upon which they draw, as well as the promises we undertake in response to God’s gifts. We will also use the baptismal liturgy as a means of plumbing the depths of the significance of our own baptism and seeking to embody it ever more fully day by day.

    
      Putting It into Practice

      
        Think back upon your experience of services of baptism and baptismal renewal. In what ways have these experiences impacted you? What is your understanding of the meaning of your baptism for your life now?

         

        Set a small, clear bowl of water in a prominent place in your home and, if possible, your place of work. Whenever you see it, say to yourself (touching the water, or using it to mark yourself with the sign of the cross on your forehead, as in baptism, if you find this useful), “I have been baptized; I belong to God; I am new in Christ.”

      

    

  





  

  
2

    The Forgiveness of Sins 
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    The rite of baptism is an initiation into the new covenant inaugurated by Jesus, ever extending this covenant to generation after generation of the newly baptized. In a covenant relationship, two parties make promises to one another, pledging to fulfill certain obligations. One of the most prominent promises of God connected with baptism is the forgiveness of sins, associated with the image of washing or cleansing. These prominent images highlight the connections between Christian baptism and its precursors: Jewish purificatory rites and John’s offering of a “baptism of repentance for the forgiveness of sins” (Mk 1:4). These earlier rites of cleansing sought to prepare people to encounter God, whether in the rituals of the temple or in the coming of the Messiah that John announced. The removal of the pollution of sin permitted the worshiper to stand before God with a clean conscience, in the hope of being received favorably by God.

    The baptismal liturgy repeatedly draws attention to this aspect of the rite. The celebrant prays for “those who here are cleansed from sin” (BCP, 307) and gives thanks to God “that by water and the Holy Spirit you have bestowed upon these your servants the forgiveness of sin” (BCP, 308). The lesson from Ezekiel recommended for baptism also emphasizes God’s promise to cleanse his people from sin: “I will sprinkle clean water upon you, and you shall be clean from all your uncleannesses, and from all your idols I will cleanse you” (Ezek 36:25).

    Pouring water over the baptized visually captures this aspect of baptism quite well. Sprinkling, the gesture used by the Jewish priests for cleansing away ritual defilements, also conveys this sense for those who recognize the significance of its background. The waters of baptism first represent, then, God’s promise to cleanse us from our sins against him and his willingness to enter into a new, favorable relationship with us. They offer us a new start—a clean slate, as it were—and give us the knowledge of God’s forgiveness, so that we can stand before him with confidence rather than fear and so that we can confidently receive all that God has to give us for our new life in him.

    Realistically, we have all sinned since our baptism, whether we were baptized as infants or baptized yesterday. But this does not mean that our clean start has been ruined. Early Christian leaders recognized that repentance from sin and ongoing appropriation of God’s forgiveness of our sins through Christ would be part of the disciple’s experience all along the journey (see 1 Jn 1:9; 2:1-2). Such forgiveness accompanies the expectation that we will indeed regard our having been washed of all the thoughts, words and deeds that alienate us from God and bar us from God’s kingdom as a decisive break with those ways of life. Putting on our baptism in its aspect of “forgiveness of sins” day by day, we are protected against forgetting “the cleansing of past sins” and its cost to our Savior (see 2 Pet 1:3-9). This, in turn, disposes us to live more fruitful lives for God, not returning to destructive behaviors, but seeking opportunities to grow in the virtues God’s Spirit implants.

    
      Putting It into Practice

      
        Fill a glass or ceramic basin with water. Pray and meditate in God’s presence on your sins. Ask God to reveal to you how you have desired, spoken and acted contrary to what pleases him. Using a water-soluble marker, make a list of your sins insofar as you are aware of them. Pray a prayer of repentance. When you are ready, immerse the paper in the basin and read the following Scripture:

        
          Do you not know that wrongdoers will not inherit the kingdom of God?. . . And this is what some of you used to be. But you were washed, you were sanctified, you were justified in the name of the Lord Jesus Christ and in the Spirit of our God. (1 Cor 6:9, 11)

        

        Give God thanks for his gracious forgiveness of all your sins in the waters of baptism, and pray for God’s help to walk more and more in the ways that please him.

      

    

  







3
New Birth, New Life 
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In baptism God also promises us a “new” birth. The Thanksgiving over the Water declares that “we are reborn by the Holy Spirit” through the water of baptism (BCP, 306). We are accustomed to connect being born again—or the slightly better translation “born anew” or “born from above”—with Christian conversion. Because baptism is also regarded as the point of entry into the Christian life, it becomes closely identified with “the new birth.” Like the image of washing or cleansing, the image of a new birth also speaks of a fresh start. It speaks of our acceptance by God in even more intimate terms than the image of forgiveness, since he receives us into his own family as sons and daughters (see Gal 3:26-27; 4:4-7). What does the fact of this new birth say about my first birth and the life that continues to grow from that birth?

The idea of a new birth gives us some distance from our old birth, a distance that can be necessary for finding wholeness in Christ. The author of 1 Peter speaks of this new birth in terms of being “ransomed from the futile ways inherited from our ancestors” (1 Pet 1:18; see also 1 Pet 4:3-4). He looks at the attitudes and behaviors that we have learned along the way of being raised by fallible parents in a broken world, and tells us that Christ has set us free from walking any further down that path.

When we look at our lives in light of Scripture and the call of God, we realize that we have learned many things from our families of origin, from our schools and classmates, from our associates at work and from the omnipresent media that have shaped us—mis-shaped us, really—in the image of human brokenness rather than the image of divine fullness. The new birth provides us with the gift of making a break from the effects of that mis-shaping process and its hold on our lives. It gives us the opportunity to find the freedom to become what we would most wish for ourselves in God’s future for our lives.

A man who had been taught that his self-worth is based on performance and achievement is freed from the compulsion to invest himself endlessly in being productive and discovers a more balanced life and other kinds of creativity. A girl who had learned to seek comfort and to affirm herself through buying new goods is freed to discover the spiritual practices that will fulfill the core longings that new shoes cannot reach. A woman who had been coached to see herself ever in competition with others for limited goods discovers that cooperation and looking after one another’s interests is both possible and more fruitful. Whatever it is that you and I need to relearn, our baptism is a means of grace through which God continues to make available to us the ability to identify and to release these “life lessons,” imprinted on us from our education by broken people in broken systems, and to discover a new way of being human together in God’s presence.

Baptism makes us new in the eyes of God, in the eyes of the Christian community and, as we grow in our awareness, in our own eyes as well. A pastor relates this story about the transformative power of baptism: A teenage girl became pregnant and decided to have the baby, despite the fact that the father was not going to stay with her and that her plans for college would be derailed. Her family was having a very hard time with the situation, disappointed in her for being sexually active outside marriage and for dampening her chances for future education and employment by having a child at such a young age. They had very little to do with the child for the first few months of his life. He was a symbol of failure and disappointment and a token of shame.

After some months the girl brought her baby to the church to be baptized. In the process of preparing for baptism, the girl’s family began to look at their daughter and the child differently. When the day for the baptism came, the family surrounded the girl and her son, and the gathered congregation made its acceptance of them clearly known. The child was reborn, as it were, in that act of baptism. He was no longer defined by his first birth, in shame and disappointment, alienated from family, facing the challenges of being raised by a single mother. His new birth redefined him as a gift from God to be received with thanksgiving, a welcome addition to a larger family and network of support. Just as baptism allowed that baby to be seen as a new person, by God’s grace baptism continues to make this newness available to us as we continue to move out from the dysfunctional elements of our old life.

The new birth also signals a drawing near to a new family and new formation. Through our natural birth we came alive to relationships with family and began to receive nurture by them and, more and more, the larger society. So also through our birth by water and the Holy Spirit we come alive to God through the gift of the Holy Spirit and the nurture of Christian community, our larger family in Christ. We received a new “genetic code,” as it were, as God implanted his Word of truth in us as the seed by which we are born anew (see 1 Pet 1:22-25). As we tend, and allow God to tend, our spiritual formation, God’s Word takes shape within us, overwriting the dysfunctional patterns imprinted on us from our first rearing in brokenness. We are children once again, sitting with and learning to imitate the character and mannerisms of our heavenly Parent, who is present to us through his Holy Spirit: “all of us, with unveiled faces, seeing the glory of the Lord as though reflected in a mirror, are being transformed into the same image from one degree of glory to another” (2 Cor 3:18; see also 1 Pet 1:14-16).

As children, we are unlearning what we have internalized of the spirit of this age—racial prejudice, the limitations of gender roles, the divisive ideology of nationalism, the idolization of wealth and consumer goods, the worship of power and the like—and learning how to love, to serve, to put others first as we interact with our Christian sisters and brothers. We are being nurtured by our new family in Christ and contributing as well to the nurture of others within this family as we learn to show “sincere brotherly and sisterly love” toward them (1 Pet 1:22, my translation), investing in their lives as we would in the lives of our natural families. The good news of this new birth is that it brings also a new destiny, a new inheritance that carries with it none of the defects, the costly personal probate, of our first inheritance.

In baptism, we are born not only “of water” but also “of the Spirit” (Jn 3:5). The rites of baptism and confirmation lay special emphasis on being “sealed by the Holy Spirit,” being strengthened with the Holy Spirit, being filled “with God’s holy and life-giving Spirit,” increasing daily in the Holy Spirit and being sent into the world “in the power of that Spirit” (see BCP, 305, 308, 309, 311, 418). The marking of the newly baptized with the sign of the cross, particularly when the oil of Chrism is used, ritually enacts this sealing by the Holy Spirit. The oil is a symbol of this inner spiritual reality of God’s Holy Spirit dwelling within us, guiding, discerning, assuring, empowering.

The Holy Spirit is the decisive agent of our transformation. In the Old Testament lesson appointed for baptismal services, God promises the Holy Spirit to his people:


A new heart I will give you, and a new spirit I will put within you. . . . I will put my spirit within you, and make you follow my statutes and be careful to observe my ordinances. Then you shall live in the land that I gave to your ancestors; and you shall be my people, and I will be your God. (Ezek 36:26-28, emphasis added)



God’s solution for the problem of human disobedience and waywardness is the gift of his Holy Spirit, causing his own Spirit to dwell within us, giving us a new heart with new, holy longings reflecting the new life in Christ. The new birth is a coming alive to the presence of God’s Holy Spirit. We live in this new life as we learn to discern the leading and empowering of the Spirit and to walk in line with the Spirit (see Gal 5:16).

The celebrant pronounces over each newly baptized person, “You are sealed by the Holy Spirit in Baptism and marked as Christ’s own for ever” (BCP, 308). The presence of the Holy Spirit in our lives is also the foundation of our assurance that we belong to Christ and that Christ himself will jealously preserve and protect what is his now and for eternity.

Putting on baptism in its aspect of new birth “by water and the Spirit” (BCP, 371), we are reoriented daily toward our new “upbringing” in God as we leave behind those facets of our first upbringing that reflect human brokenness rather than God’s wholeness. We grow more attentive to the guidance of the Holy Spirit and seek to walk in line with the Spirit away from the attitudes and pursuits that alienate us from God and one another and toward the transformation into Christlikeness that is our destiny as God’s children (see Rom 8:5-6, 12-14).


Putting It into Practice


Think about ways in which a Scripture, prayer, hymn or sermon has challenged a “truth” that you’ve clung to and lived by for a long time. What beliefs about yourself and others have you had to give up as you’ve grown in discipleship? What do you find yourself still believing and doing that you know you’ve learned from broken human teachers (parents, peers, the media and propaganda that surround us, your own maladaptive responses to life’s challenges) rather than from Jesus’ instruction through the Holy Spirit?

 

Read 1 Peter 1:14-16. Spend some time in prayer in God’s presence. Ask God to show you one character trait of his, or one characteristic behavior of his, that God would want you to embody and reflect more fully at this time. Ask God to show you more about how he enacts that character trait and to show you how to embody it as well in your specific circumstances. Write down your impressions in your journal. Return to this entry and repeat this exercise during the week or weeks ahead until you begin to see more of this characteristic of your heavenly Parent in your own heart and walk.
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Union with Christ 
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Baptism initiates us into “the Christian mystery, the death and resurrection of Christ.” This is perhaps the most profound facet of God’s promises to us in baptism. We do not merely apply the power and meaning of Christ’s death and resurrection to ourselves, confessing, for example, that he died for us and that we will at some point live again with him. We participate in his death and rising to new life here and now as we move through a process of dying to our “old self” and learning to “walk in newness of life.”

This is by far the most prominent interpretation of baptism’s significance in the liturgies of the BCP, as it was in the letters of Paul. In the water of baptism, “we are buried with Christ in his death,” and by it “we share in his resurrection,” living a “new life of grace” (BCP, 306, 308). Having been baptized into the death and resurrection of Jesus, the baptized life is one in which we “put away the old life of sin, so we may be renewed in the spirit of our minds, and live in righteousness and true holiness” (BCP, 252-53).

Baptism, then, first closely identifies us with the death of Jesus. In baptism we begin to die to our life apart from God, in rebellion against God. We die to our life of self-will, self-seeking and self-serving. When Jesus was approaching Jerusalem to give his life for many, James and John were still looking out for what they could get for themselves, asking him to give them the most prominent and powerful positions when he entered “into his glory” (Mk 10:35-45). Their request showed their self-interest at the expense of their relationship with the other disciples, who were alienated by their request. Looking ahead to his own suffering and death as his own “baptism,” Jesus told James and John that they, too, would be initiated in his baptism, an immersion into his commitment to serve rather than to be served. It would involve a death to their self-seeking, to their attempts to advance their position over others, and a new orientation to serve as their Lord had served.

The essence of the baptismal life is that it is, first, a life of dying. It is commitment to losing one’s life for Christ’s sake more and more, in order to secure it for eternity and to being united with Christ “in a death like his” so that we will also “be united with him in a resurrection like his” (Mk 8:35; Rom 6:5). We are united with Christ in a death like his when we adopt the mind that he displayed in his incarnation, passion and death. That mindset involved becoming a servant to others and to the purposes of God, bringing life to many as he gave himself away (see Phil 2:5-11). For Christ’s followers, it involves looking out not for our own interests, but for the interests of others, as Jesus did most dramatically (see Phil 2:3-4; see also Phil 2:19—3:21; 4:2-3). It involves serving those whom God places before us as Jesus did, stopping his triumphal entry into Jerusalem in order to care for a beggar, rather than brushing him off, or pausing on the night before his passion to wash his disciples’ feet, rather than using them as his “support people” to serve his own ends. It means laying down our lives for one another by sharing sacrificially with those who are in need, as Jesus loved us in his death by laying down his life for us. The baptismal life is a commitment to show others the selfless love that Jesus showed us in his life and his death for us.

Being made like Jesus in his selfless death requires that we die to self in terms of who we are apart from God. Paul uses the image of the “old person” or old self to describe this aspect of our existence:


You were taught to put away your former way of life, your old self, corrupt and deluded by its lusts, and to be renewed in the spirit of your minds, and to clothe yourselves with the new self, created according to the likeness of God in true righteousness and holiness. (Eph 4:22-24)



This image far more dramatically dissociates us from our identity apart from Christ than the image of “new birth.” Here, we completely “put off” the old self—who we are apart from God—like a garment that doesn’t fit us any longer. Our baptism does not kill the old self any more than it makes it impossible for us to sin. However, it does make the life of that old self ill-fitting, uncomfortable, too restrictive for who the Holy Spirit is calling us to become.

The “old self with its practices” is not a pretty sight (Col 3:9-10). It is greedy, covetous, lustful; it is angry, thinks and speaks ill of others, is not above using deceit. It seeks its own gratification and acts viciously to protect its own interests. It shows up in the man who does whatever it takes to get a promotion for himself, regardless of what it costs him in relationships, or the grown woman who abandons her family because she feels unfulfilled. You know your own old self. It erupts when others fail to do as you would wish them to do, and you resort to manipulation or simply curse them silently in your heart. It speaks in the messages you hear within you, demeaning others and yourself. It keeps drawing you to the painkillers you find in compulsive eating, needless spending or sexual addictions, masking the underlying wounds of your soul and distracting you from the One who can heal them. It poisons your relationships with defensiveness or unforgiveness.

And yet, we are often reluctant to relinquish that old self. Dying to the old self is difficult: “Death means death:. . . death to your hopes, dreams, and ambitions. It may mean death to a work you have built up and seen flourish. It will mean death, all along the line, to self-will. That is what it really means to say, ‘I have been baptized.’ ” The sign of the cross made on our foreheads at baptism means we have been “consecrated to a crucified Messiah,” and therefore that we, too, are bound by baptism to “crucify the old person and to bear the cross.”

But the Christian mystery is not just about dying. It is about discovering a new kind of life on the other side of this death to the old self. The dying life carries with it this promise: “The more completely you die to self the more you begin to live to God.” The new person, with which we clothe ourselves in baptism, exhibits the beauty of “compassion, kindness, humility, meekness, and patience,” while our relationships exhibit the beauty of forgiveness, love and harmony (see Col 3:12-14). The new person is Christ living in us, and us living for Christ (see 2 Cor 5:15; Gal 2:20). It is to be created anew by God, our “best self” in him.

This union with Christ in his death and resurrection is a spiritual grace continually held out to us in our baptism. It is a precious gift from God, allowing us to leave behind whatever is destructive to human relationships, to community and ultimately to ourselves, and to move into a life with God and with one another that releases God’s love into this world and preserves us with Christ for eternity.

Though rarely practiced in the more liturgical traditions, the ritual act of immersion captures the symbolism of this central mystery with special vividness. We are plunged into the pool, and the cold water closes over our heads in a symbolic death and burial; we are pulled up from the water and emerge on the other side of the pool a new person, to live a new kind of life. Whether we were immersed into water as adults or had water sprinkled or poured on us as infants long ago, the baptismal life summons us to spend the remainder of our lives applying this immersion to ourselves, becoming now “in actual practice those new creatures who have risen from the waters of death.”


Putting It into Practice


Read Colossians 3:5-17. Spend some time in prayer, asking God to show you those things to which you need to “die” in order for Christ to come alive in you more fully. What aspects of your old person does God want to work on with you at this point in your journey? You might wish to write in your journal about what things you are shown. Ask God to help you discern what spiritual graces you have already put on as part of the regular clothing of your new person. With what virtue or behavior does God want to endow you or cultivate in you more fully in this next step along the path? Pray for the grace and discernment to walk in the new person in this way more fully.

 

Find or even buy a nice new shirt, dress, robe or other garment (white would be symbolically appropriate). Set it on a hanger in a convenient place. Put on an old shirt or dress that has outlived its use. Spend some time in prayer before God, meditating on Colossians 3:5-17 and Galatians 5:16-25.

Take a marker and write those character traits or specific behaviors and responses that you recognize as a face of your old self on this old shirt (you may write these on pieces of paper and pin them to the shirt). Pray to God for grace and guidance to leave these things behind and to walk in newness of life. Strip off the old garment, and leave it in a heap on the floor. Pray for the specific graces of the new self that the Spirit has laid on your heart to seek, and put on the white garment. Read God’s Word to you: “You have stripped off the old self with its practices and have clothed yourselves with the new self, which is being renewed in knowledge according to the image of its creator” (Col 3:9-10). Continue in prayer, asking God for help to live more and more from the new self with which God has clothed you in your baptism into Christ.

You might find it useful to retain these two garments, perhaps hanging the white garment in an elevated place and leaving the old garment crumpled below it, as a visible reminder of the transformation God is working within you.
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A New Exodus 
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The last facet of God’s promises to us held out in the baptismal liturgy is a renewed experience of God’s deliverance—a new passover and new exodus. In the “Thanksgiving over the Water,” the celebrant declares,


Through [water] you led the children of Israel out of their bondage in Egypt into the land of promise. . . . In it your Son Jesus . . . was anointed. . . to lead us, through his death and resurrection, from the bondage of sin into everlasting life. (BCP, 306)



The repetitive patterns of the prayer—“out of their bondage. . . into the land of promise,” “from the bondage of sin into everlasting life”—suggest that these two acts of God, the exodus and our baptism into new life, are parallel and interpret each other’s meaning. Our baptism is a passing over from death to life, an exodus from a life of slavery into the freedom of the children of God.

If in the actual baptismal liturgy this emphasis is somewhat muted, it resounds much more forcefully when baptism or baptismal renewal is celebrated within the context of the Easter Vigil service, where “the spiritual meaning of baptism is most fully expressed.”
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