Baptism
Sacrament of Christian Vocation

Louis H. Gunnemann

THE TITLE GIVEN to this presentation on the Sacrament of Baptism re-
quires a few words of explanation. The title, Baptism—Sacrament of Chris-
tian Vocation, is not intended to suggest anything new. Rather, in treating
the Sacrament in a somewhat non-traditional way I am seeking to underline
the urgent need to reconsider the place of baptism in the life of the Church
today. In a succeeding presentation on the Sacrament of the Lord’s Supper,
or Holy Communion, a related accent will be obvious, for we shall speak
of Eucharist—Sacrament of Christian Discipleship.

There are many reasons for attempting a re-interpretation of the
sacraments by accentuating the themes of vocation and discipleship. Nearly
forty years ago Paul Tillich wrote of the “death of the sacraments” within
the Protestant movement. He assessed the disastrous consequences of such
aloss in these words: “A complete disappearance of the sacramental element
(not the same thing as particular sacraments) would lead to the disappear-
ance of the cultus, and, finally, to the dissolution of the visible church
itself.” The loss of a clear sense of the place of the sacraments is, of course,
a cause of the loss of a sense of the sacramental element in the life of the
Church. This has been widely experienced in Western Protestantism. How-
ever, it is certainly cause for thanksgiving to God that through these past
forty years a countervailing trend has appeared—a concern about the sac-
raments that has yielded some important developments.

Two things have happened to move discussions about the sacraments
from a traditional “in-house debate” about differing accents and practices
into the arena of questioning their place in the life of the Church as we
approach the twenty-first century.

The first development exhibits an awareness of the new context in
which the Church must re-think the meaning and place of the sacraments.
This is the awareness that in the Western world the Church is increasingly
in a missionary situation. We have heard much of this, and in the coming
years we will begin to experience rather dramatically the impact of the
minority status on the life of the Church. A little more than a year ago,
Bishop Lesslie Newbigin of the Church of South India, but now retired
in his home in England, gave the Warfield Lectures at Princeton Seminary.
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The title of his presentation was “Can the West Be Converted?’? His
answer to the question posed in that title underlines the radical thinking
required of the Church in these times. That thinking inevitably touches
our understanding of the sacraments. The substance of Newbigin’s argu-
ment is that the Church in the Western world has obscured and distorted
the Gospel in its surrender to the privatized world of personal judgment
and in its abandonment of the public world to a new and hardened
paganism. It is not difficult to see the distortion of the Gospel in the
privatization of the sacraments resulting from this trend. Newbigin calls
for a new corporate sense of the faith, in which the sacraments regain their
original place in the life of faith.

The second development relates directly to the sacraments. It is
exhibited in the World Council of Churches’ Faith and Order Paper No.
111, known to many as the BEM documents (Baptism, Eucharist and
Ministry). The introduction includes these words, perhaps familiar to
those of you who have been involved in a study of BEM: “We live in a
crucial moment in the history of humankind. As the churches grow in
unity, they are asking how their understandings and practices of baptism,
eucharist and ministry relate to their mission in and for the renewal of
human community as they seek to promote justice, peace, and reconcilia-
tion.””

These two developments mark a radical shift in the discussion of
the sacraments. For many generations the meaning of the sacraments has
been characterized in terms of “what” they accomplish, and “how” they
accomplish certain benefits for the believer—always related to the indi-
vidual’s salvation. Today the questions of “what” and “how” are giving
way to the question of “why?” That is, why are these ancient and revered
rites of the Church important to the Church’s mission today? It is in
response to this question “why?” that we want to speak of Baptism as the
Sacrament of Christian Vocation, and the Eucharist as the Sacrament of
Christian Discipleship. It surely is obvious, of course, that the question
of “why” will also involve the “what” and the “how.” And along the way
we shall discuss these in relation to aspects of our understandings and
practices in the United Church of Christ.
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From this general introduction, then, we turn to the subject of
baptism. Why does the Church in these critical times continue this religious
ritual which is not only often accompanied by mushy sentimentality but
is also among many people so little understood? An illustration of the
problem is given by Laurence H. Stookey in his book, Baptism: Christ’s
Act in the Church:

Early in this century, a baby born in England, Lucille by name, was
taken by her maternal grandmother to the local Wesleyan Chapel to







