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Change is in t he air  
 

Epiphany on Thursday, January 6th marks mankind’s 
acknowledgement of Christ the king coming into our world.  
It is a time of change and renewal, and as our Book of Order 
says of this season: 
 

The Church is called to a new openness to 
the presence of God in the Church and in the 
world (Book of Order, G-3.0401a). 

 
 

We at Community Presbyterian Church rejoice in the new Elders and Deacons 
who have received the call to service and join those currently serving to lead and inspire 
us during the next three years. Welcome… 

 
Incoming Elders:  

Joanne Fraze, Gregory Reid, Walter Trent,  
Nancy Powers and Kathy Whitley 

 
Incoming Deacons:  

Mary Cushman, Bruce Galbraith, Lisa Jones,  
Dorinda Stinson and Dan Williamson 

 
We also wish to honor and thank those finishing their active term of service.  

And the master said to him, Good work, you did your job well! 
(Mathew 25-21- from the Message) 

 
Outgoing Elders: 

Elizabeth Galbraith, Gary Lenahan, David Ludwig,  
Don Mueller and Rebecca DeLo  

 
Outgoing Deacons: 

Jim Babbage, Chris Carroll, Darlene Elliott,  
Don Seapy and Barbara Ward 
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Bapt ism and t he Power  of  Belonging   
  From the Pastor … 

In last month’s edition of The Chimes, the Clerk of 
Session included a piece describing Session actions taken 
at the last meeting. One action related to baptisms.  After 
studying the meaning and nature of baptism in three 
consecutive meetings, the Session unanimously agreed that 
we should… 

 
·  Conduct baptisms only with proof of membership 

from another church and permission from that 
church’s governing body, to be obtained and 
provided by the requesting parents. 

·  Decline to provide baptisms to the children of non-
members, and instead offer a prayer of dedication 
service for them and an explanation to the 
congregation as to why we are not baptizing the child 
at this time. 

 
I have been approached by several people who have expressed concern over 

this policy.  As I result, I’d like to take some time here to provide a rationale. 
As a Presbyterian congregation, our actions are guided and directed by our study 

of scripture and by our denomination’s constitution, which includes The Book of Order.  
The Book of Order addresses how we govern ourselves, how we worship together, and 
how we undertake the role of discipline when necessary.  It also provides us with 
beautiful and helpful language about the meaning, purpose, and proper administration of 
baptism as a sacrament.  This language includes the affirmation that, like circumcision 
for the people of Israel, baptism is a sign of inclusion in God’s relationship of covenant 
love. Thus, “the Baptism of children witnesses to the truth that God’s love claims people 
before they are able to respond in faith. (W-2.3007).” In infant baptism, we are making 
the assumption that, because one or both parents have a relationship with God through 
Christ, then God has chosen this child as well.  

When we talk about God’s covenant love, we need to remember that God’s 
covenant is expressed exclusively through community. God makes a covenant with a 
people (Israel), not individual persons. Jesus invited individuals to follow him, but part of 
that following meant becoming part of his new community. We might say, “Wait a minute, 
doesn’t God love individuals? Doesn’t God love me for me?” Yes, most certainly! But we 
don’t experience that love in a vacuum. We experience it in community – the church, the 
Body of Christ. Because of this emphasis on the communal nature of baptism, the Book 
of Order tells us that “when a child is being presented for Baptism, ordinarily the parent(s) 
or one(s) rightly exercising parental responsibility shall be an active member of the 
congregation (W-2.3014).”  It also states that “the congregation as a whole, on behalf of 
the Church universal, assumes responsibility for nurturing the baptized person in the 
Christian life (W-2.3017).” In other words, at baptism the parents and the church 
together commit themselves to the work of nurturing children and leading them into a life 
of discipleship. In so doing, we can feel confident that, when the children are old enough, 
they will be able to respond to God and claim this faith for themselves.  

Personally and pastorally, I believe we should take our commitment to be a 
nurturing congregation very seriously. We must be willing to stand behind our promise-
to-nurture by providing excellent Sunday School education for children, confirmation and 
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youth groups for teens and preteens, worship and enrichment opportunities for parents, 
and programs that build up and nurture families as a whole. Because we take this 
commitment seriously, we need to feel confident that the family with whom we make it 
will enable us to fulfill it. In other words, part of the parents’ commitment is to give us a 
chance to help nurture the child by bringing her to church – regularly and often!   
 

The Book of Order also provides: “The session may also consider a request for 
the baptism of a child from a Christian parent who is an active member of another 
congregation. If the session approves such a request, it shall consult with the governing 
body of the other congregation and shall notify them when the Sacrament has been 
administered (W-2.3014, italics mine).” Thus, parents desiring that their child be baptized 
must not necessarily be members of our church, but they must be members somewhere.  
If we cannot fulfill the commitment to nurture (because, for instance, the family lives too 
far away), then we need to know that we have permission to make the baptismal 
promise on behalf of a church that can.   

Now, there is no provision in the Book of Order for prayers of dedication like the 
one we witnessed a few weeks ago for the grandchildren of members. (In that case, 
baptism was made available to the children’s parents, but they elected not to have their 
children baptized at this time because they are members of churches that practice 
‘believer’s baptism.’) The session decided to make prayers of dedication an option for 
those parents who are not members of our congregation (or members of any 
congregation for that matter) but who nevertheless desire a blessing from God and who 
intend to raise their child in Christian faith. Any time we encounter people desiring more 
of Christ in their lives – especially with respect to their lives as parents – we want to do 
everything we can to support them and to communicate that they are most welcome 
among us. 

If I were to try and sum up the objections raised by this action of Session in one 
word, it would be “exclusionary.” Some have expressed the belief that to withhold 
baptism from someone is to tell them that they don’t belong. If someone wants the grace 
of God, who are we to withhold it? Wouldn’t baptism for a child open the door to a 
family’s participation and eventual membership in the church? Such a policy, it is argued, 
flies in the face of being an “inclusive” church. While I affirm the values behind this view 
of baptism and belonging, there are serious problems with it.  

First, it does not have tradition or biblical teaching to support it. Baptism always 
comes before membership (see the Book of Order G-5.0101d and Acts 2:37ff, Acts 
10:47ff). Baptism is not a means of making God do something God would not otherwise 
do, but instead of responding to the grace God has already manifested in a person’s life. 
Therefore, we are not withholding God’s grace from someone (as if we could) by 
withholding baptism. 
  Second, this view undermines the call to discipleship that Jesus preached and 
modeled through his ministry. When Jesus called people into relationship with him, he 
simultaneously called them out of the type of life that they had been living. Peter and 
Andrew left their fishing nets in order to become fishers of people. The rich young ruler 
was invited to leave his materialism in order to lay hold of heavenly riches. The woman 
caught in adultery encountered Jesus’ forgiveness, but was then instructed to “go and 
sin no more” in order to have Jesus’ acceptance (not her sin) define her life. Mothers 
and fathers are likewise called to lay down their claims of ownership over a child’s 
destiny in order to fully entrust it to God’s perfect provision. To offer baptism apart from 
calling people to transformed living disconnects it from relationship with Jesus Christ – 
the very thing that gives baptism its meaning and power.  

(Continued to Page 4) 
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