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 This morning we begin a four week series looking at four of the central symbols of the 

Christian church. Now, we are familiar with symbols and the experience of taking every day, 

normal objects and recognizing that they are symbolic of something else. The tricky part is that 

there is not always, if ever, a completely universal agreement on what the object symbolizes. We 

each look at the object from our viewpoint, experiences of life, and theological upbringing and 

assign the object and symbol a particular value. Symbols are powerful because they release our 

imagination and employ our feelings and emotions. So, for example, here are some normal, 

everyday items that serve as symbols. 

 We begin with this image, a picture of the American Flag . It 

is a flag, it is made of cloth, and it is a symbol of something. What 

does this symbol convey to you?  

What about this symbol, a drivers 

license? What about this symbol , the Olympic Torch, what 
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emotions does it evoke within you? Here is another symbol , wedding 

rings. What does this symbol convey to you? Or what about this image  of fireworks. What could 

this be symbolic of?  

 We do not only use symbols in our life outside of church. 

In fact there are numerous objects, everyday items that are 

transformed into powerful, evocative, and inspiring symbols here 

at Waterford. Again, as I show you these items I ask you to consider what they are symbols of, 

and what emotions they evoke within you.   

   . We take these everyday items 

and through inclusion of our times of worship, fellowship, and service they become symbols of 

something much deeper and richer and significant than the common day elements of bread, 

wood, water, oil, cotton, paper.  

 Over the course of the next four Sunday we will be looking at four of these significant 

symbols in the church. This series was inspired by Pastor Katie’s seminary professor, Fred Edie, 

who wrote a book entitled: Book, Bath, Table and Time. So each week we will look at one of 
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these common objects and reflect on what it symbolizes within the church, and specifically how 

we interpret this symbol with our Anabaptist lens.  

 This morning then we are looking at the symbol of water . We are aware that living, 

breathing, growing, and/or moving things need water. I need 

water. You need water. In addition around 60-70% of our 

bodies are water. Around the world, both nearby and across 

many miles, we hear stories of communities that bear the 

burden of not having accessible clean water. We know that the lack of water is damaging, and 

can threaten life’s very existence. We have also seen the evidence and destruction of too much 

water as we see images of intense flooding, destroying anything and everyone in its pathway.  

Now I’m imagining that many of you are like me in regards that I don’t often have 

conversations that deal with the topic of water. Although present in my daily life, I rarely think 

about it or talk about it. I assume, quite naively, that as I turn on my facet that drinkable water 

will spill forth having miraculously being drawn from my well that is accessed somewhere on 

our 3 acres. We are aware of our need for water, the lack of water, and the damage that water can 

cause.  

Throughout the biblical canon we can also find the presence of water, and examples of 

water employed as a symbol. We remember the beginning in Genesis, as God’s Spirit hovered 

over the waters. Then we could recall stories of like Noah and the flood, Jesus sending 

individuals to go wash in the water, Naaman dipping in the water 7 times, Moses in the basket in 

the water, the parting of the Red Sea, Jesus’ baptism, Jesus turning water into wine, Peter 

walking on water, washing feet, and the list could go on and on and on. Edie offers that water is 

a “naturally occurring human symbol” and ranges on its symbolic significance as it touches on 
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the themes of “life, death, power, terror, peace, transport, scarcity, abundance, baptism, 

formation, mixing, recreation, and transformation.”i 

 Here are two forms of water - one found in the pitcher, 

and the other in our pond. This water is transformed into a 

powerful, life changing symbol as the common everyday 

water becomes the water of baptism. What does baptism 

mean? What do these symbols communicate to us, to the 

broader Christian world, and to our relationship with God and God’s creation? What is the 

baptismal theology that we embrace as Christians, as Anabaptists, as Mennonites? Well to get to 

those answers we begin by looking at the two scripture texts that Andrew read for us earlier.  

In Matthew chapter twenty-eight we hear the great commission as Jesus empowers his 

disciples to go out to make disciples of all nations. However, Jesus continues by instructing them 

to baptize the new disciples in the name of the Father, and the Son, and the Holy Spirit, teaching 

them to obey everything Jesus has commanded them. As Anabaptists and Mennonites we 

practice what is called a believer’s baptism which is in contrast to an infant baptism. I will talk 

more about this later, but for now will simply offer that this text is one that is frequently 

referenced to support our theology of a believers baptism.  

Andrew also read from Romans chapter six where we receive Paul’s extended teaching 

on the meaning and symbolism of baptism. This text has also been especially significant 

throughout the history of Anabaptists. Within this text Paul makes it very clear that being 

baptized is not just about getting wet. Instead Paul articulates that in our baptism we die to sin 

and the power of sin in our lives, and rise to new life under the lordship of Jesus Christ. So, one 

way to look at baptism is that as we are buried in the waterit symbolizes being lowered into the 
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grave, the finality of life under the power and kingdom of sin. Then as we come out of the water 

it symbolizes our stepping into new life with Jesus as our Lord and Savior. Biblical scholar John 

Toewes summarizes Paul’s teaching this way:  

Because Christians have died to sin, they must continuously choose to think differently 

about themselves. The new self-understanding is that what is true of Christ is true of 

them. Christians are not only dead to sin, they are living with God… it means to live in 

the kingdom of Christ rather than the kingdom of sin... (SLIDE) Christians cannot 

simultaneously be ruled by sin and by Christ. Through baptism-death they have been 

separated from one kingdom community and incorporated into a different kingdom 

community.ii 

Furthermore I would highlight that Paul flushes out his understanding of the meaning of 

baptism by using images that describe incorporation into something greater than ourselves. So 

within the text we read of the meaning of baptism as being buried with, grafted together with, 

crucified with, died with, live with. So, “To be baptized into Christ… means to put on Christ and 

to become part of a new community that changes the way people relate to each other.” iii 

I understand that this was a lot to absorb quickly. I would offer a summary statement that 

in our baptism we acknowledge the ways we have been held captive to sin, and we yield 

ourselves to Jesus and his kingdom that we commit to help usher in. Throughout my life I have 

heard baptism succinctly summarized as “An outward expression of an inward decision.” And 

yes, it is very much that. And, deeper below the surface of the baptismal waters lies this 

theological claim that in our baptism we proclaim the shifts of which kingdom we reside in, and 

who is lord over our lives.  

I would like to turn now to look specifically at how Anabaptists understand the meaning 

and symbolism of baptism. Many of you would be familiar with this small book  of the 
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Confession of Faith in a Mennonite Perspective which was 

written in 1995. I am going to read parts of Article 11 which is 

on baptism, followed by a paragraph from the Mennonite 

Minister’s Manual. As I do so, I encourage you to note the 

three types of baptism that are named – baptism of Spirit, 

Water, and Blood – as well as how baptism is an act of God, the church, and the believer.  

From our Confession of Faith: We believe that the baptism of believers with water is a 

sign of their cleansing from sin. Baptism is also a pledge before the church of their covenant with 

God to walk in the way of Jesus Christ through the power of the Holy Spirit. Believers are 

baptized into Christ and his body by the Spirit, water, and blood. 

Baptism is a testimony to God’s gift of the Holy Spirit and the continuing work of the 

Spirit in the lives of believers. Through the Spirit we repent and turn toward God in faith. The 

baptism of the Holy Spirit enables believers to walk in newness of life, to live in community with 

Christ and the church, to offer Christ’s healing and forgiveness to those in need, to witness 

boldly to the good news of Christ, and to hope in the sharing of Christ’s future glory. 

Baptism by water is a sign that a person has repented, received forgiveness, renounced 

evil, and died to sin, through the grace of God in Christ Jesus. Thus cleansed, believers are 

incorporated into Christ’s body on earth, the church. Baptism by water is also a pledge to serve 

Christ and to minister as a member of his body according to the gifts given to each one… 

Baptism is done in obedience to Jesus’ command and as a public commitment to identify with 

Jesus Christ, not only in his baptism by water, but in his life in the Spirit and in his death in 

suffering love. 

The baptism of blood, or baptism of suffering, is the offering of one’s life, even to death. 

Jesus understood the giving of his life through the shedding of his blood for others as a baptism... 

Those who accept water baptism commit themselves to follow Jesus in giving their lives for 

others, in loving their enemies, and in renouncing violence, even when it means their own 

suffering or death. 
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Christian baptism is for those who confess their sins, repent, accept Jesus Christ as Savior 

and Lord, and commit themselves to follow Christ in obedience as members of his body, both 

giving and receiving care and counsel in the church.iv 

“Baptism is an act of God, of the church, and of the believer. In baptism, God gives us a 

good conscience and the seal of the Holy Spirit. Baptism enacts what God has done with us: 

made us dead to sin and alive to Christ. As an act of the church, baptism vouches for the faith of 

the believer and affirms the work of grace in her/his life. As an act of the individual, baptism 

enacts her/his surrender of the old self and the embrace of a new self, born in the image of 

Christ.”v 

Wow!  Simple water, an everyday element that we need to 

survive and thrive… transformed into a powerful symbol of 

transformation, belonging, and commitment! I find myself 

growing in excitement as I consider the significance of one yielding themselves to the flowing 

waters, and the symbolism of Christ’s cleansing waters wrapping us in new garments as we 

embrace the calling to live and serve in the new kingdom. 

Do you remember your baptism? Do you remember the refreshing water coming over 

your head? Do you remember the water being poured over you, or the experience of being tilted 

back into the water? Do you remember the testimony you gave on the day you joined the church? 

Do you remember the conviction of your beliefs you held back then?  

Or perhaps you are sitting here as one who has not yet made the choice to be baptized. 

Perhaps your faith is still being formed and realized and discovered. Perhaps your questions and 

doubt currently outweigh your faith. Perhaps you are pondering baptism in the coming weeks or 

years. Perhaps you want to learn more about what it might mean for you and your journey 

through life. If this describes you, I encourage you to allow someone else to join you on the 

journey of discovery and formation. Ask questions, dig deeper, keep exploring and allow 

someone to walk this journey with you.  
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For those of you already baptized, I challenge you to consider, how are you living into 

the great commission of Matthew 28? How are you helping to disciple another? How are you 

teaching someone else about Jesus and inviting them to the waters of baptism? This is not just 

the role and the calling of clergy, but for each and every person who has experienced the 

coolness of the baptismal waters. And I would add, this is a commission that you can never retire 

from.  

In the midst of focusing on the symbolism of water in baptism, we must never lose sight 

of the awesome truth that baptism and the symbolism of it, is only possible through the grace and 

salvation of God that is manifested in Jesus as we are empowered by the Holy Spirit. It is for this 

that we respond to God’s invitation to acknowledge our desire to die to sin and self, and be 

raised to new life in Jesus as a member of the body of Christ. This my friends is beyond good 

news. The water becomes the unifying source of life, connecting me to you, and you to me, and 

us to brothers and sisters around the world.  

This week I challenge you to find time to ponder baptism. It might be to ponder your own 

baptism that happened last year, last decade, or many decades ago. It might be to ponder the 

calling to one day experience baptism. It might be to ponder how are you calling others to the 

waters of baptism. As you create that space I would encourage you to place a bowl of water in 

front of you, to touch and feel the coolness, wetness, and ordinariness of it. Allow your senses to 

guide your prayerful reflection and contemplation of this everyday element that holds powerful 

symbolism for our faith journey. 

Hallelujah for new life offered in Jesus. Hallelujah for the symbol of water to remind us 

of that new life. Amen.  

i Fred P. Edie, Book, Bath, Table, Time (Pilgrim Press), 133. 
ii John E. Toewes, Romans: Believers Church Bible Commentary (Herald Press: Scottdale, Pennsylvania), 177. 
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iii Toewes, Romans, 173. 
iv http://mennoniteusa.org/confession-of-faith/baptism/  
v Minister’s Manual (Herald Press: Scottdale, Pennsylvania), 47. 
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