I’m Gonna Live So God Can Use Me
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“If you have been raised with Christ…” – that’s how this morning’s portion of the letter written to the Colossians begins – “If you have been raised with Christ…”  How strange and puzzling those words may sound to us, since they were written to living human beings like you and me, people who hadn’t died, hadn’t yet experienced the resurrection of the dead, couldn’t have yet been raised with Christ.  But, those words do make sense when you know that the letter-writer is using the phrase “raised with Christ” to describe Baptism.  Christians 2000 years ago would have heard the letter-writer saying, “If you have been baptized…”  This letter is addressed to people who have been baptized.  This portion of the letter is an emphatic reminder, urging the baptized to remember who they are and how they are to live as the baptized.  “If you have been baptized…”

So, okay, we say, if the phrase “raised with Christ” refers to Baptism, then why didn’t our modern-day biblical scholars translate this passage using the word “Baptism” instead of using that strange-to-our-ears phrase “raised with Christ”?  Well, I don’t know why they did that, but here’s my guess.
“Raised with Christ” is a phrase rich with pointers.  It beams up pointing toward new life, but also it reaches down, pointing to what you are raised from, pointing to the death which precedes new life.  It’s a strong reminder that, while Baptism is about life, new life, Baptism also is about a death which happens while you are still in your earthly body.  As the Christian tradition has expressed it for 2000 years, in the waters of Baptism, the old you dies, the old you that has lost the way of abundant life, the old you that wanders in darkness.  That old you, who can’t be anything but miserable, dies so that a new you may be born, raised up with Christ in the baptismal waters, a new you, ready to live a new life.  Thing is, we often accentuate the new life born in Baptism, forgetting that dying is also part of it.  It’s hard to remember that part when most Baptisms we witness involve just a few drops of water sprinkled on somebody’s head.  What brings the death part home is Baptism done by immersion, someone’s whole body submerged in water as if, albeit briefly, drowned.
Were any of you baptized by immersion?  I was when I was a teenager, and note the word “teenager.”  Remember that pre-occupation teenagers have about how they look?  That Sunday night, I was so worried about how I would look to my boyfriend when I came up from that water drenched, looking like a drowned rat with dripping mascara.

Nonetheless, teenage angst not withstanding, my immersion in the church’s baptistery was a profound marker along my spiritual journey.  I realized that something big had happened which I would remember always.  What I didn’t know that night was that I would have to struggle for the rest of my life to understand and live the dying and rising of baptismal life.
Dying and then rising with Christ:  you know, some branches of Christianity do connect Baptism to what happens when you really and truly do die.  They see Baptism as a door-opening event, Baptism being what will open heaven’s door to you after you die.  Other branches of Christianity, including us Presbyterians, perceive Baptism differently, not as an act which opens heaven’s door.  See, we believe that what happens when you die is totally in God’s hands, totally in those hands of unconditional love, with no conditional clause that predicates eternal joy on whether or not you’ve been baptized.  But we do see Baptism as a door-opening event, opening a door in this life.  It’s the door which opens to welcome you into your own place in the Church, into your own belonging place within the church family, you to be an important part of the very body of Christ.
However, there are some people who aren’t impressed by the opening of that particular door.  They wonder why anyone would want to walk through that doorway.  They criticize the Church vociferously as an antiquated institution, which has codified and set into concrete the errors of antiquity, has dared to name those errors “divine,” and continues to perpetuate those errors and adds new ones, an institution that through its errors does great harm.

Well, who among us would be foolish enough to argue that the Church is perfect, error-free?  But you and I do see the Church as so much more than its mistakes.  We know how good it is, too, how very good.  Isn’t it good for you personally; despite the inevitable squabbles and mistakes of fallible human beings, isn’t it good to be part of this family?  Isn’t it good to worship together, to share holy ground and experience Holy Spirit together, to have your own faith bolstered in the shared faith of the church family?  Isn’t it good to have brothers and sisters who welcome the real you, sisters and brothers with whom to laugh and play, with whom to eat and share stories, with whom to create memories as together you create a living story?  Isn’t it good, also, to know that when you’re in some kind of trouble, your church family is going to circle the wagons around you, protect you, stand up for you, shoulder your burdens with you and pray for you constantly?

Isn’t it good to be included in the family, such a blessing?  And, beyond the personal blessings of church family, doesn’t the Church also do great good in the world – schools, hospitals, shelters for the homeless, food pantries, so many other ministries that bless God’s beloved children?  Isn’t it good to be part of that?
Baptism:  it opens the door of the Church to you, to a new life full of goodness and blessing.  And one of the most profound blessings you receive, it’s having your life filled up with profound meaning, in the realization that as a church member you are part of something huge, something that really and truly matters, you yourself living as part of the very body of Christ.  Baptism:  it opens the door to abundant life, your own new life.
But then, what’s the dying part of Baptism?  Well, the author of the letter to the Colossians makes that clear.  To live the new life of the baptized, you have to put to death the attitudes and behaviors of the old you, the attitudes and behaviors which are antithetical to baptismal living.  The letter-writer provides a list of the old attitudes and behaviors which must die, and we know that, long as it is, it isn’t a complete list.  The letter-writer provides also a list of the new attitudes and behaviors which are to be born, and we know that this list isn’t complete either.  There are a lot of old attitudes and behaviors to be put to death, and a whole lot of new ones to begin.
Trouble is, those old attitudes and behaviors don’t die easily.  And it isn’t easy to birth the new attitudes and behaviors, either.  It takes work, hard work, day after day after day work, a life time of working toward living into your Baptism.  Question is, is it worth all that effort?

Well, I guess it depends.  It depends on how passionate you are about loving God who so passionately loves and blesses you.  It depends on how much you really want to live the Jesus Way, how much you really want to experience life abundant.  It depends on how useful you want to be to God, knowing that your old attitudes and behaviors will stifle your usefulness, your ability to be a blessing in God’s world.  Putting to death the old attitudes and behaviors to live as part of the body of Christ, rising up to live that new life, with new attitudes and behaviors which bless you to be a blessing, dying and rising with Christ to live into your Baptism, all the hard work that takes:  is it worth it?  I guess it depends on how much you want to sing that old spiritual and really mean what you sing:  “I’m gonna live so God can use me anywhere, any time.”
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