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Forbid Them Not 
St. John’s Church, NF 

Oct. 19, 2014 
 

We have a wonderful event to celebrate today, the baptism of three 

children and two adults. Now, let me tell you a story about a recent baptism I 

had the pleasure to administer in my last posting in FE. A 63-year-old 

gentleman in the company of his wife spoke to me after worship one Sunday 

and asked if I would be willing to baptize him. He himself admitted, “I’m a 

little late.” But better late than never, said I. He had been attending another 

church with his wife for many years, but baptism was denied him, because of 

his association with the Masonic Lodge. Well, I assured him that he had come 

to the right place. St. Paul’s is often considered the Masonic Church in that 

area, and the gentleman had noticed the Masonic symbols in the stained glass 

Rose window on his first visit. The congregation and I were happy to welcome 

him home.  

Now he had taken baptism quite seriously over his lifetime, denying 

himself communion, because, as church tradition has taught, only baptized 

believers are to be eligible to partake in the Eucharist. There is much debate, 

even today, I learned at the Lutheran/Anglican clergy retreat, about this 

issue. “Bath before Bread,” is how one person put it. Let me say a word 

about such church rules through the decades. You know, we beat our breasts 

trying to figure out why people have stopped coming to church, how they 

seem to live their lives quite happily without benefit of church, but, when you 

look at how difficult the church has made life for people in the past, let alone 

in the present, is it any wonder that the pews are empty? 

Consider the baptism of infants. The Bible speaks nothing of infant 

baptism, only of the baptism of Jesus and adult believers. I like to think that 
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we have long abandoned the old superstition of the need for baptism of an 

infant for its immediate salvation from the pangs of hell. But the superstition 

lingers, I fear; it’s why many non-church people phone wanting “to get the kid 

done.” I remember in my late teens attending a non-denominational leadership 

camp at which the keynote speaker for the week was an Anglican priest. In 

the middle of one of his morning lectures he dropped into his talk, almost as 

an aside, a parenthetical remark, that an unbaptized infant went directly to 

hell when it died. The room exploded with shocked gasps and hands went into 

the air to debate this unholy assertion, but this happened in the early 60s 

and he was able with the authority of his august personage to silence our 

impudent interruption. It is to my everlasting regret to this day that not one 

of us stood to challenge him or at least leave the room. Just a very few years 

later by the end of the 60s we probably would have.  

How did we allow the church to intimidate with such cruel doctrine? 

People today have learned to think, to question authority, and they have 

rightly rejected such thinking, which to my mind is truly heretical, in light of 

the many loving statements by Jesus about children. Jesus referred to 

children a lot: 

 “suffer the little children to come unto me and forbid them not” 
   or 

He called a little child to him, and placed the child among them. And he 
said: “Truly I tell you, unless you change and become like little children, you 
will never enter the kingdom of heaven. Therefore, whoever takes the lowly 
position of this child is the greatest in the kingdom of heaven. And whoever 
welcomes one such child in my name welcomes me. If anyone causes one of 
these little ones—those who believe in me—to stumble, it would be better for 
them to have a large millstone hung around their neck and to be drowned in 
the depths of the sea.” 
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A child condemned to everlasting perdition because it wasn’t baptized–-it 

boggles the heart, soul and mind. God give me strength. 

In my job I do a lot of listening, and reading, and it’s interesting how the 

same idea gets expressed by a number of sources around about the same 

time. The phrase I’ve heard in the past few months about people who no 

longer come to church suggests that they have been hurt along the way, that 

church teaching or someone in a church, perhaps unintentionally, has hurt 

them deeply. I didn’t quite grasp this idea at first, but I’ve heard it and read it 

often enough that I now give the concept some credence. Horribly unkind, 

unloving acts, perpetrated by church dogma, by clergy, by laypeople, all done 

in the name of God. How will such disaffected folk find reconciliation? And 

I’ve only used the one illustration of baptism. How has the church in the not 

so distant past treated divorced people? The burial of suicides? 

Homosexuals? Women? Children? The list of abuses goes on and on, and I 

fear it is too late to undo the errors of the past, let alone the present. 

Jesus often used “how much more” analogies to describe the love of the 

Divine: “If you then, imperfect as you are, know how to give good gifts to 

your children, how much more will your Father in Heaven give good things to 

those who ask Him!” If we can experience so much love for our own children, 

how much more Divine love is there to meet our needs. Our service of 

baptism reminds us of the bountiful, unconditional love of the Divine, 

graciously available for us all at all times and in all places. We come thankful 

for the divine gift of life and love, to acknowledge that we are all the beloved 

children of the Creator. “Love actually is all around.” Celestial love surrounds 

all people on this earth, from before their births, during every moment of 

their lives and after their deaths, whether they are baptized or not. Through 
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the rite of baptism, we acknowledge this life-giving love and give thanks to it 

and for it, and commit ourselves to emulate that love in our lives. 

There is need for fresh understanding of what we are going to do today.  

Adults come to this place of worship and they speak on behalf of themselves 

and their children, and they promise to continue on a faithful journey with 

ever new experiences and challenges. We will gather at this font at 10:30am 

to celebrate the Spirit of Life that connects us all and through which we 

come to love ourselves, one another and the whole of creation. This fount 

and the water in it are our symbols of community and of our common need 

for the refreshing waters of the Spirit. Each of us, whole and loved, knows the 

need for support and care on the spiritual journey. As the families gather to 

commit to the journey, we will pledge our goodwill to them. We will stand as 

witnesses to the commitment these couples make . . . and pledge ourselves, 

through the symbol of this water, to their love, support, and care as they 

discover the new ways that the Spirit unfolds for them. 

We will use the ancient Trinitarian formula to baptize these children of 

God, to unite them to all who have gone before, but know this, that they will 

be baptized in the name of Life who created them, Wisdom who knew them 

first, Hope by whom they shall be sustained, Delight in whom I pray they live, 

and ultimately, in the name of Love. May they and their children and their 

children’s children live every day in Love’s embrace.  

 

 


