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"We are little fishes according to our great fish, Jesus Christ. We are born in water and continue 
to live healthily only as we remain in the water"- Tertullian1

Baptism is present tense. It is not simply that "I was baptized" but that "I am baptized." For a 
Lutheran congregation to recapture its self-awareness as a baptizing community, this present 
tense nature of baptism needs to be accented in preaching, liturgical practice, catechesis, and 
pastoral care. A good starting point would be Luther's exposition of the reality of God's gracious 
gifts in baptism as set forth in the Large Catechism2. Using the Large Catechism for this task 
presupposes knowledge of the Small Catechism as it provides the foundational understanding of 
baptism with reference to its institution by Christ, its benefits, its efficacy, and its significance 
for the life of repentance and faith.  

In the Large Catechism, Luther expands upon the truth of baptism confessed in the Small 
Catechism as he emphasizes the fact that baptism is God's work not the work of any human 
being. "To be baptized in God's name is to be baptized not by human beings but by God himself. 
Although it is performed by human hands, it is nevertheless truly God's own act" (LC IV:10, 
Kolb/Wengert, 457). Luther never tires of stressing that baptism is God's work. "Thus you see 
plainly that baptism is not a work that we do but that it is a treasure that God gives us and faith 
grasps, just as the Lord Christ upon the cross is not a work but a treasure placed in the setting of 
the Word and received by faith" (LC IV: 37, Kolb/Wengert, 461). With a polemical edge that is 
lacking in the Small Catechism, Luther engages the "new spirits" who set baptism aside, 
regarding it as empty. "Therefore it is sheer wickedness and devilish blasphemy that now, in 
order to blaspheme baptism, our new spirits set aside God's Word and ordinance, consider 
nothing but the water drawn from the well, and then babble, ‘How can a handful of water help 
the soul?'"(LC IV:15, Kolb/Wengert, 458). As in the Small Catechism, Luther focuses on the 
benefit or blessing of baptism. "This is the simplest way to put it: the power, effect, benefit, fruit, 
and purpose of baptism is that it saves. For no one is baptized in order to become a prince, but, as 
the words say, ‘to be saved.' To be saved, as everyone knows, is nothing else than to be delivered 
from sin, death, and the devil, to enter into Christ's kingdom, and to live with him forever" (LC 
IV:24, Kolb/Wengert, 459).  

Perhaps the most significant dimension of the Large Catechism's treatment of baptism is the 
significance of baptism for the daily life of the believer. Here Luther remarks "In baptism, 
therefore, every Christian has enough to study and practice all his or her life. Christians always 
have enough to do to believe firmly what baptism promises and brings-victory over death and the 
devil, forgiveness of sin, God's grace, the entire Christ, and the Holy Spirit with his gifts. In 
short, the blessings of baptism are so boundless that if our timid nature considers them, it may 
well doubt whether they could be all true" (LC IV:41, Kolb/Wengert, 461). For Luther, the 
significance of baptism is found in the rhythm of the dying and rising that marks Christian 
existence: "Thus a Christian life is nothing else than a daily baptism, begun once and continuing 
ever after. For we must keep at it without ceasing, always purging whatever pertains to the old 
Adam, so that whatever belongs to the new creature may come forth" (LC IV:65, Kolb/Wengert, 
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65). Baptism is not something that is confined to the moment of the liturgical rite, but rather 
embraces the life of the Christian from font to grave. Thus, there is as Jonathan Trigg aptly 
describes it, a certain "circularity" to the baptismal life:  

"The circularity of the Christian life for Luther is reflected in several aspects of his theology. 
Conversion itself becomes, not an event, but a state to be preserved in by the Christian who must 
be semper penitens …A Christian never progresses beyond the need for justification because of 
the nature of justification itself- he remains a sinner although righteousness is imputed to him as 
he lives by faith….The life of faith is no complacent reflection on past victories but an armed 
struggle."3  

So in the face of sin and death, temptation and struggle, Luther counsels the Christian to retreat 
to his or her baptism and seize the consolation that it gives. "Thus, we must regard baptism and 
put it to use in such a way that we may say: ‘But I am baptized! And if I have been baptized, I 
have the promise that I shall be saved and have eternal life, both in soul and body'….No greater 
jewel, therefore, can adorn our body and soul than baptism, for through it we become completely 
holy and blessed, which no other kind of life and work on earth can acquire" (LC IV:44,46, 
Kolb/Wengert, 462).  

How, then, might we so extol the great jewel that is holy baptism in the life of the congregation 
so that our people become more aware of the treasure that God has placed in this sacrament? 
Four areas suggest themselves for attention: (1) liturgical practice, (2) preaching, (3) catechesis, 
and (4) pastoral care.  

Liturgical practice. Under normal circumstances, baptism takes place within the context of the 
Divine Service. The rubrics for the Order of Holy Baptism in Lutheran Worship place rite at the 
beginning of the service. Liturgically this expresses the fact that baptism is our entrance to life in 
Christ. The invocation along with confession and absolution then call us back to baptism, 
illustrating the point the Christian life is a continual return to the font. This point is enhanced by 
placing the font near the entrance of the nave so that worshipers might be visually reminded that 
we come into the church by the washing of regeneration.  

A careful use of the symbols that are associated with the baptismal liturgy (sign of the cross, 
white robe, baptismal candle) can point to the significance of what God is doing in baptism4. 
They are reminders that baptism joins us to Jesus' death, clothes us in His blood-bought 
righteousness, and enlighten us with His light.  

With the publication of the Lutheran Worship Agenda in 1982, the ancient service of the Easter 
Vigil with its vivid baptismal themes has been recovered for use in our churches. This service 
connects the resurrection of our Lord with baptism in the way of Romans 6. A careful use of this 
service will elucidate the centrality of baptism as the sacrament of the new creation.  

Baptismal hymnody reinforces the place of baptism in the ongoing life of the Christian. Both 
Lutheran Worship5 and Hymnal Supplement 98 enriched and expanded the corpus of baptismal 
hymns. Additional strong baptismal hymns are to be found in Christian Worship and the 
Evangelical Lutheran Hymnary.  
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Luther's preface to his baptismal booklet6 of 1526 speaks to the reality of what God is doing in 
baptism. Some congregations print portions of this preface as a bulletin insert on Sundays when 
the sacrament is administered as Luther's words serve to remind parents, sponsors, and 
congregation of the tremendous work that God is performing in baptism and how this gracious 
activity of the triune God provokes the wrath of the devil.  

Preaching. Just as the pulpit in architecturally located between the font and the altar, preaching is 
positioned between baptism and the Lord's Supper. Preaching within the Divine Service 
presupposes baptism.7 Liturgical preaching is addressed to the baptized who have been gathered 
"in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit." Liturgical preaching leads 
from the font to the altar as it proclaims the Lamb of God who gives us His body and blood to 
eat and drink in the holy supper. In this sense baptism provides the context for preaching.  

Certainly there are many occasions within the church year that call for explicit preaching on 
baptism (i.e. The Baptism of our Lord and other Sundays where the lectionary sets a distinct 
baptismal theme). These Sundays will provide the preacher with opportunities to preach on 
various aspects of baptism. Baptismal preaching, however, will not be limited to these days. The 
preacher will understand that the Scriptures to be read and preached on with baptism in view as 
they invite the unbaptized to "repent and be baptized" and as they call those who are baptized to 
live as those whose lives have been claimed by the Triune God.  

Catechesis. Catechesis is the teaching that is connected with baptism (see Matthew 28:19-20). In 
the case of those who are not yet baptized, catechesis is the teaching that leads to baptism. For 
those who are baptized, catechesis is the teaching that unpacks all that the Lord has given in 
baptism. Whether given before or after the administration of baptism, this teaching cannot be 
separated from baptism. Andrew Pfeiffer writes:  

"Pre-baptismal instruction, especially in the form of adult catechesis, is obviously evangelistic. 
However, post-baptismal instruction which draws on previous catechesis can be essentially 
evangelistic. This is ofen overlooked. It can be evangelistic in the sense that (a) it recalls 
believers to the grace foundation of their salvation and therefore keeps them in the faith, and (b) 
it strengthens them in their daily Christian witness, which is significant for the witness of the 
whole church"8

A congregation that understands itself as a "baptizing community" will also see itself as a 
"catechizing community" both as it prepares converts for baptism (or confirmation) and as it sees 
to it that those who are baptized continue "steadfastly in the apostles' doctrine" (Acts 2:42). Such 
catechesis will be more than informational, it will be formation in repentance, faith, and holy 
living.9 This catechesis will engage catechumens in the church's three books as our doctrine is 
drawn from the Holy Scriptures, confessed in the Small Catechism, and expressed in the 
hymnal.10  

As the baptism of infants and young children anticipates catechesis, the congregation might 
present the parents with a copy of the Small Catechism. 
The pastor could write these or similar words inside the front cover:  

           Dear N,  

http://old.ctsfw.edu/academics/faculty/pless/Shaping_Congregation.html#FNote6
http://old.ctsfw.edu/academics/faculty/pless/Shaping_Congregation.html#FNote7
http://old.ctsfw.edu/academics/faculty/pless/Shaping_Congregation.html#FNote8
http://old.ctsfw.edu/academics/faculty/pless/Shaping_Congregation.html#FNote9
http://old.ctsfw.edu/academics/faculty/pless/Shaping_Congregation.html#FNotea


             Today God washed away your sin in the waters of baptism, gave you the gift of His 
Spirit, and made you a priest in His holy and royal priesthood. This Catechism is your handbook 
for life in God's priesthood. Your parents will this book to help you understand what God has 
done for you today in your baptism as He has made you His own so that you might live in Him 
and proclaim His praises forever. God bless and keep you in the grace of your baptism.  

In Christ,  

Pastor N  

Pastors will encourage and equip parents to teach and pray the catechism with their children so 
that they continue to draw their life from baptism.  

Pastoral Care. Baptism will also provide the context for pastoral care as troubled consciences are 
directed to the bedrock promises of God made and bestowed in this holy bath. As baptism 
plunges the believer into a life of dying to sin and rising with Christ to the newness of life, a 
renewed understanding of baptism will lead to a recovery of private confession and absolution as 
the primary means of pastoral care in the church.11  

In summary, the congregation that understands itself as a "baptizing community" will confess 
with Luther: "Thus we see what a great and excellent thing baptism is, which snatches us from 
the jaws of the devil and makes us God's own, overcomes and takes away sin and daily 
strengthens the new person and always endures and remains until we pass out of this misery into 
eternal glory. Therefore let all Christians regard their baptism as the daily garment that they are 
to wear all the time. Every day they should be found in faith and with its fruits, suppressing the 
old creature and growing up in the new. If we want to be Christians, we must practice the work 
that makes us Christians, and let those who fall away return to it. As Christ, the mercy seat, does 
not withdraw from us or forbid us to return to him even though we sin, so all his treasures and 
gifts remain. As we have once obtained forgiveness of sins in baptism, so forgiveness remains 
day by day as long as we live, that is, as long as we carry the old creature around our neck" (LC 
IV:83-86, Kolb/Wengert, 466-467).  

-John T.Pless 
  Assistant Professor of Pastoral   Ministry and Missions 
  Concordia Theological Seminary 
  Fort Wayne, Indiana 
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