Note: this is the first in a series of articles exploring our baptismal promises. 

A few weeks ago, I attended the Fall Theological Conference, an opportunity for continuing education and relationship-building with colleagues that I look forward to each year. This year, we met at Faith & Holy Trinity Cathedral, where the synod office shares space with the Episcopal diocese of West Missouri. (If you’ve never had an opportunity to go there, I encourage you to find time to do so – Bishop Donna and the synod staff are incredibly welcoming, and the space is beautiful!) There’s a great meeting space and we worshiped in their beautiful cathedral nave, which looks like a grotto. 

The conference always opens with remarks from the bishop. She said something this year that really resonated with me. “When we don’t connect what we’re doing to Jesus, we let other people define who Jesus is. We’ve ceded the right to claim the Jesus of the gospels. Until we’re bold enough to claim Jesus, this will continue to be an issue.” 

Think about that for a minute. When we don’t connect what we’re doing to Jesus, we let other people define who Jesus is. 

And that thought, that statement, proved to be a great introduction of our keynote speaker, the Rev. Dr. Craig Nessan, who started in parish ministry and now teaches contextual theology at Wartburg Seminary. He came to talk to us about the CASTLE Project, which is an acronym for Country And Small Town Lived Ecclesiology. 

Ecclesiology is the theological study of the nature and structure of the Christian church, and so a lived ecclesiology, or a baptismal ecclesiology, basically means how we function as the church. How we practice being church together, day in and day out. 

Dr. Nessan spent some time talking about the ways in which church DOESN’T work well: basically, we can blame it all on Constantine! (Not really, but kind of.) When Christianity became the officially-sanctioned religion of Rome, it took on the imperial, hierarchical structure, which means that it functions from the top down. He pointed out that we see evidence of this when we read our church documents: nationally and synodically, we talk about three “expressions” of the church, which means church wide, synods, and congregations. And even when we read our congregational constitution, there’s not much language in there about faith or baptism. It’s all about polity (how we organize and run ourselves hierarchically). And then, when we talk about success or failure as a church, we look for quantitative metrics: how many people do we have? How much money do we have? Those might be good metrics to determine if a business is successful, but if faith is a mustard seed, numbers aren’t necessarily that important. (And why are we all centered around a building anyway? Isn’t it the people that matters, not the building?) 

So when we center ourselves around a building, and around how many people we can bring in or whether we’re meeting the budget, we find ourselves designing programs to try to meet those goals. Dr. Nessan calls this the attraction model, and interestingly enough, the attraction model does not feed the hunger that people have for life-giving relationships. (And I’m not saying that the budget isn’t important, and having people in church isn’t important, or even that the building isn’t important. Just that they’re not CENTRAL to our mission as Christians.

Instead, he says, it’s all about us. About the people, and about our relationship with Jesus in our baptisms, and the unconditional love, mercy, forgiveness, grace, and eternal life that we receive, and about our relationships – our life-giving relationships – with each other. We have ONE VOCATION: to be baptized children of God, members of the Body of Christ. And within that one vocation, we find many callings. 
Dr. Nessan calls for a paradigm shift in the way we do church: building on our baptism, and focusing on our baptismal promises. 

There are five promises, which he breaks out into two categories. The first category contains the things the Spirit equips us with during worship:
1. To live among God’s faithful people
2. To listen to the Word of God and share in the Lord’s Supper
And the second category contains the things that we do in our daily lives, after we are sent out from church equipped by the Spirit:
3. To proclaim the good news of God in Christ through word and deed
4. To serve all people, following the example of Jesus
5. To strive for justice and peace in all the earth

When we don’t connect what we’re doing to Jesus, we let other people define who Jesus is. 

How do we live out our baptismal promises? How do we live out our one vocation to be baptized children of God?

