The Sacraments:
Baptism and Communion

Most Protestants are aware that their churches
recognize two sacraments: Baptism and the Lord’s
Supper. Unlike Roman Catholics, who for 800 years
have officially recognized seven sacraments (Baptism,
Confirmation, Eucharist, Confession, Marriage, Ordination, Last Rites—or the
Sacrament of Anointing the Sick), the Protestant Reformers and their followers
have held that only Baptism and Communion were formally sanctioned by Jesus.

Like other Protestant groups, the UCC stresses that the guiding Word of God,
which is heard through Scripture and interpreted in preaching, must always
accompany the two sacraments. It was agreed by early Reformers such as
Martin Luther and John Calvin that while Jesus did things that some view

as sacraments, like healing the sick (Last Rites) and celebrating weddings
(Marriage), he only explicitly ordered his disciples to ritualize Communion

(“Do this in remembrance of me.”) and Baptism (“Go ye therefore, and teach

all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy
Spirit.”). There were many controversies in the early years of the Reformation
about the exact meaning of these two sacraments, and the UCC, comprised as it
is of multiple strands of Protestant Christianity, grants latitude to various ways of
understanding the sacraments.

Baptism is the Christian rite of initiation. As we practice it, while sprinkling of the
consecrated water is most common, full immersion is also done. Infants may

be baptized to solemnize the commitment that parents, extended families, the
congregation, and the wider Church accept to nurture in this child the knowledge
and love of God. The UCC also baptizes adult believers. Baptism is done only
once in the life of a Christian, and like most denominations, the UCC accepts

as valid any Christian baptism. Baptisms are occasions for all who are present
to reflect upon what it means to be a follower of Christ, and to review one’s
covenant with God, the people of God, and the world beyond the Church.

While Baptism is, for each individual, a once in a lifetime covenantal ceremony,
the Lord’s Supper is a recurring ritual at which we refresh our communion
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with Christ. As we listen to the words of institution (“This is my body...this

is my blood...”), a mixture of responses is appropriate: recalling the original
meal that Jesus shared with his disciples and what his presence meant to
them; rehearsing the tragic events of the cross that followed this meal; self-
examination and confession of our sins; a feeling of gratitude for the love of
God for the world which has come to us through Christ; the triumph of his
resurrection. The simple acts of eating this bread and drinking from this cup
should remind us that all we have comes from God, that the world itself can be
transformed into communion with God in Christ.

It is also appropriate in these moments to dwell on the Body of Christ—past,
present, and future: To remember all of our forebears in the Christian faith—
those known to us and those unknown—who have carried the memory of Jesus
through the generations, sometimes at great sacrifice. To envision the living
members of the wider Church around the world—who heard this very day these
same words of consecration in their own languages. And, finally, to anticipate
the great table of the kingdom of God where all will be fed and welcomed into
fellowship. The seemingly insurmountable boundaries of time and space thus
become thin in every observance of the Lord’s Supper.

Questions to ponder:
* In what ways are sacraments “sacred things?”

* Do you allow yourself a frame of mind during services of Baptism and
Communion to renew your own covenant with God? Of what does this
covenant consist?

* What is meant by the “Body of Christ,” in the fullest sense of that image?
What do you make of the words of institution: “This is my body, which is given
for you”?
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