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Abstract
How can congregations prepare our young people for the challenges of an
unknown future? I came into this project with three assumptions: the key to preparing our
young people for the future lies in identity formation; the identity that will sustain them
in the unknown is the one given to them in Baptism; and the best opportunity for
churches to shape and nurture this identity is through the ongoing, life-long experience of
congregational worship. Thus, this project questions how identity is shaped, what identity
the young people of our congregations are currently being shaped in, what the content of
Baptismal Identity is, and how congregations can best shape and nurture that identity
through congregational worship. Identity, the project finds, is shaped as practices and
liturgies of the various cultures in which we live, work, learn, play, and worship inform
our understanding of who we are, who our people are, and what our hope and purpose
are. The project investigates the various cultures in which our young people dwell and the
faith our churches are largely teaching them; and then claims that the identity these
cultures and faith instruction are shaping and nurturing in our young people will not
sustain them in the unknown challenges of the future. Following a broad study of Biblical
covenant history, creation in the imago dei, new creation in Christ, the covenant family of
God, and the call to live out God’s relational purposes and redemptive plan; I propose a
definition of the identity our young people receive in the waters of baptism which will
provide the solid ground on which they will need to walk in the unknown future. To
assess how worship does, or can, communicate these truths, I conducted a survey of my
own congregation’s formative worship experiences. Based on the results of that study and
the learning of this project, I offer several general and specific suggestions and resources
for the nurturing of Baptismal Identity through congregational worship.
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Chapter One: Introduction

I. Background, Purpose, and Questions
In my role as a pastor, I often work with adults who are facing times of change
and crisis such as job loss or career change, a newly empty nest, finding purpose after
retirement, failing health, and the frustrations of aging. Though their experiences differ, a
common challenge these adults share is finding a sense of “ground” from which to
operate in their time of change. Often, they express a desire for their “faith” to sustain
them or to help them know how to move forward, but they struggle to find the help or
direction they are seeking from the faith they claim. There is a tendency to see their “faith
life” or their “belief structure” as one aspect among many that comprise their identity and
sense of self in this world. As they try to find ground on which to stand in times of crisis,
or direction on how to move forward in times of change, they are lost in the many voices,
relationships, and commitments of their lives that have defined them and given them
purpose, and they struggle to fit together the disparate pieces of their lives into a
meaningful whole.
In the spring of 2012, I attended the Children, Youth and a New Kind of
Christianity conference in Washington D.C.1 One of the keynote speakers for the
conference was John H. Westerhoff III, who spoke to the question he asked in his classic
The Children, Youth, and a New Kind of Christianity (CYNKC) was held in May of 2012 in
Washington, DC, with the goal of sparking conversations, raising questions and forging new practices for
nurturing faith in youth and children. Since 2012, the conference has been renamed the Faith Forward
conference and Faith Forward has been founded as a non-profit organization “dedicated to bringing
together children’s and youth ministry leaders for collaboration, resourcing, and inspiration toward
innovative theology and practice.” “Overview,” Faith Forward, accessed May 19, 2016, http://faithforward.net/overview/.
1

1

book, Will Our Children Have Faith? He explained that we are, in the scope of history, in
a transition period between “ages.” While historic ages last several centuries, the
transition from one age to another lasts about one hundred years and is marked by a time
of instability. Beginning in the 1950s, Westerhoff explained, we have been in a time of
transition from the Modern Age, or Age of Reason, which began in the sixteenth century,
to whatever is coming next. We are now in the second half of this transition time, the
Postmodern Period. The challenge of living in a transition time, he explained, is that the
instability of transition necessitates that we “engage our imaginations to discern what is
needed in a new age.”2 We live in a time-between-times, one marked by transition, rapid
change, instability, and uncertainty about the future. These cultural changes make it
challenging to experience an identity that is secure, coherent, cohesive, and consistent
over time. In a changing world, followers of Christ will face new challenges, crises and
changes that today’s disciples can only begin to imagine. Christians today, and in this
unknown future, will not be equipped to face these challenges and changes with integrity
or hope if they try to operate on the basis of an identity that is constructed from a
conglomeration of varied commitments and experiences without an integrating faith.
I have come to believe that what is needed is a faith-formed identity that gives
perspective and meaning to all the voices and experiences of life. Such an identity will
give the purpose, hope and solid “ground” on which faithful disciples will need to walk in
the changing world.3 As Christians, we receive, in Baptism, an identity that shapes a
David M. Csinos and Melvin Bray, eds. Faith Forward: A Dialogue on Children, Youth, and a
New Kind of Christianity (Kelowna, BC, Canada: CopperHouse, 2013), 258-260.
2

3
I have chosen to title this project “Walking in the Water.” Throughout the project, however, I
make reference to the “ground” on which people need to stand and from which they need to operate in a
changing and changed world. This is not a mixing of metaphors, but rather an intentional use of imagery.
Life with Christ, as his disciple, is not an experience that lands us in one place, in one time, in one context,
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lifetime, remains intact, and grounds us amidst the uncertainties of life, including large
scale sociocultural change. One of the most joyful moments of pastoral leadership for me
is placing the waters of Baptism on the head of a child, youth, or adult and naming this
precious one, “Child of the Covenant.” I point to the drops of water still visible on hair
and cheeks and shoulders and declare, “See what love the Father has for us, that we can
be called Children of God.” These words say something about who and whose we are.
They say something that is deep and filled with meaning and identity. The promises and
truth that are signed and sealed in the waters of Baptism are the solid basis on which
disciples need to walk. For it is in them that disciples can find the cohesion, integration
and identity that is needed in the instability of this transition time and will be needed in
the yet to be known reality of the age to come.
The primary question that this project seeks, then, to answer is: What is the
content and shape of Baptismal Identity in these changing and uncertain times, and how
can congregations best nurture that identity for worshippers of all ages, but especially for
teens and young adults? This question naturally leads to several related questions that are
explored in this project: How do the contexts of postmodern culture, the broader church,
and my particular congregation currently shape identity? What theological and scriptural
resources are needed to shape a sustaining, cohesive Christian identity? How can
congregations most effectively provide this grounding and nurture this identity?

on “one plot of ground.” Rather, life with Christ takes followers into new ages, new experiences, and new
contexts. The truth of this Baptismal Identity I outline in this project is truth that flows into and through all
ages, times and circumstances. Walking into new ages, new places, and new contexts with our feet
drenched in that truth, our identity formed by it, our actions and decision guided by it, and following the
course of that truth as it flows through those new challenges, is walking on the “ground” we need.
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II. Significance and Context
Answering these questions matters. It matters to me personally. We moved a lot
in my childhood, and I struggled to know a sense of belonging. As an insecure child and
teen, I searched to know who I was, often willingly burying my own sense of self to be
more like others and to meet that deep need to belong. I learned to find my value in what
I could accomplish, my worth in my work. I lived in fear of disappointing God and so I
operated out of a rules-based faith. It was freeing and joyful to come to a new awareness
as a young adult that I am God’s beloved, not God’s disappointment, that I am a recipient
of grace, not wrath, and that in the family and community of faith there is a place of
belonging with meaningful work to do for the sake of others.
These questions matter to me now as a parent. As I walk with my children
through adolescence and young adulthood, I am so aware of how uncertain their futures
are, and how rapidly the world is changing around them. I long for them to know and
embrace these truths so they will be able to face their own futures with confidence and
comfort in who and whose they are.
These questions matter for me as a pastor. Bethel Presbyterian Church, in which I
have served as Pastor/Head of Staff since June 2016, is a small-midsize Presbyterian
Church (USA) congregation in Bethel Park, Pennsylvania, a largely white middle-class
community in the South Hills area of Pittsburgh. This is an historic congregation,
founded in 1776, that has faced significant change in the past few decades and that has
expressed a desire to walk into the future with new hope and purpose. As I journey with
this congregation, guiding the future of worship and programs, teaching, leading, and
speaking into the hearts of this congregation, I continue to discern what it is that I most
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desire for this congregation to learn, to discover and to embrace about their identity,
individually and together as a community of faith.
These questions matter to the broader church. Studies and statistics have shown
that attendance and participation in church is down, that mainline Protestant
denominations are declining, and increasing numbers of young people are identifying
themselves, religiously and spiritually, as “none of the above.”4 It appears that somehow
the message the Church has been giving about who and whose we are has failed to
nurture a sustaining, integrating, faith-formed identity that has prepared our young people
to be faithful disciples of Christ in this transition period or for the new age to come.
These questions matter.
III. Considerations, Assumptions and Biases
John Swinton and Harriet Mowat caution qualitative researchers to attend to
issues of reflexivity, which they define as “the process of critical self-reflection carried
out by the researcher throughout the research process that enables her to monitor and
respond to her contribution to the proceedings.”5 As I engaged with the work of this
project, there were several issues to which I sought to remain self-aware. First, I am a
white, middle class female serving in and researching in a primarily white, Protestant,
middle class congregation in Western Pennsylvania, in the United States of America.
Many of the voices with which I engaged in this research primarily speak to or about the
faith experience of people in similar demographics. Understanding that this dynamic

4
“‘Nones’ on the Rise,” Pew Research Center, last modified October 9, 2012, accessed May 19,
2016, http://www.pewforum.org/2012/10/09/nones-on-the-rise/.

John Swinton and Harriet Mowat, Practical Theology and Qualitative Research (London: SCM
Press, 2006), 59.
5

5

could be both limiting and helpful for my work in my particular context, I sought to
include, if possible, balancing voices, and to not to make generalizable claims for
different socioeconomic and racial-ethnic contexts.
Though I attended churches from a wide variety of denominations in my
formative years, my theological education, training for ministry, and ordination are
distinctly Reformed and particularly Presbyterian (U.S.A.). My ecumenical background
can at times “color” my Reformed and Presbyterian understandings. At the core of my
theology, however, is a deep belief in a handful of doctrines: the Triune God, the
centrality of Christ, the ongoing work of the Spirit, the authority of Scripture, the free gift
of (and our need for) grace, that faith is both response and gift, and the Church is a
community of faith, the Body of Christ, charged with continuing Christ’s work of healing
and reconciliation in the world.
While my work will largely be applicable to a wide range of congregations, it has
certainly been shaped by the realization that this congregation is relatively new to me,
and I to them. I have tried to be cautious of making assumptions about the culture or
practices of this congregation based on my previous experiences in other congregations
and have sought to reach out to members and leaders in the congregation and draw from
their wisdom and insights.
In popular culture, the concept of “identity” often conveys individualistic ideals,
such as “getting to know myself,” “starting with me,” and “embracing my differences.” A
key aspect of our Baptismal Identity, however, is that we are not our own and we do not
exist for ourselves, but for the glory of God; and that we are created for and called to be
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in community, the church, which exists for the sake of the world.6 Throughout this
project, as I speak of “identity” I have tried to attend to my language and focus in order to
clearly communicate that Baptismal Identity is both an individual and communal reality.
IV. Overview
In order to address these questions, this project is modeled on the four tasks of
practical theology outlined by Richard R. Osmer: descriptive-empirical, interpretive,
normative, and pragmatic.7 Each of these tasks asks a particular question that guides the
researcher’s interpretation of an event, situation, or context. The descriptive-empirical
task asks, “What is going on?” The interpretive task asks, “Why is this going on?” The
normative task asks, “What ought to be going on?” and the pragmatic task asks, “How
might we respond?”8 These four tasks and their associated questions, while outlining a
process, do not prescribe an order in which they must take place. As Osmer explains,
these tasks are distinct and interrelated, and may be helpfully thought of as a spiral that
circles back on itself to tasks and questions that have already been explored.9
This project begins in Chapter Two with the interpretive task, which Osmer
further defines as “drawing on theories of the arts and sciences to better understand and
explain why these patterns and dynamics are occurring.”10 This chapter will discuss the
relationship between culture and identity formation and the importance of the adolescent

These claims will be explored in detail in the body of this paper, however initial scriptural
foundations for them can be found in 1 Corinthians 6:19-20; Isaiah 43:1-7, and Ephesians 2:8-22.
6

7

Osmer, Practical Theology, 4.

8

Ibid., 4.

9

Ibid., 11.

10

Ibid., 4.

7

years for the development of a cohesive identity. Particular characteristics of the cultural
context of this transition time, in which the identity of young Christians is being shaped,
will be discussed and assessed. The challenge to the Church to provide an alternate
pedagogy, particularly in its worship, will be given.
In Chapter Three, I address the normative task of this project, which Osmer
describes as “using theological concepts to interpret particular episodes, situations or
contexts, constructing ethical norms to guide our responses, and learning from ‘good
practice.’”11 In this chapter, I seek to define the “Baptismal Identity” that provides a
cohering and integrating understanding of who and whose we are. To do so, I engage the
primary scriptural meanings of Baptism (forgiveness of sins, dying and rising with Christ,
union with Christ, incorporation into the church, and the giving of the Holy Spirit for
ministry) with theological concepts of the imago dei, covenant, election and adoption. I
use four “questions of identity” that will be further introduced in Chapter Two to
organize this exploration. In brief, Chapter Three begins with a discussion of covenant,
adoption, and the Holy Spirit in order to provide an answer to the question, “What Is My
Hope?” The discussion then moves to an exploration of the theology of imago dei, using
the concept of Reciprocating Self, and the new creation given to us in Christ, seeking to
answer the question, “Who Am I?” I then turn to a discussion of the characteristics that
define the covenant community as a faith family in order to address the question, “Who
Are My People?” Finally, the discussion approaches the question, “What Is My
Purpose?” through the lens of God’s relational plan and redemptive purpose. This chapter
concludes with the offering of a functional definition of our Baptismal Identity, which I
11

Osmer, Practical Theology, 4.
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believe provides the “ground” that young people seek and need in this transition time and
in the unknown age to come.
The project then moves to address Osmer’s descriptive-empirical and pragmatic
tasks, with the goal of sourcing congregations with alternate pedagogical practices for
congregational worship in order to nurture this Baptismal Identity for all worshippers,
and particularly for young people. Chapter Four describes the research I conducted in my
own congregation in order to assess what messages congregants have received in worship
about the four questions of identity. In the Appendix, resources will be made available for
those who would like to conduct this research in their own congregations. In Chapter
Five and associated Appendices, I compile general guidelines for congregational worship
in general, offer an application of those best practices to serve the pedagogical function
of nurturing Baptismal Identity, and provide a set of worship resources for “every
Sunday” and “special occasion” worship services that can be used or modified for a
variety of worship settings.

9

Chapter Two: Identity: Culture, Faith, Adolescence and the Church

I. Culture and Identity
A primary assumption of this project is that one’s context or culture has a
significant influence on the development of identity. It is important, therefore, to begin
with a brief exploration into the connection between cultural context and identity. In his
classic text Christ and Culture, H. Richard Niebuhr explains that culture is a human and
social phenomenon, an artificial environment, imposed by humans onto the natural
world.1 Culture contains the “stuff” of being human, such as speech, education, science,
art, government, law, inventions, technologies, language, artifacts, and processes. But,
and this is critical for this current exploration, “culture” also includes many less tangible
aspects of social human life, such as tradition, philosophy, values and beliefs.2
It is this less tangible aspect of culture that Edgar Schein describes as “the deepest
and most unconscious part of a group.”3 Though it may be deep and unconscious, it
significantly affects our human life and living. As Kathryn Tanner explains, culture is
more than just the behaviors of human social life, it is “the informing spirit of a whole
way of life,” the “meaning dimension of social life,” and the “ordering principle” that
guides human action and behavior.4 As Schein explains, culture provides the patterning
and integration that fills our human need to make our environments as orderly and
1

H. Richard Niebuhr, Christ and Culture (New York: Harper & Row, 1951), 32-33.

2

Ibid., 32-33.

3

Edgar H. Schein, Organization Culture and Leadership. (San Francisco: John Wiley & Sons,

2010), 16.

Kathryn Tanner, Theories of Culture: A New Agenda for Theology (Minneapolis: Augsburg
Fortress, 1997), 31.
4
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sensible as possible, by tying rituals, values, and behaviors together into a coherent
whole.5 This “coherent whole” is described in Paul Hiebert’s definition of “worldview,”
as “the fundamental, unquestioned assumptions we make about the nature of things,” that
defines, “the fundamental values and allegiances that demand our worship and our
lives.”6 Culture is all around us, shaping what is within us, informing our understanding
of who we are and how we conceive of our world. It defines our very values, priorities,
and beliefs. It shapes identity. So, if we desire to create culture that informs and nurtures
Baptismal Identity for our young people, we must understand just how it is that culture
shapes identity.
James K.A. Smith’s discussion of “ultimate love” and “kingdom” is exceptionally
helpful in understanding the formative power of culture. Smith explains that humans,
primordially and fundamentally, are lovers,7 that “what constitutes our ultimate identitieswhat makes us who we are, the kind of people we are—is what we love.”8 That which we
love the most, hold as our most fundamental values and allegiances, envision as the
“good life,” and believe human flourishing looks like, Smith terms our “ultimate love;”9
which “shapes and positions and makes sense of all our penultimate desires.”10 This
vision of the good life, according to Smith, is our individual, group, or cultural vision of
5

Schein, Organization Culture and Leadership, 17.

George Hunsberger, ed., The Church Between Gospel and Culture (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans,
1997), 142.
6

James K.A. Smith, Desiring the Kingdom: Worship, Worldview, and Cultural Formation (Grand
Rapids: Eerdmans, 2009), 41.
7

8

Ibid., 26.

9

Ibid., 51.

10

Ibid., 51.
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“kingdom.”11 Humans are not only lovers, according to Smith. We are also teleological
creatures, whose love is aimed toward a specific telos (ends and goals), defined by that
individual, group or cultural vision of “kingdom.” That telos directs and determines our
decisions and our actions; it shapes our being in the world and our understanding of who
we are. 12
We are not, however, naturally pulled toward a specific vision of kingdom, of
human flourishing. Our hearts are turned toward a particular kingdom vision, to an
ultimate love. This turning of our hearts happens slowly and subtly. We are formed and
trained by culture to be oriented toward certain configurations of the kingdom, certain
visions of the good life.13 Our ultimate love is not just formed by ideas that are
communicated to us, but by practices of living into that kingdom vision.14 It is through
the “stuff” of culture that certain visions or ideas of kingdom are painted for us as
“alluring pictures of the good life begin to seep into the fiber of our (everyday, noncognitive) being (i.e., our hearts).”15 Those pictures of the good life begin to become our
vision of the good life. And as that kingdom vision becomes our own, it defines our telos,
shapes our decisions, actions and habits, and we “become certain kinds of people; we
begin to emulate, mimic, and mirror the particular vision” that we have learned to desire.
Attracted by it and moved toward it, we begin to live into this vision of the good life and

11

Smith, Desiring the Kingdom, 62.

12

Ibid., 52, 53.

13

Ibid., 62.

14

Ibid., 27.

15

Ibid., 54.
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begin to look like citizens who inhabit the world that we picture as the good life.”16 As
we begin to look like, act like, and feel like citizens of that kingdom vision, whatever it
may be; our identity is shaped and formed.
My previous call was in a large congregation in an exceptionally wealthy
suburban community. As I worked with young people in this congregation, as an outsider
in the community, I was able see the “kingdom vision” these young people were being
taught to claim as their own. Prestige, success, title, wealth, recognition, recreation, and
accumulation were valued by this community and expected of those within it. As the
young people of this community moved through their middle and high school years, they
began to look and act more and more like the adults in the community. I saw it in the way
they dressed, the cars they drove, the way they interacted with others, the way they talked
about others, the activities that filled their time, the drive for success and perfection that
stressed them out, and the pressure they felt about where they would go to college and
what their earning potential would be in the future. They were given a “kingdom vision”
by their community of how the world and their lives should be and they had an
expectation that their lives and world would meet that ideal. And as they grew up in the
culture of that community, they embraced and lived into that vision more and more, and
began to look more and more like citizens of that “kingdom” of success, wealth, and
privilege. As an “outsider,” I could see this happening. But for these young people, it was
as natural a progression as the rest of their growing up.
We do not begin each day consciously thinking about our kingdom vision, nor do
we consciously make discrete decisions each day about our actions with understanding
16

Smith, Desiring the Kingdom, 54.
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that they are “penultimate means to our ultimate ends.”17 Rather, the turning of our heart,
our love, towards our desire happens more subtly, and below the surface. It is our habits,
Smith explains, that, “constitute the fulcrum of our desire: they are the hinge that ‘turns’
our hearts, our love, such that it is predisposed to be aimed in certain directions.”18 These
habits, unconscious as they may be, are “inscribed in our heart” through rituals and
practices.19 Practices, “material, embodied routines,”20 play a significant role in shaping
identity.21 Because they are usually aimed at a specific goal, the repetition of a practice
makes them automatic, “part of the very fiber of our character.”22
Liturgies, are our “thickest” practices.23 By shaping our most fundamental desire,
our ultimate love, toward a certain vision of “kingdom,” or human flourishing, liturgies
(both sacred and secular) shape and constitute our identity.24 “Liturgies,” Smith claims,
“prime us to approach the world in a certain way, to value certain things, to aim for
certain goals, to pursue certain dreams, to work together on certain projects. In short,
every liturgy constitutes a pedagogy that teaches us, in all sorts of precognitive ways, to
be a certain person.”25 The more and more we engage in cultural practices and liturgies,

17

Smith, Desiring the Kingdom, 56.

18

Ibid., 56.

19

Ibid., 58.

20

Ibid., 86.

21

Ibid., 82.

22

Ibid., 86.

23

Ibid., 85.

24

Ibid., 25, 87.

25

Ibid., 25.
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the more and more they become inscribed in our hearts, become part of our being, and
shape our identity.
Repeated practice is “ritual,” defined by Merriam Webster as “a formal ceremony
or series of acts that is always performed in the same way,” or “an act or series of acts
done in a particular situation and in the same way each time.”26 Herbert Anderson and
Edward Foley explain that ritual is more than just repeated practice, however. Ritual is an
“imaginative and interpretive act” that has, expresses, and creates both individual and
communal meaning in our lives.27 It is through ritual that we “mediate the many identities
and relationships that shape life.”28 Assistant Professor of Christian Education and Youth
Ministry Timothy D. Son stresses the efficacy of ritual in congregations in forming a
collective congregational identity and helping members of a congregation learn to “think
and act according to the prominent values and beliefs of their community.”29 For
Anderson, the key location in congregational life of identity shaping ritual is weekly
congregational worship, because it is in the regular, repeated, weekly, ritual of gathering
around Word and Sacrament that congregants are “formed and sustained in the story of
Jesus for life in the world.”30 It is in the ritual of congregational worship that we find our
place in the big story that makes sense of our story and gives the disparate elements of
our lives cohesion and meaning.

Timothy D. Son, Ritual Practices in Congregational Identity Formation (Plymouth, UK:
Lexington Books, 2014), 30.
26

Herbert Anderson and Edward Foley, Mighty Stories, Dangerous Rituals: Weaving Together the
Human and the Divine (San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 1998), 24, 26.
27

28

Ibid., 26.

29

Son, Ritual Practices, 31, 64.

30

Anderson and Foley, Mighty Stories, Dangerous Rituals, 161.
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While ‘secular’ rituals shape our identity by teaching us to be citizens of the
world; it is in the ritual of congregational worship that the practices we repeat, the words
we say, and the actions we do, “turn our hearts,” teach us, and shape us to be citizens of
the Kingdom of God. Thus, it is in the ritual, the “liturgy” of congregational worship that
the identity that will be needed in this transition time and in the unknown age to come
can best be shaped and formed.
II. Faith and Identity
Kenda Creasy Dean points to three questions that lie at the heart of human
identity. The first, “What gives my life meaning and coherence?” is a question of
ideology. The second, “Who are my people?” is a question about belonging. And the
third, “Why am I here?” is a question of purpose. These issues of identity: ideology,
belonging, and purpose, have historically been given to religion to answer.31 The human
heart, in its seeking and desiring to know and understand itself, seems to recognize that
the answer to these questions is known in something or someone beyond our own
understanding or experience. These questions of identity are, at their core, questions of
faith.
For Erik Erikson and James W. Fowler, a common theme in their discussions of
identity and faith, respectively, is coherence and integration. Erikson speaks of identity as
expressing a mutual relationship of sameness within oneself, as continuity of character,
and as a synthesis of the ego. Identity, he explains, seeks to integrate the pieces and parts
of our lives in order to know and become who we are.32 Similarly, James W. Fowler

31
Kenda Creasy Dean, Almost Christian: What the Faith of our Teenagers is Telling the American
Church (New York: Oxford University Press, 2010), 8.
32

Erik H. Erikson, Identity and the Life Cycle (New York: Norton, 1980), 109.
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describes faith as “our way of finding coherence in and giving meaning to the multiple
forces and relations that make up our lives.”33 Fowler explains that our trusts and
commitments can be imagined as triangles, connecting us with others, and mutually
connecting others and ourselves to centers of power, and loyalty.34 What we trust in as
the “ultimate environment” is the one faith triangle that includes and makes all the other
faith triangles of our life make sense.35 Faith, according to Fowler, is placing our trust in
someone or something, and in that placement, finding coherence for the various pieces
and parts of our lives, including ourselves.
Though the means of cohesion are different for these two theorists, they both
emphasize the longing for integration as part of our human being and developing. As
Craig Dykstra explains, it is this integrative function that both identity and faith must
play, bringing together all the roles we play, the experiences we have, and the various
commitments and trusts we hold, into a “workable, integrated reality.”36
Anderson and Foley employ the idea of narrative or story to describe our need to
make sense of our lives in a coherent way. “We comprehend our lives,” they explain,
“not as disconnected actions or isolated events but in terms of a narrative. We conceive of
our lives as a web of stories…in order to weave together into a coherent whole the
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unending succession of people, dates, and facts that fill our lives.”37 We each, in our own
way, desire to know our story as being part of a larger story, to find meaning by finding
an appropriate narrative for our life.38
Rather than creating or imagining our own stories as our way of ‘composing the
world’ or ‘creating meaning,’ faith is, in part, knowing that larger story as the “reality
which is the ultimate source of meaning and the ground of all existence.”39 It is a
relationship, as Wilfred Cantrell Smith defines it, of trust and loyalty to the
transcendent.40
Faith development theory, Fowler explains, does involve technical language and
explores abstract concepts, but at its core, what the stages of faith development express is
our ongoing seeking for the greater story to claim as our own, for a relationship of trust
with the transcendent, for “communion with St. Augustine’s ‘Thou.’”41 In fact, our
language of “faith” or “belief” comes from the Greek, credo, which derives from kardia,
or heart. Credo, which is translated, “I believe” actually encompasses a much deeper
claim of giving one’s heart to someone or something. Until the early 16th century, to say,
“I believe” meant “I hold dear” or “I love.”42
Thus, faith is not just a theory; it is a relationship. Faith is giving our heart to
another; claiming their larger story as our own; and trusting that story and relationship to
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make sense of our own life and story and to provide answers to our questions of ideology,
belonging and purpose. It is faith that properly forms and shapes identity.
III. Adolescence and Identity
In all of scripture, the only story we have after the events around Jesus’ birth,
presentation in the temple, and escape to Egypt until he is baptized in adulthood, is an
account that takes place at the beginning of Jesus’ adolescence (Luke 2:41-51 NRSV).
His desire to be in his Father’s house and his deep understanding and curiosity in his
conversations with the teachers were indications of who he was growing to be, and going
to be, as a man. The verse that concludes this passage tells us that Jesus, following this
rite of passage moment in his life, “increased in wisdom, and in years, and in divine and
human favor” (vs. 51, NRSV). Through his adolescence and adulthood, his faith and
identity were integrative for all aspects of his life and being.
This project is born out of conversations with adults who revealed challenges with
identity. Through the work of this project, however, I have come to recognize how
critical the adolescent years are for the formation of a faith-formed, all-of-life cohering
identity that can withstand the change of an unknown future. While the process of
forming and growing in one’s faith and thus one’s identity is a lifelong process,
adolescence is the most critical time in one’s development for faith and identity
formation.43
In addition to all the physical changes that mark this developmental period, in
adolescence young people experience a time of significant cognitive change. This stage is
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marked by an increasing ability to think abstractly and hypothetically, process
information, consider multiple dimensions of a problem, take others’ perspectives, and to
self-reflect. According to Chap Clark in Hurt 2.0, every teenager has three basic issues
they must work through in their adolescent journey: identity, autonomy, and belonging.44
Adolescence is, according to Clark, “a psychosocial, independent search for a unique
identity or separateness, with the end goals being a certain knowledge of who one is in
relation to others, a willingness to take responsibility for who one is becoming, and a
realized commitment to live with others in community.”45
These are critical years for young people for developing a healthy self-concept.46
But, as they move through these years between childhood and adulthood, and as they
engage in the world in an increasing variety of ways and with greater autonomy, these
years can be a time in which young people experience “self” as “a world of multiple
selves.”47 Fowler explains that in adolescence, young people develop confidence in the
self they are becoming, but they also dread that the self may “fail to focus, may find no
place with others and may be ignored, undiscovered or shunted off into insignificance by
the future.” 48 Levinson emphasizes the critical importance for healthy adult functioning
of the completion of identity formation and assimilation by the end of the transition
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period of the adolescent years.49 Erikson refers to this unique time of life as a period of
latency or moratorium during which youth experiment to find their place in society; at the
end of which, an identity crisis occurs forcing the young person to assimilate all aspects
of him/herself into a cohesive whole.50 The most important task of adolescence,
according to Erikson, is identity formation.51 If we desire for our young people to be
strong and confident followers of Christ in a changing word, it is crucial for our young
people that the Church recognizes how important the adolescent years are for their
formation and growth in faith and identity, and seeks to understand the particular
challenges to healthy and integrated faith and identity formation that youth and young
adults in our congregations encounter.
IV. Adolescence and Culture
A. Reading and Interpreting Culture
Thus, as congregations desire to shape the identity of young people, they must
read and interpret the varied cultures and contexts by which the identity of their young
people is being influenced. This task of “cultural analysis,” seeks to “perceive and
decipher the cultural forces that operate in groups,”52 or to get at the distinctive “pattern
or configuration, theme, style or mentality” of a culture.53 Clifford Geertz uses the term,
“thick description” to describe this task of social research, or ethnography. Thick
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description, he explains, tries to “grasp and render a culture’s multiplicity of complex
conceptual structures, many of them superimposed or knotted into one another.”54
Because culture is so complex, the reading and interpretation of it is not a simple
matter. Edgar H. Schein, in Organization Culture and Leadership, delineates three
different levels of culture: artifacts, espoused beliefs and values, and basic underlying
assumptions.55 “Artifacts” are those things that you see, hear or feel when you first
encounter a culture, such as: architecture, language, technology, artistic creations,
clothing, myths and stories, rituals and ceremonies.56 “Espoused beliefs and values” are
taught and modeled by the community or culture from one generation to the other. As
these beliefs and values provide meaning and comfort to group members, they become
“transformed into non-discussable assumptions.”57 These “basic underlying
assumptions,” then, become so taken for granted that there is very little variation of them
within the social unit.58 Understanding the basic assumptions of a culture, Schein
believes, is key to understanding and interpreting the artifacts, beliefs, and values of that
culture; for it is the assumptions that shape the identity of the members of the community
or culture, but it is the artifacts and values that reflect and shape the underlying
assumptions.59
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This idea of “underlying assumptions” reflects James K.A. Smith’s concepts of
“ultimate love” and “kingdom” “One of the core tasks of cultural discernment,” Smith
explains, is “to ‘read’ the particular configuration of the kingdom that is assumed by
different cultural institutions and narratives.”60 Critical analysis of culture, then,
according to Smith, should not be focused on what “ideas or beliefs are being bandied
about in ‘culture;’ rather, rather it should discern to what ends cultural institutions direct
our love. In short, we will only adequately ‘read’ our culture to the extent that we
recognize operative there an array of liturgies that function as pedagogies of desire.”61
Considering then, the artifacts, habits, practices, and espoused beliefs and values of a
culture, we must bring the question: What kind of person is this practice (or whatever)
trying to produce, and what is the end (telos) to which it is aimed?62 And then from
responses to those questions, seek to discern the underlying assumptions or the
“particular configuration of the kingdom” that is assumed by the culture.63
B. Cultural Shift
The world and culture in which our young people live, by which they are being
shaped, and in which they will live as adults will certainly be very different than that of
their parents’ and grandparents’ formative years. Barna Group President David
Kinnaman makes the claim that this generation of young people has experienced cultural
change that is greater, more profound, and more rapid than any other previous generation

60

Smith, Desiring the Kingdom, 55.

61

Ibid., 73.

62

Ibid., 83.

63

Ibid., 55.

23

experienced in their young adult years. The result of this change is that many of the
assumptions of how world, community, society, and culture operate have shifted
dramatically over the past several decades.64 This paradigm shift is important to grasp in
order to understand the culture in which the identity of our young people is being shaped
and formed.
C. Cultural Realities and Characteristics
As Craig van Gelder explains, the shift from modernity to postmodernity is
difficult to define and describe. The definition, he suggests, would include vocabulary
such as ‘indeterminacy,’ ‘deconstruction,’ ‘diversity,’ and ‘decentering,’ words
themselves that suggest difficult definition.65 The full breadth of the theoretical,
philosophical, and sociological characteristics66 of this transition time are beyond the
scope of this project. I have chosen to highlight the realities and characteristics that are
most pertinent to this discussion of the cultural realities that reflect and shape the identity
of our young people in this time.
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a. Access and Connectivity
According to David Kinnaman, the fuel of this rapid pace of change and the
disconnect between the experience of current adolescents and that of previous
generations is digital technology.67 From the time they were born, this generation has
been exposed to, instructed through, entertained by, and expected to function in all areas
of life through the use of digital technology. A constant stream of new and improving
hard technologies (computers, tablets, mobile devices, and smart phones) and soft
technologies (web pages, apps, and software) has been a formative and pervasive
presence in their lives. Because of these technologies, people of all generations,
especially adolescents and young adults, have unprecedented and nearly unlimited access
to information, analysis, ideas, worldviews, people, and relationships with a simple swipe
of a finger or click of a mouse.68 The effect of this access is that young people have a
desire and need to stay connected at all times, to express themselves through social media
and digital platforms, to broadcast themselves to the world, to cultivate “followers” and
to “be friended,” even by strangers. Unlimited access through technology affects how
young people relate to others, how they work, how they play, how they experience,
perceive, and interpret the world, faith, and spirituality, and even how they worship. In
ways unique to this generation, such digital technology and the access it allows is shaping
what our young people want out of life and who they are becoming.69
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During this life stage in which developing identity, belonging, and autonomy are
so important, the access that technology allows serves as a helpful aid and as a
complicating factor to these tasks. Developmental psychologist Erik Erikson discussed
the years of adolescence as a moratorium of sorts, a relatively consequence-free time of
life in which young people can experiment with identity. The connectivity of technology
in today’s world provides new opportunities for this experimentation and exploration.70
But the networked world is not even relatively consequence-free, because the Internet is
forever.71 As young people text and engage with social media, seemingly without stop,
they are working on their sense of belonging. Chap Clark explains, “It is not the thrill of
typing with one’s thumbs that keeps teenagers texting, but rather the chance to remain
connected to one’s peers at literally every waking hour- and sometimes in the middle of
the night.” While helpful for a sense of belonging, this high level of connectivity can also
be detrimental for a young person’s need for autonomy. As Sherry Turkle explains, teens
do not just need separation from adults to develop autonomy, they also need separation
from one another. While online life can provide room and opportunity to experiment with
multiple selves and a sense of identity, online and texting life is so connected that group
demands and pressure to meet them is hard to escape.72
b. Truth and Authority
As John Westerhoff explains, another characteristic of the cultural context in
which our young people are being formed is the ‘shrinking’ of the world due to digital
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technology and globalization. “All of a sudden we live in a smaller world and we have to
interact with people from different cultures, religions, and social realties. Suddenly
humanity is brought together across different religions, different cultures, different
memories of history, and we find that not everyone wants to follow in the ways of the
Western world.”73 Young people in America today are more likely to be friends with a
culturally and religiously diverse network of peers than those of previous generations.74
They are exposed to broadly diverse religious content and are able to experience and
examine a wide variety of non-biblical worldviews, without any guidance or grid for
understanding and evaluating this information.75 There is an interest, with this generation,
in spiritual things; but they want to explore them, have opinions about them, and make
claims about them (or not) on their own terms.76 All truths, and claims to truth, are
understood as being perspectival, dependent on how one sees them; and reality is
understood to be subjective, created by the mind based on what is known, or what is
ideal.77 In the context and culture in which our young people’s kingdom vision and
ultimate love are being formed, the approach to truth is basically, “What is true for me
may not be true for you.”78
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In this context—in which the nature and reality of truth is questioned, and new
questions are being asked about whom to believe and why—skepticism of authority has
grown.79 With constant digital access to information, there are endless “experts” on, and
opinions of, spiritual matters to be seen, heard, and read. The church is no longer seen as
being the “sole arbiter of spiritual content.”80 The Bible’s reliability, authority, and claim
on human obedience is questioned.81 What is true, what creates meaning, what has
authority or claim on one’s life, is cobbled together from a variety of sources, resulting in
what David Kinnaman calls a “my-sized epistemology.”82 “Questions about the proper
role of faith in politics, sexuality, science, media, technology, and so on are simply being
reframed to avoid debate—making people of faith irrelevant to the conversation (and to
the next generation, the only thing worse than being wrong is being irrelevant).”83
c. Alienation and Abandonment
Another characteristic of the cultural context in which our young people’s
identities are being formed is a sense of abandonment and alienation from those people
and institutions that have undergirded and resourced previous generations in their
formative years.84 David Kinnaman explains that this alienation and abandonment is
“rooted in the massive social changes that began in the 1960’s; the drama of dislocation
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unfolding in [this] generation is taking place on a stage set by the Baby Boomers…[with]
new forms of music and art, unprecedented life-styles, and anti-establishment thinking.”85
An important aspect of the increasing levels of alienation between young people
and adult and institutional support is the role that technology has played. While digital
technology has given us many new and creative ways to connect with others, it can also
be a cause of great loneliness and isolation if it keeps us from the intimacy and
community we seek and need.86 While separation is important for development of
autonomy, abandonment by parents and other key adults in the lives of young people is
destructive to that development.
Technology and its prevalence in today’s culture, and adult preoccupation with
and time absorbed in it, have contributed to this sense of abandonment. In living rooms
and around dining tables across the country, parents and children sit absorbed in their
devices rather than engaged in conversation with one another. As Sherry Turkle explains,
“Children have always competed for their parents’ attention, but this generation has
experienced something new. Previously children had to deal with parents being off with
work, friends, or each other. Today children contend with parents who are physically
close, tantalizingly so, but mentally elsewhere.”87
Another cause of this sense of alienation and abandonment is a cultural emphasis
on autonomy and self-fulfillment. Ours is a consumer society, one that John Burgess
warns, “underplays the importance of interdependence, teaching us instead that we
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deserve to have things our way. The egalitarian, democratic features of our society
further encourage us to think about our personal, individual worth, and about our ‘right’
to be affirmed by others and to determine ourselves.”88 In this mindset, awareness of the
humanity of the “other” can be lost. “We objectify, classify, and categorize the people
whom we encounter in everyday life, all in the name of guaranteeing that they will not
get too much in our way. We learn to treat each other as programmable, manageable
beings that can give us what we want and be discarded when we no longer find them
useful.”89 We begin to define and value others, and ourselves, by what one does and what
one accomplishes.90 Our young people have learned, Chap Clark explains, that what
“matters is not who they are but what they do, or more pointedly, what they can point to
and say, ‘Look at me! I am worthy of attention and affection!’”91
The primary preoccupation of adolescence, Clark explains, is “to find a place of
relational safety.”92 However, society has allowed the supporting and nurturing structures
for young people on their adolescent journey to diminish or to be used to serve the
agendas, purposes, and goals of adults and organizations. As Clark explains, “by the time
adolescents enter high school, nearly every one has been subjected to a decade or more of
adult-driven and adult-controlled programs, systems, and institutions that are primarily
concerned with adult’s agendas, needs, and dreams…Sports, music, dance, drama,
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Scouts, and even faith-related programs are all guilty of ignoring the developmental
needs of each individual young person in favor of the organization’s goals.”93 Even
young children today have learned that they are only as valuable as their ability to
contribute.94 Psychologist Madeline Levine warns that parents have become so overinvolved in how well their children perform, and so under-involved in monitoring their
children in other areas, that they have put adolescents into a place where they are so
micromanaged on the outside that they “are inadvertently deprived of the opportunity to
develop on the inside.”95
Having lost the nurturing community, safe relationships, adult mentors, and
intimate settings that have, in the past, helped guide children and youth as they traveled
toward adulthood, young people today believe they are “on their own” and “alone.”96
Young people have a great developmental need for affiliation, support and security
during these years in which forming identity, autonomy and a sense of belonging are so
important. With the diminished role of parents and mentoring adults in their lives to
provide for these needs, young people today turn to peer groups to provide for greater
needs than in previous generations. As peer relationships become intensely powerful,
adolescents’ “primary motivating factor is their immediate social structure.”97
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A final aspect of alienating cultural change that began in the 1960’s and has
amplified in this current generation is a cynical outlook towards institutions. Young
adults today feel lost in current systems of education, economics, government and
culture.98 They are, as David Kinnaman describes, “skeptical, even cynical, about the
institutions that have shaped our society, and while they retain an undiminished optimism
about the future, they see themselves creating that future mostly disengaged from (or at
least reinventing) the institutions that have defined our culture thus far.”99
Without a network of older adults and successful examples to help them, many
young people approach the relational institutions of marriage, family and even
friendships with a cynical pragmatism, often preferring many superficial acquaintances to
a few intimate relationships. Young people see a need for change in the world, they can
envision it, and they desire it. But they also see hypocrisy and a self-serving nature in the
systems that need to help make those changes possible. For this generation, there is a
sense of tension between hopefulness and cynicism when it comes to politics and
activism, and they are skeptical of ‘talking heads’ (i.e., one –way lectures),
denominations, and church structures.100 Employers in the United States, especially in
traditional corporate settings, have had a difficult time in the past decade finding jobs for
young workers. This is a problem that has consequences for the nation’s economy and
obviously hurts our young people as they begin, or look towards that time they will
begin, to launch their adult lives.101 After all, as David Kinnaman explains, “making a
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living and making a difference with your life— not to mention getting married and
raising a family— tend to require a paycheck.”102 With corporate jobs limited, and a
sense of great functionalism in employee treatment young adults feel abandoned by and
alienated from traditional career and employment paths. They are finding greater
attraction to and admiration for entrepreneurship than company loyalty.103
d. Prolonged Adolescence
From the 1960’s to now, society has moved from being a community of stable
adults focused on caring for and supporting young people in these needs for identity,
autonomy, and belonging to a “free-for-all of independent and fragmented adults seeking
their own survival.”104 In these recent decades, young people have found themselves in a
continually deeper place of systemic rejection.105 At the time of life in which identity
formation is primary, young people have been left to themselves to make sense of and
integrate their many selves (scholar, athlete, child, friend). This has led to the lengthening
of the identity formation stage, and thus of the quest for autonomy and meaningful
community, and has led to a new stage of adolescence, that of mid-adolescence.106
The transition to adulthood is characterized by five key developmental tasks:
leaving home, finishing school, becoming financially independent, getting married, and
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having a child.107 While previous generations had fairly defined pathways to meeting
these tasks and a society that prepared them for and supported them in these tasks; youth
today have an endless array of options regarding how and when they will complete these
tasks, and less adult and institutional support to prepare them for those paths. Enormous
education expenses and limited availability of full-time employment have caused many
young people to remain financially dependent on their parents much later than previous
generations were- into the mid-twenties or later. The median age for marriage and child
bearing is now in the late twenties.108 Many changes in society and culture in those
decades have resulted in the age of being financially independent and starting a family
occurs later than in generations before. In 1960, sixty-five percent of men and seventyseven percent of women, had completed all those tasks by the age of thirty. In contrast, in
the most recent estimate, that figure had dropped to only thirty-one percent of men and
forty-six percent of women having transitioned to adulthood, based on the completion of
these key tasks, by the age of thirty. Since the 1960s, each succeeding generation has
taken “a longer, more circuitous path to adulthood.”109
As early as twenty years ago, there were understood to be two primary stages of
adolescence. Early adolescence began with the onset of puberty through about age
fourteen. Later adolescence picked up at about the beginning of high school and lasted
through age eighteen, and was the time of life in which a young person prepared for
his/her life as an independent adult.110 Now with this lengthening of adolescence, three
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stages are identified: early-adolescence (age twelve to fourteen), mid-adolescence (age
fifteen to eighteen) and late-adolescence (nineteen and older). This late-adolescent stage
can last as late as age thirty-four, as young people in this age range take longer to finish
educations, establish careers, get married, start families, and become independent. 111
e. Stress
Finally, a major characteristic of the cultural context in which our young people’s
identity is being formed is stress. Not only are the people around them, who are to be a
source of stability and help for them, under the stress of this age; our young people
express a high level of stress in their own lives. The message mid-adolescents have
received and learned is that what matters for their identity and sense of worthiness for
attention and affection is not who they are but what they can point to as their
accomplishments. And that, they sense, will never be enough. “The pressure to succeed,”
explains Clark, “whether in the classroom, on the athletic field, or in another endeavor
that creates a sense of worth and accomplishment, produces an elusive, never-quite-goodenough feeling that students wear like a cloud.”112
According to Clark, students today face increased levels of school-based anxiety
and stress, increased levels of homework, and increased pressure to be involved in as
many activities as possible.113 High school students have learned that teachers choose to
engage with the smart, talented, “good” kids, those who advance the teachers’ own
agendas. Relationships with teachers, which ought to be relationships of support and
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nurture for all students, have become, instead, a game of meeting expectations for
worthiness.114
After school and extracurricular activities, which used to be intended for fun,
exercise, experience, and play have become increasingly focused on competition and
winning and have become more dog-eat-dog experiences than ever before.115 This
increasing pressure to perform at the highest levels has made sports, dance, and other
activities into all-consuming commitments.116 As coaches face pressure from
organizations and parents for the highest levels of success, there has been less room in
organized sports for the average athlete. From late elementary school on, those who are
good enough to play at successful levels are given the opportunity, while those who could
benefit from the activity for fun, exercise, or development are left behind.117 This
pressure for success has created a performance ethic that is “destructive to healthy,
communally connected development.”118
A typical day for a fifteen to eighteen-year-old is a balancing act between an
incredible number of demands on their time and energies. Young people in this age group
average only five or six hours of sleep every night. They overwhelmingly describe their
lives as being busy to very busy, and describe themselves as being tired and near
exhaustion.119 But, as exhausted as they are, young people are afraid of the unknown
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consequences that may occur if they do not keep it up.120 Clark describes a conversation
with a group of young people in his study around this issue of success and stress, in
which one student spoke for the group, explaining that they, “feel an incredible pressure
to succeed in every area or it will all fall apart.” When Clark asked the students what it
was that would, specifically, fall apart, they were unable to define it, but they were
convinced that “it” would.121
With this incredible pressure to succeed and this undefined sense that “it will all
fall apart” if they do not succeed in everything, our young people are under enormous
stress. But without the supporting structures to nurture them in this time, or the proper
growth toward identity, independence, and belonging they need to deal with it, our young
people are not equipped to handle this pressure. According to Clark, at the time of his
study with young people, fourteen to fifteen percent of high school students and
seventeen percent of college students had engaged in some sort of self-injury, like cutting
or burning themselves, in order to “release emotional pressure,” to “stop feeling bad,” or
“to manage stress.”122 In one year, sixteen percent of the adolescents studied had friends
who had talked about suicide, eleven percent had friends who had attempted suicide, and
nine percent had, themselves, seriously considered ending their lives.123
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V. Adolescence and Faith
The Church has an important responsibility and opportunity to speak into the
hearts and lives of our young people during this critical time in their development, to help
them process the messages of the culture and to help shape an identity and faith that will
sustain them in this time and in whatever age is to come. However, research has shown
two disturbing trends in the response and approach of the Church and the messages
adolescents receive from it.
The first is a trend outlined by Thomas E. Bergler in his book The Juvenilization
of American Christianity. Bergler identifies this trend as “Adolescent Christianity” and
defines it as “any way of understanding, experiencing, or practicing Christian faith that
conforms to the patterns of adolescence in American culture.”124 Rather than provide
alternate ways to understand who one is, be in community with others, discover what
one’s purpose is in life, and live in an unknown world with hope; Adolescent Christianity
provides a similar cultural context as that which is experienced in school, in the
marketplace, in the workplace, and on the sports field.
Because the life stage of adolescence has been prolonged for this generation, and
adulthood seems far away for young people, adolescence seems to be a semi-permanent
way of being, “a place to settle in, not a place to quickly pass through on the way to
adulthood.”125 Our young people do not necessarily see the need to prepare for an adult
faith that will be sustaining in an adult world if they do not expect to become adults for a
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long time.126 Adolescent Christians believe their faith should affect them emotionally.
Worship services that elicit emotional highs and lows are appealing, and a lack of those
highs and lows is perceived as being inauthentic. Adolescent spirituality “favors physical
ways of expressing faith; is concerned about the relation of faith to sexuality and
romantic relationships; wants a ‘personal relationship’ with God, likes the idea of “falling
in love” with Jesus; is preoccupied with self-exploration and personal transformation;
glorifies spiritual seeking: is suspicious of ‘settled’ beliefs and habits and expects faith to
be fun and entertaining.”127 Churches that Bergler identifies as being “Adolescent
Churches” are those that seek to meet the desires of young people rather than take on the
more difficult task of shaping the younger generation with a mature, cohesive, identityforming, sustaining faith.128 The trend towards this approach has been growing over the
past few decades and is troubling. Bergler addresses a second movement of this trend,
which he calls “Juvenilization.” He defines this movement as “the process by which the
religious beliefs, practices, and developmental characteristics of adolescents become
accepted as appropriate for Christians of all ages. It begins with the praiseworthy goal of
adapting the faith to appeal to the young. But it sometimes ends badly, with both the
youth and adults embracing immature versions of the faith.”129 A bothersome result of
this is that churches that have adopted Adolescent Christianity as the standard and highest
maturity level of faith for believers of all ages, and have fostered disciples who believe
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that, “God’s main role in their lives is to help them feel better or to heal their emotional
pain.”130
This trend and its results are reflected in the findings of the National Study of
Youth and Religion (2002-2005). The NSYR researchers studied the religious and
spiritual lives of over three thousand young people between the ages of thirteen and
seventeen.131 According to the findings of the NSYR, only a small minority (eight
percent) of the youth in the study displayed what the researchers called “highly devoted
faith.” In answer to the questions of ideology, hope, and purpose, these young people
expressed that they found coherence, significance, and self-integration in knowing that
they belonged to God. They portrayed God as being actively involved in the world in
loving and powerful ways, they felt that their faith communities were important, both
relationally and spiritually, they expressed that they sensed a God-given purpose for their
lives, and they bore witness to a hopeful future.132 These young people were deeply
anchored in their faith traditions, they practiced their faith in a holistic manner, and they
readily talked about their faith. These highly devoted teens stood out from their peers.
They were “much more compassionate, significantly more likely to say they care about
things like racial equality and justice, far less likely to be moral relativists, to lie, cheat or
do things ‘they hoped their parents would never find out about.’ They were not just doing
‘okay’ in life; they were doing significantly better than their peers.133 Dean explains that,
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“one reason highly devoted teenagers may be ‘doing better’ than their peers is that
participating in a faith tradition exposes them to cultural tools that have helped
generations of people ‘like them’ produce the integrated identity associated with
American adulthood.”134
While this faith expressed by these young people is certainly encouraging and
hopeful, it is disturbing that only eight percent of young people in the study identified or
described their faith and identity in this way, even though sixty percent of the youth
indicated that they attended worship or youth ministry programs regularly.135 The large
majority of young people, even those who regularly attend church, do not think of
religion very often (even though they say it is a nice thing), have “little understanding of
orthodox Christian doctrine, few religious practices, and virtually no religious language
to either critique or construct a worldview informed by (much less infused with)
Christian faith.”136
Rather than the faith expressed by the eight percent of highly devoted youth,
many teenagers today express a religious outlook that is distinct from the traditional
teaching of Christianity or any specific world religion. This outlook is called Moralistic
Therapeutic Deism (MTD).137 To the questions of ideology (what gives my life meaning,
coherence, and hope?), belonging (who are my people?), and purpose (why am I here?),
Moralistic Therapeutic Deism offers the following guiding beliefs:
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•
•
•
•
•

A God exists who created and orders the world and watches over it.
God is not involved in my life except when I need God to resolve a problem.
God wants people to be good, nice and fair to each other, as taught in the Bible
and other religions.
The central goal of life is to be happy and feel good about oneself.
Good people go to Heaven when they die.138
As Dean laments, Moralistic Therapeutic Deism “has little to do with God or a

sense of divine mission in the world. It offers comfort, bolsters self-esteem, helps solve
problems and lubricates interpersonal relationships by encouraging people to do good,
feel good, and keep God at arms’ length.”139 This “doctrine” reflects the trends that
Bergler identifies as Adolescent and Juvenilized Christianity in its emphasis on self
(desires, preferences, fulfillment, and happiness) and very basic doctrine that imagines
Jesus as best-buddy and God as some sort of holy Santa Claus who exists for our sake
and expects little from us.
But sadly, this the “faith” our young people are claiming, from which they are
forming their identity, and which will be the “ground” on which they will face the
challenges of the unknown future, because it is what their churches are teaching them.
Churches, Dean suggests, are answering the questions of ideology, belonging, and
purpose by teaching our young people very well that Christianity is no big deal, that the
church is a “very nice thing,” a helpful institution for nice people and folks like us, and
that God requires little from us.140
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VI. An Inadequate Vision
As today’s young people go through the years in which identity formation is
critical, they are influenced and shaped by the cultures that surround them, both society
and the church environments of which they are a part.
We are in a time of rapid change, facing an age to come that we cannot even
imagine. The identity in which these young people are nurtured must give them the
foundation and strength they will need to face those unknown challenges in their future
and in the ever-changing present. Since I began this project, so much has changed in our
community, in our nation, and in our world. Between the time I began this project and the
time of this writing, our local high school went through a tense month of threats of
violence and increased security measures; a gunman opened fire on a music festival in
Las Vegas, resulting in one of the largest mass shootings in modern American history;
racism raised its head in ugly, frightening new ways with the growth of white
supremacist propaganda and hate groups; tensions with Russia were revived in ways we
thought were past us; battles of words between our President and the President of North
Korea threatened warfare unseen before, and terrorism; and violence and hatred found
their way out of the shadows as a real presence and a real threat to hope, to safety, and to
life. The Church twenty years ago did not know that this generation would need to be
prepared for the kinds of challenges we have faced in just the last few months. We have
no idea what the next five, ten, or twenty years will bring. It is critical that we prepare
disciples of all ages for an uncertain future by nurturing them in an identity that will
guide them, sustain them, and strengthen them for whatever their future (and present)
may hold.
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The “liturgies” our young people are learning, the practices that are shaping their
habits, and the kingdom visions they are being steeped in will not and cannot nurture the
identity they will need, because they do not answer the questions of identity in ways that
build a strong and stable foundation on which they can walk and live.
1. What Is My Hope?
This first question of identity is key for young people as they face an unknown
future. Without hope for the future and even for the present, rather than the assurance of a
strong and stable foundation to walk on, young people will only see shifting sand ahead
of them. But, sadly, to this question of hope, the cultural context in which our young
people are being shaped can only provide vague answers. Cultural liturgies and practices
reinforce the idea that truth is relative, subjective, perspectival, and elusive. Beliefs can
be cobbled together from a variety of sources, creating a do-it-yourself, build-your-own
style of doctrine. The “story” that tells someone who they are, that puts their life in
perspective, is the story they choose and create for themselves. The message that the
majority of our young people have heard from their churches is that there is a God, but
that God is not actively involved in human life and experience.
2. Who Am I?
This question seeks to know who one is, at the core of one’s being, and what
makes them unique and valued. Contemporary cultural liturgies and practices answer this
question by presenting an unattainable ideal to be reached. They are what they
accomplish. They are who they project themselves to be online. They are their photoshopped, filtered, Instagram©-ready version of themselves. They are who they need to be
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in order to meet the demands and expectations of society. And to this question, “Who Am
I?” the Church seems to have been silent.
3. Who Are My People?
This is a question rooted in longing for authentic community in which one can be
loved and accepted for who they truly are. Some young people find this need fulfilled in
family, groups of friends, and through activities like sports, theater, and gaming. But
cultural liturgies and practices often communicate that one’s “people” are those who are
there for one’s own use and purposes, who will make them feel good about themselves,
and can be discarded when they fail to do so. One’s “people” are their “followers” and
“friends” on social media who affirm the filtered image they present. And rather than
offer the alternative of loving, authentic, accepting community, too often, the church’s
answer to this question of belonging that is so important to identity formation, seems to
be no different than what contemporary culture offers.
4. What Is My Purpose?
To this final question of identity, the church and culture seem to give similar
answers. One’s purpose is to meet the agendas and expectations of others, to have their
approval and affirmation. One’s purpose is to be happy, self-fulfilled, and to feel good
about oneself. One’s purpose is to be nice, fair, and good and to go to heaven when they
die.
The kingdom vision nurtured by these liturgies and the practices that sustain them
is insufficient for a changing, unknown world. It is a vision of everyone claiming their
own truth in a world where there is no truth, seeking their own happiness by using others
to attain it, presenting oneself in an inauthentic, false way in order to seek the world’s
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affection and affirmation, and striving aimlessly, and to the point of exhaustion, to meet
impossible standards and expectations.
VII. The Challenge for the Church
An identity formed out of this kingdom vision will not provide our young people
the strong ground on which they will stand and walk in as they face the challenges of the
present or the future, nor will it offer direction for how to move forward with integrity,
confidence, peace and hope in the certain changes that will come. What our young people
need from the Church is not a “wishy-washy, feel good” version of faith. What they need,
Kenda Creasy Dean explains, is a creed to believe and confess, a community to belong to,
a call to live out, and a hope to hold onto.141 The Church needs to create and strengthen a
culture in which youth, young adults, and all disciples are formed are nurtured in a faithinformed, cohesive identity that answers the questions of hope, identity, community, and
purpose that shape a vision and telos of the Kingdom of God, that gives a solid
foundation to walk on and live by today and in the unknown yet to come. The next
chapter will explore and seek to define scripturally and theologically informed, alternate
answers to these questions.
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Chapter Three: Defining Baptismal Identity

I have worked with teens and college-age students in volunteer, paid, nonordained and ordained roles in 5 different churches over a span of 22 years, and my own
children are now sixteen, twenty, and twenty-two years old. As I have been working with
these questions of identity and the way cultural liturgies and practices inform identity, I
have remembered so many faces, voices, and stories of young people I have known,
cared for, and worked with. I have thought about conversations I have had with them, and
observations I have made of them. I have been thinking about those I worked with in the
earlier years, who are now parents with young children. I have been picturing our high
school and college students in my current congregation. I have been thinking about my
sons getting ready to graduate from college this year and next. And I have been thinking
about my daughter, at age sixteen, and her friends, and all I know they are going through,
excited about, and afraid of.
And as I thought about all those conversations and observations and all that we
have explored in the previous chapters, I imagined sitting down with all those young
people, especially my own kids and the young people of Bethel Presbyterian Church and
asking them to define their identity. Based on what we have discussed, and what I have
heard and observed, here’s what I believe they would say, if they felt safe enough to say
it:
I am whatever I choose to be, but I have no choice, really. I am the
conglomeration of all I am expected to be in all the different contexts I inhabit. I
am who my friends think I am. I am who my parents expect me to be. I am who my
coaches demand that I am. I am who my teachers require me to be. But I am not
really all those things, so I am a failure.
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I am who I present myself to be, who I try to look like or dress like or act like. I
am the filtered, perfected version of myself that I have posted online. But I am not
those things, so I am a joke, a mess, and everyone else is so much better than I
am. I guess when it really comes down to it, I’m not really sure who I am. So, I’ll
just be who everyone expects me to be, even if it isn’t me.
My parents love me, but they have pretty high expectations for me. I don’t want to
let them down. My friends are great, but I’ve seen enough friendships come and
go that I can never be positive how strong our friendships are, and who knows
what happens when we leave for college or graduate and move. My teachers and
coaches push me to do better and be better, but I know when it comes down to it,
what is on the line is their record and their job- and I am part of what makes them
look good.
My world is uncertain, my future is a big question. I dream about what I want to
do in life and where I want to live and what life will be like in five years or ten
years, but there is so much uncertainty and instability in my world. Politics and
the economy, safety in schools, the environment—there is so much to worry about
now. Who knows what the world will be like in five years or ten years? I don’t
even know if there will be a job for me when I graduate. I feel aimless and unsure
and unmotivated to plan and work towards a future I can’t hope for.
I’m not sure why I’m here, or what I’m supposed to do. Charity work is good,
right? I should be nice, I should be kind, I should do good things and be a good
person. I should get a good job and make good money and buy a nice house with
granite countertops. I should start saving for my kids’ college now, even though I
just got my first job and I’m not even married. I should pursue a career and be an
amazing parent. I should take care of myself and make sure I feel joy and
fulfillment. I should travel and blog about all the exciting places I’ve gone and all
the fascinating people I’ve met and the deep thoughts I’ve had. I should eliminate
plastic. And I should do charity work, right?
I’m not sure what’s true or real. I know what my parents have told me. I know
what I’ve heard in church. But I know other people believe other things than what
I’ve been told. And that seems valid, too. It seems like the right thing to say is that
whatever you believe is ok. No one should tell you what to believe. So, you do you.
And I’ll do me. And we’ll be good. Except I can’t do me, and you can’t really do
you, because there is a mold to fit and if we don’t fit it, our future will be ruined.
Who am I? I’m confused and I’m not sure where to look for answers. I don’t trust
government and politicians. I don’t trust businesses. I don’t trust other countries.
I’m never sure what bias the media is reporting from. Where is truth and
authority and accountability in this world? I’m struggling to find it.
Who am I? I’m not sure. And figuring it out makes me tired.
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While this is an imagined response to the question, “Who Am I?” it reflects the
reality that researcher Danah Boyd describes:
Teens are struggling to make sense of who they are and how they fit into society
in an environment in which contexts are networked and collapsed, audiences are
invisible, and anything they say or do can easily be taken out of context. They are
grappling with battles that adults face, but they are doing so while under constant
surveillance and without a firm grasp of who they are. In short, they’re navigating
one heck of a cultural labyrinth.1
As we have seen in the research on adolescence discussed in the previous chapter,
our young people feel lost in their present reality and unsure of their future. This time in
their lives is crucial for identity formation. If they are unable to find solid, healthy,
helpful answers to the questions of identity now, they will be unable to form a cohesive,
integrating sense of self, and they will struggle in the future as the unknown comes more
and more quickly at them. They need answers that are certain and sure. They need solid
ground to walk on. But, sadly, as we discussed in Chapter Two, what they are largely
hearing and learning in their church communities is hardly helpful.
As discussed in the previous chapter, according to the National Study of Youth
and Religion, most young people, including those who attend church on a regular basis,
express a very basic religious outlook:
•
•
•
•
•

A God exists who created and orders the world and watches over it.
God is not involved in my life except when I need God to resolve a problem.
God wants people to be good, nice and fair to each other, as taught in the
Bible and other religions.
The central goal of life is to be happy and feel good about oneself.
Good people go to Heaven when they die.2
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There is little here in which our young people can find answers to those important
questions of identity: hope, self, community, and purpose. For emerging adults, these
basic beliefs break down. As they move from the teen years to the challenges and new
experiences of young adulthood, they are “determined to be free, but they do not know
what is worth doing with their freedom. They work very hard to stand on their own two
feet. But they do not really know where they ought to go and why, once they are
standing. They lack larger visions of what is true and real and good…Many know that
there must be something more, and they want it.”3
The ideas of MTD do not give that greater vision, nor do they point decisively to
what is true and real and good. And yet, it is what most teens practice, not as a rejection
of Christianity, but because this is what their churches are communicating to them.4 For
so many of our young people, even those who have been raised in our churches and have
sat in our pews all their lives, “faith has been reduced to a necklace one wears as part of a
self-made identity rather than a whole new set of clothes one wears—‘put[ting] on the
Lord Jesus Christ’ (Rom. 13:14)—as a new identity found in him.”5
As the Church seeks to nurture our young people in the identity that will sustain
them in an unknown future, we have a great responsibility to our young people to tell and
show them something more, something real, true, and sure. We need to answer these
questions for them: “Who Am I?” “Who Are My People?” “What Is My Hope?” and

J. Todd Billings. Union with Christ: Reframing Theology and Ministry for the Church. (Grand
Rapids: Baker Academic, 2011), 23.
3

4

Dean, Almost Christian, 12.

5

Billings, Union with Christ, 24.

50

“What Is My Purpose?” in a way that shapes a vision and telos of the Kingdom of God,
that shapes and nurtures their “Baptismal Identity.”
To help congregations with this great responsibility, this chapter will offer an
exploration of the scriptural and theological foundations of the Christian’s answers to the
questions of hope, self, community and purpose. This chapter will also explore how it is
that Baptism communicates those truths.
I. The First Question: “What Is My Hope?”
Our Christian faith begins with the present and future hope found in the grand
story of God’s faithfulness throughout human history. Thus, in our quest to answer the
questions of hope, identity, community, and purpose, we begin to address the four
questions of identity by first considering the important question, “What Is My Hope?”
To the question, “What Is My Hope?” cultural liturgies and practices provide little
help for our adolescents. As discussed in the previous chapter, truth, in a contemporary
context, is relative, subjective, and individually constructed. When truth may not be true,
and the future is unknown, young people will have the sense that nothing in life is
reliable or certain. The identity given to us in Baptism, however, provides an answer in
which our young people can have confidence and find certainty as they ask this important
question of identity, “What Is My Hope?” Hope, our faith tells us, resides in the name
conferred upon the baptized as the waters are placed upon their head (or as they prepare
to be immersed in the waters). Whether they are infant, child, or adult, the individual
receiving the waters of Baptism is named “Child of the Covenant.” It is in this name that
one who has been baptized finds their present and future hope, because it places them
within God’s relational purpose and redemptive plan, informed by and shaped by the
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story of God’s covenant faithfulness, the story that gives hope in the present, and for the
future.
A. Scriptural and Theological Foundations of “Hope”
As we consider this story of hope, we will begin with a discussion of “kinship”
and “covenant” that characterize God’s relationship with God’s human creation and give
hope in God’s faithfulness to God’s relational purpose and redemptive plan. We will then
consider how New Testament understandings of adoption and union with Christ fulfill
that purpose and plan and give believers true hope for the present and future.
1. Kinship and Covenant
At the heart of this idea of covenant lies the understanding of kinship. In ancient
West Semitic tribes, including Ancient Israel, all social organization was built upon and
around this concept of kinship. Those who were “kin” were understood to be of one
blood, one flesh, and one bone. The very source of life flowed through the “veins of the
kinship group”, and so the whole kindred understood themselves to share a single life, an
unbreakable bond.6 This bond of kinship created an extended family framework within
which, and around which, all legal, political, and religious aspects of life were understood
and arranged.7 Kinship relations defined the “rights and disciplines, the duties, status, and
privileges of tribal members.”8 The strength of this bond of kinship, of flesh, blood, and
bone, created a unique and complete obligation to protect, to ensure the welfare of, and to
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“love one’s kinsman as himself, as his own soul.”9 To be a member of a kinship group
was to be in a place of belonging and protection, which gave members a sense of hope,
not just for the present, but for the unknown challenges they would face in the future.
At times, a need or desire arose in which an individual, or group of people, not
related to the kindred by blood, needed to be incorporated into a kinship group. As Frank
Moore Cross explains, in tribal societies there were “legal mechanisms or devices…by
which outsiders, non-kin, might be incorporated into the kinship group.”10 This could
happen through marriage or adoption, or through the means of covenant.11
The concepts, patterns, types, uses, and mechanics of covenants in the Ancient
Near East and in Biblical history are numerous and multi-faceted and beyond the scope of
this project. However, there are elements common to the administration of covenants,
that are essential to understanding God’s covenant history, especially as it speaks to the
hope found in God’s relational purpose and redemptive plan.
A covenant, or berith, is “a mutual agreement of the most sacred and binding
kind” between two parties, whether individuals or groups.12 At the heart of the covenantmaking and renewal ceremonies, and of the covenant itself, was the oath, “a promise
joined to the invocation of the name of God for help, whereby the oath swearer places
himself under divine judgment signified by a conditional self-curse.”13 Every berith
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included such an oath, which included explicit or implicit declaration of both the
obligation which the covenant maker took upon himself and the curse the covenant
maker invoked upon himself if he failed to keep the obligations of the covenant oath.14
In a ratification ritual, these curses and blessings could be expressed either
verbally or through an enacted sign.15 Whether they were presented through word or
sign-act, these curses and blessings were obligation-creating and binding.16 Either party
in the covenant may have sworn an oath, putting oneself under a conditional selfmaledictory curse if the covenant was not kept.17 Oaths that were made in the name of
God were absolutely irrevocable and inviolable.18 As Scott Hahn explains, “The binding
force of covenant oaths is divine power that immutably abides. God’s faithfulness
ensures not only the availability of requisite power to perform a sworn duty but also the
blessing for faithful performance. Conversely, when a sworn duty remains unfulfilled, the
oath ensures divine retribution, that is, covenant curses.”19
At its heart, the concept of covenant is relational. Through the ritual and
ceremony of oath and covenant, the obligations and privileges of kinship could be
extended to individuals and to groups of people who, by blood, lay outside the bounds of
the kinship group.20 Those brought into the kinship group through oath and covenant
14
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were so incorporated into the family that, as Cross explains, “such individuals or groups
were grafted onto the genealogies and fictive kinship became kinship of the flesh and
blood. In a word, kinship-in-law became kinship-in-flesh.”21 The idea “I am yours, you
are mine” was, thus, foundational in the covenant relationship.22 One who was brought
into the kinship group by covenant was loved by the kinship members, and in return
loved them, as one flesh, one body, one blood, one life.23 To be brought into the kinship
group by covenant, was to be brought into the hope of belonging and protection that
members enjoyed, and to have the assurance of oaths and curses that gave hope of
remaining in that relationship of belonging and protection, regardless of what the future
would bring.
In Ancient Israel, one of the most significant obligations of the kinship group to
one another, whether kin by blood or covenant, was the duty of redemption. As Frank
Moore Cross defines, “the verb ga’al, ‘to redeem,’ is often best translated ‘to act as
kinsman.’”24 A kinsman was obligated to redeem property that a poor fellow kinsman had
sold, to redeem a kinsman who had been sold into slavery to pay a debt, and to marry the
widow of one’s brother or near kin in order to secure the family line.25
As ancient people sought to describe the intimate relationship between the tribal
group and the family god, they used the relational and redemptive language of kinship.
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The family deity, the “God of the Fathers,” was understood to be the “Divine
Kinsman.”26 This language expressed the mutuality of obligations and promises in the
relationship with the deity and his people. As Cross explains, the Divine Kinsman was
obligated to redeem his people from slavery, to love them, to share his land and heritage
with them, to provide for them and to protect them, and to lead them into battle when
necessary. The Divine Kinsman would bless those who blessed his kindred, and he would
curse those who cursed them. The family of the deity, then, was obligated to love and to
worship the deity, to obey his commands, to battle for him when called, and to maintain
family loyalty.27
It is through this understanding of kinship and family, of the Divine Kinsman, of
mutual obligations and blessings that the people of Israel understood their relationship
with God.28 They were Yahweh’s family and kin.29 To know that it was God who
promised to be Divine Kinsman for them, was assurance that the promises given would
be kept, that the protection given would be powerful, that the leadership given would be
all-knowing and wise. It was assurance that gave hope of a present and future of safety,
provision, and peace.
The story of God’s people, from Adam, Noah, Abram, David, and the Church is
the story of God’s relational and redemptive covenant faithfulness as Divine Kinsman. 30
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It is within this story of God’s relational and redemptive covenant faithfulness that God’s
people have understood their identity and known a deep sense of hope throughout the
many expressions of God’s covenant; and it is that same covenant faithfulness in which
one who has been named, “Child of the Covenant” finds their identity and their hope for
the present and for an unknown future.
2. Adoption and Union with Christ
Though what God has done for us and offers us in Christ is an act and expression
of God’s constant and enduring covenant faithfulness; in his letter to the Ephesians, as he
does in other letters,31 Paul uses the imagery of adoption to help his Gentile readers
understand this covenant kinship relationship, saying, “[God] destined us for adoption as
[God’s] children through Jesus Christ, according to the pleasure of [God’s] will”
(Ephesians 1:5). Thus, in this section, we turn from the idea of hope found in “covenant”
and “kinship” to hope that is found in the New Testament expression of God’s relational
purpose and redemptive plan as enlightened by the concepts of “adoption” and “union
with Christ.”
a. Adoption. Paul uses the term huiothesia, a Greco-Roman legal term for the adoption as
sons of those who were not one’s biological offspring, as a metaphor to describe and
explain what it is that God has done through the work of Jesus Christ.32 For Paul, God’s
decision to adopt sinners as [God’s] own children, to make them God’s own kin, goes
back to God’s original relational plan in creation for blessed fellowship and communion
31
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with humankind. In God’s loving plan to act as Divine Kinsman for all of humankind, by
God’s free predestining choice, God “adopts believers, taking them into his family and
intimate fellowship, establishing them as his children and heirs.”33
To be God’s children, we must be brought into kinship covenant, we must be
adopted. These images and concepts of kinship, covenant, and adoption reveal to the
Christian an astonishing truth: God Almighty, Maker of Heaven and Earth, the High
King, the Lord of the Universe desires all people, Jew and Gentile alike, to be God’s kin,
but not just God’s kin, God’s very children; and in God’s predestining love and perfect
plan, God has made that possible. The hope found in the assurance of God as Divine
Kinsman is the hope found in God’s adoption of us as God’s beloved children.
b. Union with Christ. God has made this personal relationship possible through the
redemptive work of Jesus Christ, who fulfilled the terms of the broken covenant,
releasing the blessing of God’s plan for relationship and redemption to all nations and all
peoples, making fuller fellowship with and knowledge of God possible. When we
embrace this redemptive work of Christ and trust in him, we are united to Christ, and are
able to have a relationship with God that is “similar to that of Jesus’ own filial
relationship with God.”34 United to Christ, we are able to cry out to God and address the
LORD as ‘Abba, Father,’ the name by which Jesus addressed God (Galatians 4:6). In
Christ, we are given a new identity as children of God,35 become privileged members of
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God’s family and household36 with a new identity and experience a new way of being
human within God’s favor.37
United to Christ’s person, we are also united to Christ’s history, so that what
happened to him in a way happens also to us.38 Christ’s death, which exhausted the
covenantal curse of our sin, then, fulfilling the terms of the covenant, and the promise
made at the Aqedah is effective for us. As Joseph Pipa explains, “What Christ did for us
covenantally becomes ours in reality, and we die to sin…our old nature dies totally and
completely.”39 And if we are united with Christ and have died with him, Paul reasons,
then we will also be united with him in a resurrection like his (v. 5).
In this union and promise of life now and life forever, we find eschatological
hope. In A More Profound Alleluia, editor Leanne Van Dyk includes a chapter on
eschatology written by Martha L. Moore-Keish. In this chapter Keish explains that
“Eschatology is much more than mere speculation about the future…about who will be
‘left behind’ at the rapture, it is about our hope in God.”40 It is hope in knowing that our
present and future is in the hands of the Divine Kinsman, who is God, Father, Creator of
Heaven and Earth. It is hope that comes in the knowledge that God is not distant and
disinterested, as Moralistic Therapeutic Deism claims; but is near, aware, present and
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active in human lives and situations. It is hope that comes in knowing that our lives are in
the hands of the God who is not only willing, but desires to keep covenant faithfulness, to
fulfill God’s relational purposes and redemptive purposes for the human creation. It is
hope that comes in knowing, that even in the face of our covenant unfaithfulness, in the
life of God’s own Son, God has taken the weight of the covenant curse upon Godself and
extinguished it on our behalf. It is hope of future resurrection and life forever in the
presence of God. It is hope of a new heaven and a new earth. It is future hope that gives
new perspective to the present, for though “we still await the completion of God’s saving
work in us and in our world… this future salvation is not in doubt. Rather, we can be
completely confident of it, because it is based on God’s promise, which we know to be
absolutely reliable.”41
c. The covenant work of the Spirit. Those who experience this new life in Christ do so by
the power of the Holy Spirit; for it is the Holy Spirit who gives the knowledge,
motivation and power promised in the new covenant to respond fittingly to the grace
offered in the covenant, to live as kindred of God, in beloved fellowship with the LORD.42
It is the Holy Spirit that “actually unites us to Jesus Christ. The Holy Spirit is the one
who makes this bond living and effective.”43
In his letter to the Ephesians, Paul tells the believers that they had been “marked
with the seal of the promised Holy Spirit,” as the “pledge of our inheritance toward
redemption as God’s own people” (Ephesians 1:3-14 NRSV). Behind this idea of
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“pledge” lies the Greek term  The  was a legal term for an amount of
money paid to secure services, a partial payment of the full amount.44 For Paul, the Holy
Spirit serves as the , the pledge of “our inheritance toward redemption as God’s
own people” (Ephesians 1:14 NRSV). Adoption in Christ has made us to be children of
God, it is an identity that has already been received.45 But it is also a reality that belongs
to the future, when God takes “full and complete possession of those who are already
[God’s].”46 By the indwelling of the Spirit as , this future reality is guaranteed
to us and made possible for us to experience as a foretaste, in the present.47 As Bernard
Ahern explains, “Even here on earth the Spirit of God fills the Christian soul with a
portion of the joy and happiness of heaven…[the Spirit’s] presence, when perceived in
faith, diffuses true joy, thus constituting at once a guarantee and a foretaste of heaven.
[The Holy Spirit] is a true () in the fullest sense.”48
The image of the Holy Spirit as a seal reflects notions of ownership, protection,
and authority. In the ancient world, seals were often made of stone or precious metal with
an engraved image on them, a unique design to indicate the identity of the owner. All
significant possessions (including livestock and slaves) of the owner would be marked
with this seal to verify ownership.49 A seal placed across a closure of a document, vessel,
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or door would protect the contents of the sealed item by preventing tampering or access
to its contents.50 A seal served as the means of certifying documents, such as a marriage
contract or deed of sale; and when an individual was given the seal of another they
carried the authority of the one whose seal they carried.51 Peter O’Brien explains that, by
giving believers the Spirit as a seal of the adopting, kinship-making work of Christ, God
stamps them as God’s own, as the LORD did in the Old Testament with the sign of
circumcision.52 Marked with the seal of the Holy Spirit, we can have confident hope that
all God has done and will do is true, and that it is true for us.
d. A new sign. When the covenant was fulfilled in Christ and the new covenant was
inaugurated, extending the promises and blessings of the covenant to the Gentiles,
circumcision was no longer the appropriate covenantal sign. In the death of Christ on the
cross, the death curse that human sin and rebellion against God had enacted was
exhausted. Thus, the “bloody sign of circumcision that prefigured the shedding of
Christ’s blood no longer remain[ed] appropriate after the Lamb of God ha[d] shed his
blood once for all in order to remove our sin.”53 Also, as James Brownson points out,
because “circumcision was so closely identified with Jewish ethnicity that to continue to
circumcise believers would have distorted the missional movement of the gospel beyond
Israel to the ‘ends of the earth.’”54
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A new sign was needed to give hopeful assurance of, and to signify participation
in, God’s covenant of grace that preserved what the covenant promises but that also
expressed its new reality. In his final commission to his disciples before he ascended to
heaven, Jesus told them, “All authority in heaven and on earth has been given to me. Go
therefore and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and
of the Son and of the Holy Spirit…” (Matthew 28:18-19). This act of Baptism,
commanded by Christ, became the new sign for God’s new covenant, ordained by Christ,
and made effective by the Holy Spirit as seal and pledge.55 Thus, as Jesus commanded,
since the early church, Baptism in the name of the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit has been
the sign of one’s participation in the covenant of grace, of one’s identity as “Child of the
Covenant.”56
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It is this understanding of baptism as the oath-sign of the new covenant that, for many scholars,
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In his sermon in Acts 2, Peter preaches, “Repent, and be baptized every one of you in the name of
Jesus Christ so that your sins may be forgiven; and you will receive the gift of the Holy Spirit. For the
promise is for you, for your children, and for all who are far away, everyone whom the Lord our God calls
to him.” (Acts 2:38-39) As did the covenantal formula, “between me and thee and thy seed after thee”
(Genesis 17:7), so does “unto you and to your children,” affirm that the covenant promises continue to be
extended to children of believers through their parents. (Strawbridge, The Case for Covenantal Infant
Baptism, 17, 56) But, Douglas Wilson, cautions, “These promises are extended by God, and only faith can
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B. “Hope” Defined
Having explored the theological and scriptural foundations of Christian “hope”
we can now answer the question, “What Is My Hope?” with an answer that gives young
people something real and true to hold to, now and in an unknown future.
We are God’s creation, plan, and choice. As John Burgess points out, “Before we
could do anything about it, God had already placed [God’s] seal of approval on us.”57
God’s claim on us is not that of a possession, it is that of family, of kin. It is adoption as
God’s beloved children. Claimed as God’s own, adopted as God’s beloved children, and
united to Christ’s person, history, and future; we have hope of a future that gives hope to
our present, and hope in the present that gives hope for the future. Though people have
repeatedly failed to be faithful and grateful in their response to God’s relational and
redemptive purpose and plan, “the wonder of the biblical story is that God doesn’t give
up but responds to human faithlessness—with judgement, to be sure, but also with even
greater kindness and generosity.”58
C. Baptism and Hope
This project is based on the claim that the identity our young people need to
sustain them in an unknown future is “Baptismal Identity.” How then, does Baptism
communicate and sustain young people (and all those who have been baptized) in this
understanding of “hope” we have just defined?
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For Calvin, baptism serves as the “initiatory sign by which we are admitted to the
fellowship of the church,” it is the sign of being “engrafted into Christ,” and accounted as
“children of God.”59 Thus, it is baptism that assures us of our place in the family of God
and our status of Beloved Child of God. It is baptism, Calvin insists, that assures us of
our union with Christ in such as way that “not only are we engrafted into the death and
life of Christ, but so united to Christ himself as to be partakers of all his blessings.”60 And
so, it is baptism that signs and seals to the believer that “our sins are so deleted, covered,
and effaced, that they will never come into his sight, never be mentioned, never
imputed.”61 It is baptism that assures us of new life in Christ.62 And, it is baptism that
serves as “our confession before [others]…by which, in short, we publicly assert our
faith, so that not only do our hearts breathe, but our tongues also, and all members of our
body, in every way they can, proclaim the praise of God.”63
Thus, baptism is a hope-giving sign of God’s grace, an expression of God’s
promise that we belong to the LORD.64 Baptism is God’s seal placed upon those whom
God has claimed as God’s own.65 Baptism is the sign-oath of God’s kinship-creating
covenant which in Christ has been extended beyond the family of Abraham to all
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peoples. Baptism is sign and seal of this kinship bond, entrance into the covenant family,
and incorporation with Christ, a share in his divine sonship that is given as we are united
with him in God’s family.66 Baptism, is a sign, seal and reassurance that, united to Christ,
by his fulfilling of and continuing of the relational and redemptive covenant, we have
hope of new life, a new identity, and a new future.
Baptism does not save us, but Baptism is ‘saving’ by being both God’s visible
pledge that He will fulfill God’s covenant promise to those who place faith in the
LORD;67 and the means through which we place our faith in that promise.68 Not only does
Baptism give us hope of new life, identity, and future; but it assures us that the new life,
identity, and future we are given are a gift, freely and generously given out of grace.
There is great hope for the present and hope to sustain us in an unknown future and
anything we may face in it, that can be found in this truth.
This is the hope that Baptism gives us as it enfolds the baptized in a new story, the
covenant story of Adam, Noah, Abram, David, and Christ, which, by the past, changes
our present and future, and “which by promise of a different future changes the past.”69
This is the hope that we have in our Baptismal Identity, the hope that is given as the one
who is baptized is named, “Child of the Covenant.”
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II. The Second Question: “Who Am I?”
The next question of identity we will consider is “Who Am I?” The deep longing
behind this question is the need to know what, at the very core of our being, is true and
important about who we are. As we discussed in the second chapter, cultural practices
and liturgies answer this question by telling our young people that who they are is
determined by the demands and expectations of society and how well they meet them, or
by the filtered and enhanced way they present themselves online.
As James Brownson explains, there are endless voices we hear each day which try
to answer this question for us, “they tell us that we are Americans, that we are consumers,
that we are victims or perpetrators, winners or losers, rich or poor, beautiful or ugly,
nameless faces in a crowd, or perfect individuals around whom the whole world
revolves.”70 Under the influence of these voices, Henri Nouwen observes, we are subtly
deceived to believe that we are defined by what we have, what we do or achieve, and by
what other people say about us.71 As we listen to those voices and believe those deceits,
John Burgess explains, we begin to “see only our limitations and dwell on our
failures…we become vulnerable to powers and forces that are all too ready to tell us who
we really are, [and]…a lifestyle, a political allegiance, or a racial or class label comes to
define us.”72 And then, sidetracked and distracted, we forget, or fail to discover, who we
really are.73
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An identity informed by the confusing and conflicting messages these voices give
regarding the question “Who Am I?” will not give our young people the foundation they
need for their present and their future. Without a strong sense of who they are and what
makes them matter, our young people will be lost in everyone else’s definition of who
they are and what that means. They will not be able to make confident, wise choices
about their own lives, or about things that affect other people. But, as Kevin Vanhoozer
clarifies, it is not society’s definition of us, or our own construction of self, that tells us
who we are. Rather, for the Christian, identity is found in God’s initiative, creation,
calling, and election into covenant fellowship.74 In this section, we look to the truth that
we are created in God’s image and that, in Christ, we can become a “new creation” in
order to understand what Baptism tells us about “who we are.”
A. Scriptural and Theological Foundations of “Self”
1. The Image of God and the Reciprocating Self
At the core of the Christian’s understanding of identity is the statement that, in the
creation of the heavens and the earth, God “created humankind in [God’s] image, in the
image of God he created them” (Genesis 1:27). Thus, the answer to the question “Who
Am I?” begins with this affirmation that humans are made according to the imago Deiimage of God.75 In the last century, there has been a resurgence in the study of the
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Trinity,76 and in light of this study, the emphasis of discussions about imago dei has been
on the relational aspect of God and what it means about God’s human creation.77
The doctrine of the Trinity reveals that God exists as three divine persons, Father,
Son, and Holy Spirit, who live in unity, yet remain distinct. This unique nature of the
Trinity has been defined by the theological term, perichoresis (co-inherence, mutual
indwelling). This term describes a relationship characterized by relationality, in which
the three persons are distinct, yet not separate, for they “exist with and for one another.”78
Yet it is also characterized by particularity, in which their distinctiveness is not
compromised by their communion. The glue that holds the polarities of unity and
uniqueness together in the relationship of the Trinity is reciprocity, in which the personal
identities of the members of the Trinity emerge out of their relationship, and in which
their uniqueness enriches their unity.79
So then, if we believe that humankind was created in the image of God, we must
understand who we are, that is, who we are created to be, in light of this reciprocity. Just

The study that primarily informs this project is that found in The Reciprocating Self by Jack
Balswick and others, referenced throughout this section. A promising conversation partner on this topic,
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Grenz. Reviewr Sheila S. Smith in the Journal of Religious Leadership, Vol. 1, No. 2 (Fall 2002) explains
that this is the first volume in a planned series exploring theology, anthropology, Christology,
pneumatology, ecclesiology, and eschatology. What will be unique in this series is that each topic will be
explored from a postmodern lens, grounded in the conviction that God is triune. Smith provides this
overview of this first volume: “The fundamental argument in The Social God and the Relational Self is that
"the image of God is ultimately an eschatological concept - it is our divinely given destiny - and as such it
has critical implications for our understanding of the nature and role of the church" (xi). Grenz's goal is to
reconceptualize the imago dei as a social reality in a postmodern context where the notion of self has been
lost (15). He intends "to foster a renewal of the Christian communally constituted soul out of the ashes of
the demise of the centered self" (3).”
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as God exists in reciprocal relationship; humans, created in God’s image, are to exist in
reciprocal relationships—with God and with others.80
To bear the image of God is to know ourselves in and through community with
God and others (more about this in the next section), as a unique and wonderful creation
of God with a story to live and a purpose to fulfill (more about this later). And it is in this
union and reciprocity with the life of the Trinity, in the image of God, that we become
most fully ourselves.81 But, being created in God’s image, in unity and particularity, is
not just about our own becoming and being most fully ourselves through relationship
with God and others. “For it is in and through these relationships that we not only grow to
become the unique persons that God created us to be, but we will enable others to
become who God created them to be, all the while participating in the life of the Son,
through the Spirit, bringing glory to the Father.”82
There is a giving and receiving that is part of the reciprocal relationship in which,
and for which, we have been created, that requires a high view of the other. The
reciprocating self does not treat the other as a source of its own fulfillment, nor does it
dissociate from the other, but rather, the “reciprocating self lives in a mutual relationship
of sharing and receiving with another.”83 In reciprocating relationships, uniqueness and
unity are facilitated as all individuals experience each other in a way that allows both to
develop, growing to become the unique persons God made the one to be, and enabling
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the other to become who God created them to be.84 Balswick outlines the characteristics
of reciprocating relationships.
We believe that the reciprocating self can be nurtured best when 1) personal
relationships are characterized by a covenant (unconditional love) commitment;
2) when the response to failure in relationship is characterized by gracing rather
than shaming; 3) when persons in relationship use their power, giftedness and
resources to empower rather than to control the other; and 4) when the
relationship is characterized by an openness that can lead to intimacy rather than
isolation.85
Growth toward becoming that which God has created us to be happens as
relationships experience ever-deepening levels of commitment, grace, empowering, and
intimacy.86 In such relationships, where mutual commitment is
lived out in an atmosphere of mutual grace and mutual empowering…each person
in the relationship is drawn to freely communicate and express him- or herself to
the other. The relationship is one of intimate knowing and being known. A
concerted effort is made to listen, understand and want what is best for the other.
Not only are differences accepted but uniqueness is valued and respected in a way
that confirms the other person.87
Humankind is created in God’s image, in and for such relationships with God and
with others, in which all come to know themselves as, grow to become, and enable others
to know and become, the unique persons God made them to be. But we are fallen
creatures, who fail in all aspects of our relationship with God and others. “No human
being,” Balswick asserts, “can ever make a covenant commitment in the way that God
covenants with us. It is equally true that no mere human will be able to respond with
grace and forgiveness to the same degree that God offers grace. Human empowering and
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attempts at intimacy will pale into insignificance when compared to the knowing and
caring shown by God.”88
In order to know and to live in the kind of reciprocating relationships that we are
created for in the image of God, we need to be brought more fully and intimately into the
perfect relationship, into the perichoresis, the in-dwelling of the Trinity. For it is only in
union and reciprocity with the life of the Trinity, that we can experience, learn, and begin
to live in reciprocating relationships in which we, and others, can know who we are, and
become most fully ourselves.89
2. Union with Christ and the New Self
The good news of the gospel is that, by the work of the Godhead in the Trinity,
we can be brought into that fellowship as we are united to Jesus Christ, through the Spirit,
and made to be sons and daughters of God.90 As discussed earlier, this union with Christ
and new status as ‘adopted by God’ is a powerful bond that incorporates the Christian
into the Son’s own life, and it is at the core of what it means to be Christian.91
God, who is rich in mercy, out of the great love with which he loved us even
when we were dead through our trespasses, made us alive together with Christ—
by grace you have been saved—and raised us up with him and seated us with him
in the heavenly places in Christ Jesus, so that in the ages to come he might show
the immeasurable riches of his grace in kindness toward us in Christ Jesus.
(Ephesians 2:4-7 NRSV)
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It is in (and only in) this union, adoption and incorporation into Christ, that the
believer is able to share in the new life that Christ received when he rose from the dead.92
This new life, then, shapes the Christian’s very identity. Rather than an identity that is
defined by one’s past failures or successes, the identity of the Christian is found, “in
Christ’s past, which is our future. Our truest and deepest self is defined not by what we
have experienced in the past, but by what Christ experienced and accomplished for us.”93
In union with Jesus Christ, then, the Christian is a new creation, with a new life to live
and a new identity to claim. It is a newness and transformation so great that it is
celebrated by the Apostle Paul in 2 Corinthians, “So if anyone is in Christ, there is a new
creation: everything old has passed away; see, everything has become new” (2
Corinthians 5:17 NRSV)!
The Apostle Paul, in this letter to the Christians in Ephesus, uses the imagery of
putting off the old self and putting on the new self to describe the transformation the
believer experiences and is to embrace in receiving this new identity and new life.
Now this I affirm and insist on in the Lord: you must no longer live as the
Gentiles live, in the futility of their minds. They are darkened in their
understanding, alienated from the life of God because of their ignorance and
hardness of heart. They have lost all sensitivity and have abandoned themselves to
licentiousness, greedy to practice every kind of impurity. That is not the way you
learned Christ! For surely you have heard about him and were taught in him, as
truth is in Jesus. You were taught to put away your former way of life, your old
self, corrupt and deluded by its lusts, and to be renewed in the spirit of your
minds, and to clothe yourselves with the new self, created according to the
likeness of God in true righteousness and holiness (Ephesians 4:17-24).
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The old self, the old identity, the old life, Paul explains, was what the Christians
knew before they “learned Christ." It was a life and an identity characterized by
“darkened understanding” and “hardness of heart.” Before they were brought into this life
and identity changing relationship with Christ, their lives were devoid of meaning,
because they were self-centered, and had intentionally ignored the will of their Creator.94
Separated from the life of God and blind to the truth, their thinking was corrupt, which
led to impure lifestyles and behaviors.95 They had lost all sensitivity, “a vivid classical
term which literally could refer to skin that had become callous and no longer felt
pain…Because of their lack of moral feeling and discernment there were no restraints to
their plunging into all kinds of degrading activities.”96 Their lives were lived in futility:
emptiness, idleness, vanity, foolishness, purposelessness, and frustration.97 Their
attitudes, actions, and their very identities were shaped by the reality of this old life.
But for the Christian, who has been united to Christ, who has died to sin with
Christ, this is no longer the truth about them, it is no longer their life or their identity.
Therefore, they must “take off” the old self, and all the “vestiges of that identity that
remain in each individual. These sinful traits need to be stripped off; their influence needs
to be defeated.”98 But not only must the old self be taken off, the new self must be “put
on,” that is, the new identity and life that the Christian has been given in union with
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Christ, in dying to sin with Christ, and rising to new life with Christ, must be claimed and
embraced.
Though the believer is called to “put on” this new identity, we must recognize that
this new identity is not one we create for ourselves, but rather, it is effected and given to
us by God. The same God who created the world, is now responsible for the creation of a
new identity for those who have placed their trust in God. But God is not only the creator
of this new creation, he is also the pattern and model for it.99 The new person has been
created ‘like God;’” O’Brien explains, therefore, the new creation is to “be like [God].
Those who are baptized are already part of God’s new creation. Their conduct, therefore,
needs to be consistent with their new position and status in Christ. They are to be
righteous as he is righteous, and holy as he is holy.”100 Rather than the old self, that was
characterized by evil desires that are stemmed from deceit “the graces of holiness and
righteousness which are to characterize the new person come from the truth,” O’Brien
explains, “which is another way of saying from God…[who] is the truth. These qualities
originate in [God], are consistent with [God’s] character, and are ultimately real.”101
Thus, this new life and identity, stemmed in the truth of Christ, found in being
united to Christ, is our true identity, our true self. J. Todd Billings finds this emphasis of
the “true self” in his interpretation and paraphrase of what John Calvin wrote in his
Institutes:
In the original creation, humans were created good- they were ‘united’ with God.
In the fall, humans were alienated from God and other creatures. But we still have
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a trace of the image of God in us, which he calls a ‘participation in God.’ Thus,
when the Spirit comes to us in redemption, uniting us to Jesus Christ, we do not
lose our true identity; rather, it is restored. Since we were not created to be
autonomous, self-made people but were created to be in communion with God,
when the Spirit leads us back into communion with God in Christ, we do not lose
our true selves. We regain them.102
Our new self, in Christ, is our true self.103 It is not incidental to our being, like a
lifestyle, a political allegiance, or a racial or class label is. “On the contrary, far from
being a mere accident or add-on to something already substantial, our union with Christ
defines our very being.”104
It is the identity the believer acquired at the time of their conversion when they
were joined to Christ in his death and life. It is already their identity. Nevertheless, Paul
exhorts, in taking off the old self, the believer must “put on” this new identity.
Our truest and deepest self is the self that has been united with Christ in his death
and resurrection. This is the self that is given to us in Christ and sealed to us in
our Baptism. Of course, we don’t always act in accordance with this self, so we
need continually to put into practice our deepest identity. We need to become in
our daily experience what we already are in Christ by virtue of our Baptism into
Christ.105
We have been united with Christ, made God’s child, and given a change in
identity; we have been transformed. The transformation has already happened. Yet the
transformation is something we must yet do. Paul exhorts his readers to ‘become what
you are,’ that is, to live in accordance with their new identity.106 In terms of adoption,
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having been given the legal status of being God’s child, the believer must come into
God’s home, call God Father, and act as God’s adopted child.107 “We need not only
adoption into God’s family and forgiveness of sins; we also need to learn how to grow
into our new identity as adopted children of the Triune God.”108 Thus, putting on the new
self involves an “actualization of this identity…through a transformed way of thinking
(4:23) and bringing… lives into conformity with the defining characteristics of this new
identity- righteousness and holiness.”109
The way to this growth and becoming is a process of renewal that begins in the
person’s innermost being (Eph. 3:16) as the “pattern, motivation and direction of [their]
new thinking” is changed.110 This knowledge and growth is the inward transformation of
the mind, it is the renewing and transforming work of the Spirit,111 as the truth about
“Christ and his work in our lives become profound convictions that pervade every recess
of our hearts.”112
But this new identity is not just having knowledge about this change, this new
identity requires us to change, to live in conformity with our new identity that is
characterized by the traits of God—true righteousness and holiness.113 The behavior of
those who have been given this new adopted identity, in Christ, as God’s own children,
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should reflect that identity. But the new life is not about “trying to be ‘a good Christian,’
maintaining cultural conformity with those around us so that we receive ‘eternal life
insurance’ for the afterlife. No. The new life of salvation is a journey of nonconformity, a
process of learning how to become daughters and sons of the Triune God.”114 It is a
process of always learning and always growing in our daily lives toward becoming the
new self and new creation we already are in union with Christ.115
B. “Self” Defined
With these truths to guide us, we can now answer the question “Who Am I?” with
an answer that gives all worshipers, but particularly our young people, a definition of
“self” that will carry them in the present and the future.
Cultural practices and liturgies tell our young people that who they are and what
makes them matter is defined by what they have, what they do, how well they meet the
demands and expectations of others, or by the way they try to project themselves to
others, either in person or in online communities. But, in contrast to these deceits
(Ephesians 5:22b) that fill adolescents with lies about who they are; the truth of Christ
reveals that they are God’s new creation, God’s beloved children, made and renewed in
God’s image, a unique and distinct individual, made to live in community and reciprocal
relationships with God and with others.
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C. Baptism and Self
Having answered the question “Who Am I?” we can now consider how it is that
Baptism communicates to the believer that this definition of “self” is what is real and true
about them. It is Baptism that unites us to Christ so that his death and resurrection are
operative to us as new life. It is Baptism that serves as sign and seal of the inclusion of
the believer into the new covenant of kinship and adoption as sons and daughters of God.
And it is Baptism that places us in relationship with God by Christ, in and through the
Holy Spirit, apart from whom we cannot understand the new self we are, or live into the
new life to which we are called.116 So, it is in Baptism that we are incorporated into the
reciprocating relationship with the Trinity in which we most fully become who we are,
uniquely and in community with God and the covenant community God has formed. It is
in Baptism, Brownson explains, that “God promises to us that the atonement, purity, and
covenant offered to us in our Baptism will always be there for us as our truest identity
and deepest calling. Indeed, nothing can take it away from us.”117
III. The Third Question: “Who Are My People?”
We now turn to the third question of identity “Who Are My People?” As
discussed at the end of Chapter Two, this question is often answered for our adolescents
in unsatisfactory ways. The message they receive is that their “people” are those who
make them feel good about themselves, or those who use them for their own purposes. A
teen may have many social media “friends” and followers, some of whom are truly close
friends, but many are people they don’t even personally know. The pressure to present a
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ring-lit, filtered, perfect version of oneself to the online community and the world
prevents young people from experiencing a community in which they, and others, are
free to be themselves in all their funny, awkward, and special ways.
Beeke and Lanning observe that, characteristic of modern men and women, and
certainly this is also characteristic of our younger men and women, is a “sense of
alienation and estrangement from other human beings. He belongs to no one other than
himself.”118 An identity informed by the answer of “only me” to the question of “who are
my people?” will not be able to uphold and guide our young people in a changing world,
nor will it provide integration of life experiences, encounters, and relationships in a
sustaining way. The identity given to us in Baptism, however, provides a different and
more helpful answer for this important question of identity “Who Are My People?” We
now turn to the task of defining that answer.
A. Scriptural and Theological Foundations of “Community”
As was discussed earlier, Christians claim the theological and scriptural truth that
humankind is created in the image of God (Genesis 1:26-27). The doctrine of the Trinity
reveals that God exists as three distinct persons, Father, Son, and Holy Spirit; but that the
distinct persons of the Trinity exist in unity and relationship with one another, in perfect
reciprocity.119 Created according to the image of God, then, humans are to exist, as God
does, in relationship with God and others.120 United to Christ through adoption by God,
Christians are brought into that relationship with God. Joined to Christ, the Christian is
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joined to all those who have, also, been joined to Christ; they are joined to and become a
part of something bigger than themselves, the ‘body of Christ,’ the church.121
The primary metaphor used in the New Testament for the church, is that of
“family.”122 Through adoption, God makes us to be God’s sons and daughters, God’s
own kin. To speak in terms of kinship, is to speak in terms of intimate bonds of love that
hold a family together.123 It is about existing as part of a corporate whole, with an
awareness “of self, duties, privileges, and responsibilities in terms of others,” not just
self. Sons and daughters of God become brothers and sisters in Christ, treasured members
of a family, not just an organization. In this section, we explore what defines and
describes this family.
1. Family of Faith: Formed by God, Centered in Christ
First and foremost, this body, this family, is not created by our own doing. We do
not become a part of this family by our own effort. It is only by the desire, work, and will
of God. As James Brownson explains,
One does not become part of Christ’s body by deciding to do so. Nor does one
become part of Christ’s body by the approval of the existing parts of Christ’s
body, any more than my two hands could decide that my body needed a third
hand to help out with a difficult problem. We become part of Christ’s body
because God joins us to Jesus Christ and makes us part of Christ’s body. Being
part of Christ’s body is not a human option; it is a divine act.124
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Because this family is Christ’s body, it is a community that is centered in Christ,
and it is ‘possessed by Christ” in such a way that the story of Christ becomes its own.125
His life, his death, his resurrection, his ascension, his teaching, his loving, his caring, his
feeding, and his healing all become part of our story as Christians, as the church, as his
body, because we are, in adoption by God, united to Christ. “Jesus’ story,” Gerard
Loughlin asserts, “is also the stories of those who cared for him and who taught him, who
befriended him and who hated him; as it is also the stories of those for whom he cared,
whom he taught and loved. And each one of their stories is woven into the stories of the
people with whom they had to do. Thus, we can think of the story of Jesus as linked to, or
woven with, many others.”126 We can understand our own stories, individually, and
especially as his body, his family, his church, as Christ’s own. And as John Westerhoff
explains, the common story that a community shares holds people together. It is this
story, Christ’s story, that centers, guides, and holds the community of the church, the
body, the family, of Christ, together.127
2. Family of Faith: A Reciprocating Community
The body finds its unity in its bonds of kinship and the common story it shares as
being united in Christ. But it is not a homogenous community. In his letter to the church
in Ephesus, the Apostle Paul tells the believers, “we are members of his body, of his
flesh, and of his bones” (Ephesians 5:30 NRSV). In the time that Paul was writing this
letter, James Brownson explains, the term “member” simply referred to a “body part.”
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Thus, the image that the Ephesian readers would have had as they pictured what it meant
for them to be part of Christ’s body, the church, would have been one of “themselves as
arms, legs, noses, and other various appendages on the physical body of Jesus Christ.”128
If the imagery of the various parts of a physical body are to describe the makeup of the
church as the Body of Christ, “we can hardly say that the church is made of people who
are to be regarded as equal in the sense of being interchangeable. Rather, the church is
diverse, and that diversity is part of God’s basic intention for the church.”129 When the
church is functioning as it is intended and called to, in both its unity and particularity, it is
a community in which grace, intimacy, covenant, and empowering characterize its life
together and the relationships within it.
As the community created by God and centered in Christ, the Church looks to
God’s relationship with humankind to understand the relationship we are to have with
one another in God’s family. God’s relationship with God’s people is not based on
contract, but in covenant, in God’s unconditional commitment to humankind.130 This
commitment sets the example for the Church as we “live out our lives and relationships
according to God’s purpose.”131 In covenant community, relationships are lived out in an
atmosphere of grace and forgiveness.132
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A Christian believes that in the work that Christ has done in his/her death and
resurrection, they have received love and grace they do not, and never could deserve or
repay, and that they stand, only, in the grace given to them in God’s determination to be
faithful and gracious toward them.133 The Church is not a community of perfect people,
but of “people who are continually surprised by God’s kindness and generosity, which
always comes to us as a gift, far beyond what we deserve or have any right to expect.”134
A community of grace is a place where forgiveness is gratefully received, and generously
given, in light of the grace we have received in Christ.135
A community in which forgiveness is given and received, in which people are
willing to admit their mistakes and hold others accountable for their mistakes, is a
community of vulnerability. That vulnerability, however, within a community of
unconditional love and grace creates a community of intimacy.136 Intimacy allows for
even greater levels of connection, welcome, and belonging within the family of faith.
And then, this community, this family, becomes a place of empowering in which
everyone is able to grow in their identity and calling. Members help each other recognize,
claim and grow in their strengths and potentials.137
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B. “Community” Defined
In light of these truths, we can now answer the question of identity, “Who Are My
People?” Rather than one’s people being those who use them for their own purposes or
expect a level of perfection from others, in this covenant community, one’s “people” are
those who seek the mutual benefit and growth of all in an accepting, forgiving, intimate,
community of unconditional love.
C. Baptism and Community
How then, is it that Baptism communicates this answer to the question of
community to us? It is Baptism that signs and seals to the believer their incorporation into
this covenant community of grace, intimacy and empowering in which both the unity and
uniqueness of the members of the community are to be celebrated and nurtured. It is
Baptism that tells us that we are members of God’s family.138 Our membership in the
family of God does not “originate with our voluntary commitment to each other and to
our shared ideals or goals. Rather membership in the church springs from the fact that we
all find ourselves to be called by the same God in Jesus Christ. Because we belong to
God in Jesus Christ, we also belong to each other.”139 Baptism tells us this and assures us
of this.
IV. The Fourth Question: “What Is My Purpose?”
Having defined answers to the questions of “hope,” “self,” and “community,” we
now turn to the fourth question of identity “What Is My Purpose?” Both church and
culture seem to have answered this question with the idea that one’s purpose is
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determined by the agendas and expectations of others, and by a quest for self-fulfillment
and happiness. One’s purpose, church and culture together communicate, is about being
nice and good so you can go to heaven someday. Purpose becomes about affirmation,
approval, and reward.
An identity formed by these answers to the question of “What Is My Purpose?”
will not be sustaining for adolescents as expectations and definitions of success will
change in different ages and stages in their lives. Constantly striving to meet the demands
of other people or to find some elusive sense of “self-fulfillment” will leave young people
feeling frustrated and as if they are failing.
The purpose that is found in the identity given to us in Baptism, however,
provides a much healthier answer for this important question of identity “What Is My
Purpose?” Our purpose is found, not from others or ourselves, but from God alone. As
God’s adopted children, God’s family, the Body of Christ, God’s own relational and
redemptive plan and purpose become our own. Thus, as we explore the question of
“purpose” we will consider, first, how our “purpose” is defined by God’s relational
purpose and inspired by God’s redemptive plan.
A. Scriptural and Theological Foundations of “Purpose”
1. Relational Purpose
With God’s relational purpose as our own, our lives are not lived for ourselves,
but in the world and for the sake of others. At the core of our Christian faith is the
understanding that we are created in the image of God, “who speaks of [God]self in the
plural, a God who can not only say ‘I’ but ‘we.’ We are created as social beings
entangled with the lives of others… in such profound ways that it’s often difficult to
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know where one ends and the other begins.”140 From the moment of our creation, our
lives have been intended to be intertwined with those of others.
Christians, as discussed earlier, are a new creation in Christ. Not only has our old
self died with Christ, but with Christ, we have been raised to new life. This new life we
have been given, John Burgess reminds us, is no longer lived for ourselves, but rather, it
is lived for God and for others.141 Thus, even though the new life we have been given
calls us to, in many ways, separate ourselves from the world that represents and pulls us
back to our ‘old life;’ it also drives us out into the world.142
“I am the light of the world.” Jesus said, “Whoever follows me will never walk in
darkness but will have the light of life” (John 8:12 NRSV). But he also said to his
followers, “You are the light of the world. A city built on a hill cannot be hid… let your
light shine before others, so that they may see your good works and give glory to your
Father in heaven” (Matthew 5:14-16 NRSV, emphasis mine). As Christ’s disciples,
Christians are called to be Christ’s presence in the world, a “beacon summoning the
world” to the person of Jesus Christ, and so, to a relationship of light and life with
God.143
2. Redemptive Plan
When Jesus told his followers to “Go into all the world,” Jesus gave them a job to
do in the world, to “proclaim the good news to the whole creation” (Mark 16:15 NRSV,
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emphasis mine). As the gathering of Christ’s disciples, the Church is sent into the world
to proclaim and participate in God’s redemptive plan.
God’s redemptive plan began when God “reconciled us to [God]self through
Christ.” It continues in Christ’s church, to whom God has “given the ministry of
reconciliation” (2 Corinthians 2:18 NRSV). If we understand reconciliation to be the
repairing of the broken relationship between God and humankind caused by human pride
and sin; then we must realize that we are not able to bring that reconciliation about. That
is the work of God, already done and won in and through Christ. However, the Church
has been given the ministry of reconciliation, that is the task of bearing witness to the
reconciliation that Christ has accomplished and the hope it gives.144 It is witness that is
given in both word and in deed as we are called to tell the good news of the gospel and to
work for the healing of all kinds of broken relationships through the difficult work of
asking and extending forgiveness and giving grace to others.
God’s redemptive plan will find its fulfillment in the future, when Christ returns
in glory and brings about a restored world. The Church lives in confident expectation of
this coming age. And while the Church will not bring about this restored order, it is “that
part of the world that God has newly created in anticipation of the renewal of the world
itself at the end of the age.”145 And so the Church embodies, in a limited way, “something
of the new life spoken about by Jesus in his proclamation of the Kingdom of God. In this
sense, the church is a foretaste of the Kingdom of God, which God intends for the whole
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creation.”146 The character of the life of those who follow Christ, as they live it out in
community with one another, and as they live it out in the world, should show the world
what God created the world to be.147
But the church, the Body of Christ in the world, is not just a foretaste of God’s
redemptive plan, it is to be an instrument of it.148 The calling that God’s people have
received throughout history has never been for their own benefit, but always in service to
God’s concern for the whole world.”149
And so, followers of Christ are to feel a strong sense of responsibility for the
world and a strong desire for God’s redeeming work for all of creation to be fulfilled.
That responsibility draws us into the world, facing the evil and injustice in it, and
interceding for the broken world, “offering it up to God for God’s transforming grace.”150
That responsibility sets us to work, fighting for justice, integrity, and truth-telling, caring
for people and things with a spirit of generosity defined by Christ’s self-giving love,
working to “enable every person to have the life that God intends for him or her.”151
We are told in Scripture the wonderful truth that:
You are a chosen race, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, God’s own people, in
order that you may proclaim the mighty acts of [the One] who called you out of
darkness into his marvelous light. Once you were not a people, but now you are
God’s people; once you had not received mercy, but now you have received
mercy” (1 Peter 2:9-10).
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We have not been given the blessings of God’s grace, mercy, forgiveness, and the
joy of new life in Christ for our own benefit. God blesses God’s people so they will be a
blessing to others. This is covenant history and truth. The “royal priesthood of believers”
is called to bring the light of God’s presence and the blessing of God’s love to others. The
church is blessed so that we can be a blessing.152
Having been given the responsibility of participating in God’s purpose and plan
for God’s creation, the church has also been given the Holy Spirit to equip the church for
its mission.153 The Holy Spirit is the source of strength and power from God to do the
work we are called to do. And the Holy Spirit is also the source of individual gifts
dispersed among the community of faith in order to build up the Church for its mission (1
Corinthians 12:4-11).
As the reciprocating community, the church’s purpose is understood in both its
unity and its particularity. Particular gifts are given to each believer, calling them to a
particular task and role in the mission of God. But these gifts are given by the one God,
Lord, and Spirit who unites the believers into the Body of Christ and into the fellowship
of the Godhead, in whom we know our purpose.
B. “Purpose” Defined
The Christian finds his/her purpose in God’s ongoing relational purpose and
redemptive plan rather than the agendas of others or some aimless pursuit of selffulfillment. We are called to be in the world as a beacon of light summoning others to a
life giving relationship with God in Christ, to live life in the church and the world as
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foretaste and instrument of God’s redemptive plan for God’s creation: in service to
society, interceding for the world, working for justice and truth, caring for the ‘least of
these,’ using the particular gifts we have been given to do the particular work God has
given us to do, in the power of the strength of the Spirit, in order to be a blessing to the
world.
C. Baptism and “Purpose”
How, then, does Baptism teach us this “purpose” and strengthen us for the work it
calls us to do? As James Brownson explains, “Baptism is the central ‘entry point’ through
which we enter and begin to participate in this larger and greater purpose of God.”154 In
Baptism, John D. Witvliet explains, “God receives us and makes promises to us. The
church, in turn, pledges fidelity and promises obedience. Baptism thus sets the believer
on the brink of lifelong service and commitment…Baptism itself is an act of God but one
with undeniable implications of the life of the Christian believer.”155 As a public act,
Baptism is a public statement about whose we are, whose will we follow, and what work
we do.156 Marked as Christ’s own, Baptism ordains us for, and commissions us to, a life
of discipleship, service and commitment; and it places us in the community, company
and partnership of fellow disciples called to participate in God’s work of reconciliation
and renewal in this world.157
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V. An Identity Formed by Baptism
At the beginning of this chapter, I “imagined” a conversation with the young
people in my life and how they would define their identity. As we have seen, if that
imagined (yet, informed) definition is what they will look to for integration and direction,
now and in an unknown future, they will find themselves tripping along the way. The
church has a great responsibility to our young people to tell and show them something
more, something real, true, and sure. We must let them know that there are answers to the
questions of hope, self, community, and purpose; that there is solid ground they can walk
on, and that “ground” is the waters of their Baptism. Having fully explored the questions
of identity in light of the way Scripture and theology informs them, we can now provide
an alternate definition of identity (Baptismal Identity) for our young people that allows
them to understand themselves as something and someone more than Americans,
consumers, victims, perpetrators, winners, losers, rich, poor, beautiful, ugly, nameless
faces in a crowd, or perfect individuals around whom the whole world revolves;”158 and
they can boldly and confidently claim:
I am God’s creation, plan, and choice. God has claimed me, not as a possession,
but as God’s own family. God has adopted me as God’s own beloved child and
made me part of God’s family, God’s kin, by a New Covenant.
Out of God’s great love for me and for all people, God has come near to us, taken
on the covenant consequences of our sin and given us new life, new future and
new hope. God has united me to the person, history and future of God’s own Son,
Jesus Christ, so that in his death, I have died to sin; and in his life, I have been
made new. I live my life for him and in him and by him.
I am created in God’s image, which means I am a unique and special individual.
But I am also created to be in relationship with God and with others. I have been
brought into the very relationship with God that Jesus has, and placed in
relationship with the Holy Spirit, apart from whom we cannot understand the new
158
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self we are, or live into the new life to which we are called.159 I have been placed
within the covenant community with all kinds of people, each one unique and
special. I belong to them, and they belong to me. And together, in this community,
we seek the mutual benefit and growth of each person, in an accepting, forgiving,
intimate, community of unconditional love.
As a unique person, and as part of this community, I am called to be in the world
as a beacon of light summoning others to a relationship with God in Christ so
they can experience the life and hope I have. My life and the life of the community
is to be a foretaste and instrument of God’s plan for God’s creation. I am called
to a life of service to society, interceding for the world, working for justice and
truth, caring for the ‘least of these,’ using the particular gifts and passions I have
been given; not just as “charity work” or to “be nice” but because I have been
blessed by God in order to be a blessing to the world.
How do I know this is true? Because I am baptized. When the water was placed
on my head, I could see it and I could feel it, a sign and a seal to tell me of God’s
promises to me, to assure me that they are true, and to hold those promises to me
and to hold me within them, so I will always know that they are true.
•
•
•
•

I have been claimed by God and marked as God’s own precious child.
I have a whole new name.
I have been united to Christ Jesus and freed from the power of sin.
I have a whole new hope.
I have been given the Holy Spirit and incorporated into the Body of Christ.
I have a whole new family.
I have been blessed and sent into the world to be alight and blessing for
others. I have a whole new purpose.160

This is my “truest identity and deepest calling. Indeed, nothing can take it away
from [me].”161
This is the identity our young people need now, in the challenges of adolescence
and in the unknown future. This is the solid ground they need to walk on, the water in
which they must walk. The church has a great responsibility and opportunity to nurture
our young people in this identity. In the next chapter, we will consider how congregations
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can assess how well they are communicating these truths, and how they can do so more
effectively.
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Chapter Four: Evaluating Baptismal Identity

I. The Research
In the previous chapter we identified and defined the foundations and content of
Baptismal Identity as informed by Scripture’s answers to the four questions of identity
(Who Am I? Who Are My People? What Is My Hope? And What Is My Purpose?). If
congregations desire to nurture this identity, not just for their young people but for all
worshipers, they will need to assess how well this identity is being communicated and
reinforced. Thus, in the descriptive-empirical task of this project, I sought to answer the
question: What kind of Christian identity has been formed and nurtured in recent years
through the worship practices at Bethel Presbyterian Church in Bethel Park,
Pennsylvania? As I came into this new pastoral call in this particular congregation, I
needed to become acquainted with and aware of the current practices, messages, and
congregational culture before I could appropriately and helpfully make recommendations
for how the practices of worship at Bethel Presbyterian Church can more effectively
nurture Baptismal Identity for congregants. The sub-questions I explored through this
research included: How, if at all, have worship practices addressed questions of meaning,
belonging, and purpose? And, how specifically have these messages been communicated
in worship practices?
Because this study sought to “understand the actions and practices in which
individuals and groups engage in everyday life and the meanings they ascribe to their
experience,” a qualitative research strategy was utilized.1 As this research was to be
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focused on a specific aspect of a particular congregation’s life together, I chose to use
methods of case study research, which allow for an intense study of a practice within a
community,2 in this case the practice of worship within Bethel Presbyterian Church.
The primary tool I used in this case study research was a questionnaire. Tim
Sensing describes a questionnaire as “a paper and pencil instrument for conducting an
interview.”3 An interview, Michael Patton explains, is used when a researcher desires to
find out what is “in and on someone else’s mind…we interview people to find out from
them those things we cannot directly observe…feelings, thoughts, and intentions.”4 The
questionnaire was shaped by the sub-questions of the research, and it was formatted as
open-ended questions with narrow focus response5 (See Appendix 2).
I chose to use a questionnaire because of the coinciding of this research with the
newness of my call to this congregation. I anticipated three dynamics that could be
present in the first several months of my time in this congregation, which could affect
how honestly and openly congregants share their feelings, thoughts, and intentions. First,
there is a power dynamic which is always present between an interviewer and
interviewee. However, this is amplified when the researcher is also the pastor.6
Additionally, I was very aware of the “pleasing” dynamic that could have been present in
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my first several months in this congregation. It was likely that many congregants would
want to give the best impression of themselves, of the congregation, and possibly of
former pastors. I was also aware that some congregants may see this questionnaire as a
means for expressing grief or anger about the past or to promote personal agendas to the
new pastor. Considering this, I chose the “paper and pencil interview” of a questionnaire
(though electronic versions were also made available) as it allows for anonymity,
honesty, and a broader range of respondents.
The sampling strategy employed for this research was “purposive,” which
Michael Patton defines as selecting respondents “who have awareness of the situation and
meet the criteria and attributes that are essential to [the] research,” and specifically, “a
typical population that is generally knowledgeable about the subject at hand.”7 Because
this research would ask questions about experiences in and reflections on worship at
Bethel, those who would complete the questionnaire needed to be congregants who
attend worship at Bethel at least semi-regularly. Thus, the questionnaire was made
available during the coffee hour fellowship following the worship service on four
consecutive Sundays in January 2017. Because those who attend worship and the coffee
hour following represent a mix of ages, genders and length of time of attendance at BPC,
I hoped that, in providing the questionnaire during this time, people of a variety of ages,
genders and length of attendance would be represented in responses.
Both paper copies and access to online versions of the questionnaire were also
made available to congregants during the month of January. Tables were set up in a semiprivate corner of the fellowship hall so participants could fill out the questionnaires at
7
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that time, if they desired. Addressed envelopes and stamps were made available for those
who preferred to complete the questionnaire at home so they could return them by mail.
Also, cards with a link to a Survey Monkey version (identical to the printed version) of
the questionnaire were available for those who preferred to respond online. A January 31,
2017, deadline for completing questionnaires was given. There was no set number of
participants. However, with an average worship attendance of about one hundred, and
recognizing that not everyone would complete a questionnaire, I hoped to have a
sampling of at least forty returned questionnaires. Only fourteen completed
questionnaires were received, however, and three additional online questionnaires were
begun but not completed. Eight of the complete questionnaires were submitted online, the
additional six were received as handwritten copies.8
Respondents fell into three age groups. Four were between the ages of forty-six
and sixty; eight were between the ages of sixty-one and eighty; and two were over the age
of eighty. All respondents indicated that they attend worship regularly- three or four
times per month. Years of attendance at Bethel Presbyterian Church ranged from four to
sixty-two years, with an average number of years of attendance of thirty-two years, and a
median of thirty years. The questionnaires received had a more limited variety of
respondents than hoped. Most of those who completed the questionnaires were reflecting
on a long life in the church and regular, consistent worship attendance.

8
This limited participation in questionnaires and surveys has continued to be the pattern in this
congregation. Regardless of efforts to make surveys more accessible and easier to complete, such efforts to
get feedback from congregants have had limited success.
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After the questionnaires were collected, I followed Renata Tesch’s eight steps for
identifying themes and coding the responses as outlined by Tim Sensing.9 After drawing
initial connections and conclusions from the common themes, patterns, and gaps I found,
I shared my findings and tentative conclusions with the Worship Committee and the
Christian Education Committee of the church as a practice of reflective confirmation
through member checking. Reflective confirmation ensures the validity and credibility of
qualitative research by allowing insiders to confirm findings and initial analyses by
“taking data and tentative interpretations back to the people from whom they were
derived and asking them if the results are plausible.”10 Not only were the members of
these committees able to check the plausibility of my findings, but those committees
whose work will be most directly affected by the larger project were able to become cointerpreters of the data and its implications for the congregation. Feedback from
committee members confirmed that my observations, analyses, and reflections on the
surveys accurately described the congregation’s makeup, characteristics, trends and
goals.
II. Responses
The questionnaire asked respondents to complete the following statements, based
on the questions of identity discussed in the earlier chapters: This is what I have learned

Sensing, Qualitative Research, 204. Sensing describes these steps as follows: 1. Read through all
transcripts carefully, taking note of ideas that come to mind as you read them. 2. Select one document to
read a second time, making notes in the margin regarding the underlying meaning that seems to be
communicated. 3. Repeat step two with several more transcripts, make a list of all topics noted from the
margin notes forming them into columns of major topics, unique topics, and leftovers. 4. Create codes for
the topics and go back to all documents, writing the codes beside appropriate segments of text. 5. Find
descriptive wording for the topics and group topics that belong together. 6. Abbreviate and alphabetize the
categories. 7. Assemble all data for each category and perform preliminary analysis. 8. Recode existing
data if necessary.
9
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from worship about who I am; This what I have learned from worship about what gives
my life meaning; This is what I have learned from worship about who “my people” are;
This is what I have learned from worship about what gives me hope; and This is what I
have learned from worship about what my purpose is. For each of these statements,
respondents were also asked to indicate in what moments in worship they have learned
this about themselves.
When asked what they have learned from worship about who they are, the most
common response, by far was, “I am a child of God,” with twelve of the fourteen
respondents (86%) answering this way. Sermons, hymns and songs, and prayer were the
moments in worship that were most frequently indicated as those in which they had
learned this.
When asked what they have learned from worship about what gives their life
meaning, the most common responses were related to their relationship with God (43%)
or to acts of serving and giving (43%). Again, sermons (36%) and music/hymns (43%)
were the moments in worship that were indicated as where this has been learned.
When asked what they have learned from worship about who their people are, the
most common responses fell into two different categories. Fifty percent of responses
spoke of fellow believers, Christians, or the church as being their “people,” and 43% of
responses extended the understanding of “my people,” to include all people. Again, it was
sermons (29%) and music/singing (29%) that were most frequently indicated as the
worship moment in which this is learned.
When asked what they have learned from worship about what their hope is, again,
responses were split. Twenty-nine percent of responses indicated that hope comes in

100

knowing something about who God is and what God does, and 21% indicated that hope is
about life after death. While many different elements of worship were mentioned as that
in which messages of hope are given, the most common, at five responses, was the
sermon.
When asked what they have learned from worship about what their purpose is, the
most common comments were related to caring for others (86%) or loving, obeying, and
following God (50%). And like the previous question, many different elements of
worship were mentioned as that in which purpose is learned, but the sermon event was
the one most frequently mentioned (29%).
One respondent completed the statement, This is what I have learned from
worship about what gives my life meaning, with these words, “Abiding with God gives
me hope and a future. Following God gives me purpose. Seeking God’s will gives reason
and sense to life.” I found that many responses, like this one, spoke of hope, purpose,
identity, and people, not just in the question that directly asked about it, but in an
intertwined way across the questionnaire. While this intertwining is reflective of the way
one’s understanding of self, community, hope, and purpose shapes identity, it was helpful
to untangle the comments for reflection. Tesch’s steps for coding and identifying themes
was helpful in sorting out these intertwined thoughts and concepts. Following these steps,
I identified six categories into which responses generally fell.
A. Relationship with God in Christ
While most of these comments were direct answers to the question regarding what
they had learned in worship about who they were, it was striking how many times the
phrase or concept “Child of God” was mentioned: “I am a child of God.” “I am a unique
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and special daughter of God.” “I am a much-loved child of God.” “I am a beloved child
of God.” Twelve of the fourteen respondent used phrases like this. There is a sense from
comments throughout the questionnaires of an understanding of self that is found in this
relationship with God known in union with Christ. “God knew me before the world was
born,” one person wrote, “God planned for me to be with [God] through my union with
Jesus Christ, holy and blameless, forgiven and loved.” And another wrote, “I am a muchloved child of God, created by [God] and brought into fellowship with [God] through
[God’s] son, Jesus Christ.” For one respondent, every way she could speak of self, was
based in a way she can speak of God: “He made me and I am His; I am the sheep of His
pasture and He is my guide; He is my Father and I am His child; he is the King and I am
His princess; He abides with me and I with Him.”
B. Hope for the Present and the Future
As respondents answered the questions, they wrote about hope, even when they
didn’t use the term, “hope.” While there were comments about future eschatological
hope, such as, “When the time comes, I will have everlasting life in the Kingdom of
God;” there were many more comments related to hope in the present. The hope and
comfort of God’s presence was mentioned several times, as was the love, grace, and
acceptance that is known in God’s presence. “God accepts me in spite of my
inadequacies and failures,” one respondent wrote; and another celebrated, “God still
loves me when I make mistakes. When I confess these sins, God forgives since Jesus died
for those sins.” One spoke of the trust that this acceptance gives them, “I have learned to
trust God completely with my life. I know that God is always with me and nothing will
keep him from loving me.”
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Hope is related to trust, as comments about God’s sovereignty, justice and care
indicated. “I am not worried about the flow of my life,” one person wrote, “because God,
and His Son, Jesus Christ, is in charge of events in my life and in the life of this troubled
world. ‘Whatever God ordains is right.’” This trust is echoed in the expression of another
respondent who asserted, “There is always hope that things will change, that healing will
come, that justice will prevail, and that God will reign supreme.”
C. Purpose
Comments related to purpose were found throughout the questionnaire responses,
not only in the space set aside to discuss “purpose.” Respondents wrote about their
purpose as related to being the best person they could be, or about being the best they can
at the roles they have in life, such as wife, mother, daughter and friend. They wrote about
purpose as related to following and obeying God, and practicing what Jesus taught. But,
for most of the comments related to purpose, the focus was on others. Spreading and
sharing God’s Word was mentioned several times. Doing God’s work and will was
important, as was being the hands, feet, heart, ears, and eyes of Christ. Many wrote about
purpose as a matter of loving, caring, comforting, and being concerned about others. “I
think my purpose is to offer kindness, support, and empathy to all and especially those
going through dark times,” one wrote. And another simply stated that they have learned
in worship that their purpose is to “love and to help others in any way I can.”
D. Particularity/Individuality
Whether respondents were writing about what worship had taught them about
hope, meaning, purpose, or people, their comments reflected an understanding of their
uniqueness and particularity, especially as related to spiritual gifts. They recognized that
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they have gifts, “separate from others,” and that those gifts call them to particular roles
and service in the church. “My gift is mercy,” one wrote, “and it makes me want to do so
much.” For another, their gifting led them to discern that “I was meant to teach Sunday
school and did for many years.” Whatever their gifts and calling, many wrote about
participation in church and serving in church in a way that is reflected by one respondent
who wrote, “I am necessary…I am important in my church family and am available when
needed!”
E. Unity/Relatedness/Community
Responses also expressed a strong feeling of relatedness and unity within the
community of faith. They recognized a unity formed out of a shared need, “They are in
need as I am to be saved by God’s grace and forgiveness.” But many of the comments
expressed an understanding of unity in the Body of Christ that reaches across time and
generations. One wrote, “I have learned that I am a small cog in a worldwide community
of believers through many centuries and cultures and through many different
developments, ideas, reformations, experiences, and historical events.” And another, “My
people are those in the ancient family of God, all believers in all places and times, as well
as my Bethel family. I often (sometimes) sit in the pew and think about all the people that
I know that are no longer with us. I still can see how full the church used to be—
remembering where people sat, people in the choir. I still feel connected somehow.” They
wrote of being nurtured in their youth by other generations in the church, of feeling
connected to people around the world they have never met, of knowing that “all people
are my people, certainly fellow Christians and family…those God has given us to love
and nurture…also the people of the world at large…however they are placed before us.”
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III. Congregational Observations
Part of the research was to record my observations of the congregation at worship
during the first several months of my call. One of the first things I noticed was attendance
patterns. While the congregation does have a significant membership of older adults,
there are many younger families and middle-aged adults who belong to the church.
Elderly members, middle-aged adults, and families with youth are very consistent with
their attendance; while the younger families and young adults are less consistent. They do
come to worship, but it is rare that more than a few are in attendance on any particular
week. During the member checking process, one committee member added the
observation that in our families with youth, it is usually the mother that attends
consistently, and the fathers are less consistent.
There is a faithful and committed core of church members who serve in
leadership roles during worship. Those who serve as ushers, worship coordinators, and
graphics and sound team members include a good balance of men and women, but only
one high school student is serving in this area at this time. Liturgists are pretty much all
female, which means, with a female pastor, a female Director of Discipleship, a female
Youth Director, and a female Clerk of Session, men are rarely present in up-front
leadership. Our youth are visible during worship in service roles, at the computer, in the
choir, making announcements, and serving as liturgists.
Like so many congregations, people like to sit in their “spots” and those tend to be
in the back. With a lot of empty pews in the front, it can be awkward for visitors who
tend to sit about a third of the way back, to not have people around them. Some members
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have started moving forward, but it is almost humorous to see the imbalanced seating on
Sunday mornings.
Though change is not a favorite thing for this congregation, and some resist it,
largely, there is a tentative openness to it. For example, as I began my call with this
congregation, my first attempts at bringing new songs to worship met with some
grumbling from the choir. But with a slow and steady approach, changes to the worship
order, frequency and format of some traditional worship elements (such as Gloria Patri
and Apostles’ Creed), and even the addition of new songs, have been accepted and even
embraced. Regarding the growing acceptance of change, one worship committee member
commented during the member checking process, “As a long-time member I find it
interesting about the point of the female leadership as this is a complete turnaround from
10 years ago when it was all male. This shows the congregation does accept change over
time.”
A couple of participatory response moments have been included in worship,
including bringing prayer cards or other items forward to baskets or the table. When this
has been done, most people took part and seemed to enjoy and appreciate being able to
participate in prayers this way. This is a congregation with many older members and
members with mobility challenges. For this reason, I worked with the worship committee
to change communion from up-front stations to being served in the pews, allowing all to
participate together and no one singled out for special service. While interactive and
participatory worship is appreciated by this congregation, these mobility challenges limit
and shape how those can be planned and executed.
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The congregation loves and appreciates the musical gifts of fellow members and
how music enriches the service. There is that awkward moment at the end of especially
powerful or meaningful pieces in which people want to express that appreciation but are
unsure of whether or not they should clap. Some do, some don’t. During the member
checking process, one Christian Education Committee member commented on this. “I
definitely agree about clapping when I feel moved,” she told me, “but I feel if I do the
older members look down on us. Sometimes I am moved by a song that I don’t really
think about it and just clap.”
The congregation relies heavily on the choir for singing assistance. After one
attempt at singing an unfamiliar song in the summer, when the choir is off-duty, I learned
to only sing a limited number of very well-known hymns during the summer months.
One of the precious things I have observed with this congregation at worship, is
seeing generations of a family worshiping together. Many families in the church have
grandparents, parents, and children all attending and participating. This helps the sense of
community and belonging, but also creates a challenge for the congregation to remember
to reach out and welcome the guest.
IV. Reflections
A. I Am a Child of God
In the month prior to the launch of the questionnaires, I had been working on the
first questions of the children’s catechism11 during the “Time with the Children” moment
in worship. The first question of the catechism is “Who are you?” The answer given,

Belonging to God: A First Catechism. Approved by the 210th General Assembly (1998) of the
Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.). Available at https://www.presbyterianmission.org/wpcontent/
uploads/catechismbiblical1.pdf.
11
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which we worked on memorizing and understanding during the children’s time, is “I am
a child of God.” The first week we learned this, I wore a nametag around my neck that
said, “Child of God.” The children were each given a nametag to wear, and another to go
give to someone in the congregation. Another sign was hung on the Baptismal font as we
talked about how Baptism lets us know, so we will never forget, that we are children of
God. The sign remained on the font for several weeks. When asked on the questionnaire,
“What have you learned in worship about who you are?” by far the most frequent
response was, “I am a child of God,” the exact wording practiced and learned during the
children’s time. Interestingly, however, only two respondents indicated that the children’s
time was where they had learned that. As some of the respondent’s indicated, messages
get through, even when learners don’t know or remember how the learning occurred. One
committee member commented during the member checking process, “I still have my
sign ‘Child of God’ and every day when I look at it, I remember and smile. That's what
gets me through the roughest of days.” As I consider how congregations can best nurture
Baptismal Identity with young people (and people of all ages), this example reinforces for
me that a simple, repeated, enacted, and visually reinforced message is effective for
learning. This will be an important realization to carry forward into the pragmatic work
of this project.
B. Opportunity
James Fowler speaks of the “modal developmental level” of a congregation,
which is the “average expectable level of development for adults.”12 This level is the
conscious or unconsciously held and communicated expectation for adult faith in the
12
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congregation. Educational practices, worship celebrations, and church governance will
tend to operate in ways that encourage growth to that level and no further.13 If
congregations and the adults in them do not claim a creed that shapes their lives by the
God-story of Jesus Christ, and if they do not expect, model or nurture a faith that is
integrative for all life and an identity that derives from that faith; then the children and
youth of that congregation will most likely not either. Though it was disappointing that
the respondents to this questionnaire were only middle-aged and older adults, the depth of
faith and understanding of how it speaks to all of life expressed in their responses was
encouraging. If this depth indicates the “modal developmental level” of this
congregation, our young people have a great opportunity to be mentored and nurtured in
their faith within this church family. The challenge, then, is how to connect our young
people with our middle-aged and older adults in a way that this nurturing and mentoring
effectively occurs. I will explore this more in the pragmatic movement of this project in
the next chapter.
V. What I Would Do Differently
As helpful as the responses to the questionnaire were, they were limited. Going
forward, in this congregation, or in another, I would recommend a few changes. First, the
questionnaire, though it seemed clear to me, was confusing for respondents. More clarity
needs to be made in exactly what is being asked, and the wording of the questions needs
to be more in line with the wording that has developed through the course of this project.
For example, rather than ask, “What gives my life meaning?” a more consistent question
would be, “What, at the very core of my being, is true and important about who I am?”
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See Appendix 3 for a revised questionnaire. For congregations that desire to conduct a
similar investigation, I suggest using this revised version.
I am not sure why the young people of the congregation did not fill out
questionnaires, as they are active in many aspects of congregational life. I can only
assume that they were unsure if they should or not. If I were to do this again, in this
congregation or another, I would work with the Youth Director or Youth Sunday School
Teacher to tell the young people about the project, to affirm our need and desire for their
input, and to give them space and time to complete the questionnaires, and would text a
link to the questionnaire to them.
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Chapter Five: Nurturing Baptismal Identity in Congregational Worship

This project began with an awareness of the unknown future our young people
will inhabit and a desire to help them develop an identity that integrates life’s realities
and their Christian faith in a way that will sustain them in that future. In Chapter Two, we
expanded the three questions that Kenda Creasy Dean identifies as lying at the heart of
human identity1 into four core questions congregations must help young people answer as
they seek to help them form this integrating identity: Who Am I? Who Are My People?
What Is My Hope? and What Is My Purpose?
Also, in Chapter Two, we discussed the concepts of “kingdom” and telos as
explained by James K.A. Smith. “Kingdom,” Smith explains, is an individual, group, or
cultural vision of the “good life.”2 That kingdom vision defines for us the ends and goals
(telos) towards which our ultimate love and desire is aimed.3 What we love determines
what kind of people we are, it shapes our identity.4 But we are not naturally pulled toward
a specific kingdom vision, 5 our hearts are turned to a vision, directed to a telos by
cultural practices and liturgies.6 This turning happens subtly, as the repetition of the
rituals and practices of the culture become inscribed in our hearts, become part of our
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being, and shape our identity.7 The questions of identity, who we are, who our people are,
what our hope is, and what our purpose is, are thus answered by and in the rituals and
practices of our culture.
However, as we discussed in the previous chapter, the way in which the liturgies
and practices of modern culture answer these questions of identity is insufficient to form
an integrating identity that will sustain our young people in the unknown future. And
sadly, the way that our congregational liturgies and practices are answering these
questions for our young people is not significantly more helpful.
What our young people need from their churches is a “Baptismal Identity,” as
fully outlined and discussed in the previous chapter, that is based on the imago Dei, gives
them hope established in God’s covenant history, finds a sense of belonging in covenant
community, and lived out with purpose and participation in God’s relational plan and
redemptive purpose for creation. This chapter seeks to identify what practices of
congregational worship can best shape and nurture this Baptismal Identity for our young
people. Before we can focus specific practices of the congregational event of worship,
however, we must consider the overall culture of the community of faith in which that
worship occurs.
I. Relational Congregation
As outlined in the previous chapter, to the questions of identity: “Who Am I?”
and “Who Are My People?” an identity formed by Baptism can claim:
I am created in God’s image, which means I am a unique and special individual.
But I am also created to be in relationship with God and with others. I have been
brought into the very relationship with God that Jesus has, and placed in
relationship with the Holy Spirit, apart from whom we cannot understand the new
7
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self we are, or live into the new life to which we are called.8 I have been placed
within the covenant community with all kinds of people, each one unique and
special. I belong to them, and they belong to me. And together, in this
community, we seek the mutual benefit and growth of each person, in an
accepting, forgiving, intimate, community of unconditional love.
As congregations seek to better shape and nurture Baptismal Identity for their
young people, they will need to find ways to communicate this claim in word and in
action. While the event of congregational worship will provide important time and space
in which to communicate this claim, it will be meaningless unless the culture of the
congregation in which that worship takes place is a community in which young people
feel a sense of belonging and of being valued.
As youth begin to enlarge their social circle and influence, the people who
surround them and support them as their community of belonging become more
important to them. It is tempting to look to children’s programs and youth groups to
provide “Christian community” for our young people, but research shows that our young
people desire and need to know they are loved and valued by the whole community of
faith. Sociologists have determined that it is not church attendance in their youth that is
the most accurate predictor of a young person’s religious involvement in adulthood.
Rather the best predictor of an adolescent’s adult religious participation is how strong the
sense of belonging was that the young person experienced within their faith community.9
Young people know God’s welcome, acceptance, and love by the way they are loved,
welcomed and accepted by their faith community.
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Young people need a community of hospitality in which both relatedness and
particularity are recognized and honored as the imago Dei in which they are created. As
developmental theory has become more influential in church life and Christian education,
there has been an increased recognition of the particularity of each child or teen as a
unique individual who, as they grow and develop, will have changing readiness and
capabilities to learn and to be part of the covenant intended by their communities, and
will need some learning and fellowship opportunities to be structured to provide for their
unique needs.10 As contributor Vigen Guroian points out, however, divisions in
congregational programs, classes, and worship based on age and developmental levels
have become more common as churches seek to meet those needs.11
However, as important and helpful as it is to understand and seek to meet the
particular needs and characteristics of young people, these divisions are concerning for
Charles Foster. “While responsive to the interests and sometimes the needs of persons,
each new group also separates and often isolates people from each other and, in the
process, diminishes the depth and quality of the conversations that should hold
everything together.”12 The result is that children are not effectively socialized into the
community of believers because they do not benefit from sharing the stories and
experiences of and with the whole church community.13
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If we fail to recognize that relatedness is also an aspect of the imago Dei in which
our children and youth are created, then we fail to honor the need for them to experience
that relatedness in their experience within and through the life of the congregation. In The
Child in Christian Thought, editor Marcia Bunge includes a chapter on Friedrich
Schleiermacher’s teachings about the faith life of children written by Dawn DeVries. In
this chapter, DeVries points out that Schleiermacher insisted that children should be
treated by their church as fellow seekers who desire and deserve sincere teaching and
solid answers to their questions as much as do the adults in the congregation.14 Kenda
Creasy Dean emphasizes that even as children and youth are still figuring out how to be
part of the community of faith, they must be given opportunities to contribute to the
shared life in God of the community’s life together.15 This kind of hospitality and
welcome for children and youth not only communicates God’s love and welcome, but it
creates the conditions for “generously including young people into a congregation’s life
and mission, while subverting at the same time their all too human proclivity to associate
predominantly with others of their kind.”16
Young people need a community of faith that models faith and supports growth
through covenant relationships. A congregation which honors the particularity and
relatedness of the imago Dei in their children and youth, and extends sincere hospitality
to them, is one in which relationships between the generations are nurtured. These
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relationships are based on “mutual covenanting lived out in an atmosphere of mutual
grace and mutual empowering…each person in the relationship is drawn to fully
communicate and express him-or herself to the other. The relationship is one of intimate
knowing and being known.”17
It is through these relationships, more than through programs or lessons, that
young people will most clearly and deeply come to hear, understand, and claim the Godstory of Jesus Christ as their own. Missiologist Lesslie Newbigin explains that, “Since the
gospel does not come as a disembodied message, but as the message of the community
which claims to live by it and which invites others to adhere to it, the community life
must be so ordered that ‘it makes sense’ to those who are so involved…It must, as we
say, ‘come alive.’ Those to whom it is addressed must be able to say, ‘Yes, I see.’”18
Young people are more likely to “see” God’s story as their own, when they can “see what
faithful lives look like and encounter the people who love them enacting a larger story of
divine care and hope.”19
As daunting as it is, the faith our children and youth will come to claim and
confess will be the faith, not that we tell them, but the faith we show them.20 It will not be
fantastic youth group activities or cool worship services that will help shape and nurture
Baptismal Identity in our children and adolescents. Rather, it will be the way the adults in
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the faith community model faith with and for children and teens that has the greater
nurturing effect on the formation of faith and identity in our young people.
A. Relational Worship
Congregational worship that nurtures this sense of belonging for young people
will be planned in ways that encourage the participation of all worshipers, regardless of
age, and treat them as fellow learners.21 The music chosen, the sermon illustrations that
are used, the concerns and questions that the sermon addresses, the life situations and
experiences expressed in the confession, and the matters of concern in the pastoral prayer
should all intentionally reflect the reality of life for our adolescents just as much as they
do the life of adults. Young people should be invited into the planning of worship, so that
the ways their concerns and joys and passions and fears are addressed are not what we
assume or guess young people care about, but what they, themselves, indicate.
In its pattern of wisdom and proverb, the document, Worshiping the Triune God:
Receiving and Sharing Christian Wisdom Across Continents and Centuries, declares that,
“Wise is the congregation that invites all worshipers…[regardless of ability] to full,
conscious and active participation in corporate worship, engaging heart, soul, and mind in
devotion to God, deeply aware of how their own personal worship participates in a much
larger chorus of praise to God.”22 Congregational worship that nurtures a sense of being
valued by their church family will seek to discover what the gifts and passion of teens
and young adults are and will invite them to use them in worship. What is not necessarily
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welcoming is when awkward moments are manufactured to “let kids help” with worship.
Those forced moments communicate to our young people that they are not naturally able
to be a part of worship, but that they need special concessions to do so. The new
PC(U.S.A.) Directory for Worship states, “God pours out the gifts of the Holy Spirit upon
each Christian in Baptism, and all are called to use these gifts for the glory of God.
Therefore, it is appropriate for any member of the church to pray, read Scripture, or assist
in worship in other ways according to his or her gifts.”23 While involving young people in
worship should be done in ways that are comfortable for them, it is appropriate and right
to allow them to provide leadership and use their gifts in worship in the same ways we
invite adults to do.
II. Catechetical Congregation
As outlined in the previous chapter, to the questions of identity “What Is My
Hope?” and “What Is My Purpose?” an identity formed by Baptism can claim:
I am God’s creation, plan, and choice. God has claimed me, not as a possession
but as God’s own beloved child, and has made me part of God’s own family,
God’s kin, by a New Covenant…As a unique person, and as part of this
community, I am called to be in the world as a beacon of light summoning others
to a relationship with God in Christ so they can experience the life and hope I
have. My life and the life of the community is to be a foretaste and instrument of
God’s plan for God’s creation. I am called to a life of service to society,
interceding for the world, working for justice and truth, caring for the ‘least of
these,’ using the particular gifts and passions I have been given; not just as
“charity work” or to “be nice” but because I have been blessed by God in order to
be a blessing to the world.
In order to help our young people know these truths and make these claims,
specific teaching must happen and particular information and messages must be
communicated. This best happens, Charles Foster believes, in congregations
23
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characterized by what he calls “catechetical culture.” Foster defines catechetical culture,
not as a system of questions and answers, but as patterns of relationality in a congregation
through which faith is formed and transformed.24
The term catechesis derives from the Greek katechein, which means to resound,
echo or hand down. In the early church, catechesis was a pattern of learning through oral
instruction to prepare new members of the church community for Baptism. Through
listening, questioning, and affirming, catechumens were taught the basics of the Christian
faith, and their learning was reinforced by memorization.25 The practice of catechism has
historically been a part of congregational education as a means for handing on the
knowledge, attitudes, values and skills central to faith identity from generation to
generation.
Though catechisms are often crafted as a series of questions and answers,
catechesis is intentionally, and historically, relational and conversational. In Calvin’s
catechism, learners interacted in dialogue with the minister and the teacher,26 and Luther
considered the catechism to have great potential for supporting spiritual growth by
inviting young people into the believing community’s vision of life and distinctive
discourse.27 Effective catechism requires a congregation to be deliberate about what
needs to be learned, and when and how that learning should and does take place; and it
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sustains these patterns of teaching and learning through a relational web of people,
programs and groups working together and cohesively.28
But catechetical culture is not just about transmitting knowledge from teacher to
student. Congregations may be intentional about exposing children and youth to the many
stories of the Bible and applying them to life situations; but if the teaching of a
community of faith is to help young people in our congregations grow in a faith that
informs their identity, helps them live in their present, and look to their futures with hope
and with purpose; we must help them understand their own individual story as part of a
communal story that is bound up with God’s story, in the past, present, and future.
A. Catechetical Worship
1. Word, Proclamation, and Sacrament
John Calvin famously compared Scripture to a pair of glasses which aids the eye
that is “either dimmed by age or weakened by another cause.”29 Like those glasses,
Scripture, gather[s] together the impressions of Deity, which…lay confused in our minds,
dissipates the darkness and shows us the true God clearly.”30 As the new PC(USA)
Directory for Worship asserts, “The Scriptures bear witness to the Word of God, revealed
most fully in Jesus Christ, the Word who ‘became flesh and lived among us’ (John
1:14).” 31 It is in the pages of Scripture (Old and New Testaments) that God’s story,
which is our story-known to us in Christ- is revealed to us.
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For adolescents in our congregations (and all those gathered for worship), longing
to hear the truth of who they are, who their people are, what their hope is, and what their
purpose is, the sermon makes God’s word “audible” for them.32 In the responses of
members of my congregation to the questionnaire, it was clear how important and
effective the preaching event has been for them in their faith formation. Reflecting on the
way the divine and human come together to shape understanding and identity, Herbert
Anderson observes that while music, architecture and ritual all help with this formation,
“the preaching event, with all its narrative possibilities…is the most potent vehicle for
interweaving the human and the divine.”33 Thus, the reading, hearing and preaching of
the Word are the center of Christian worship. All that we do in worship prepares us for
this encounter or helps us respond to it. Where the Word is read and proclaimed, Jesus
Christ the living Word is present by the power of the Holy Spirit.”34 Having encountered
Christ in God’s Word and the sermon which interprets it, worshipers are equipped to
serve Christ faithfully and follow him into the world.35
As the reading of Scripture and the proclamation moment of the sermon makes
God’s word “audible” for us, the Sacraments of Baptism and the Lord’s Supper make
God’s love “visible” to us.36 As signs and seals of God’s promises to us, the Sacraments
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are “means of grace,” assuring us of our incorporation into the body of Christ, sustaining
us in faith, and testifying our piety to God.37
The Sacrament of Baptism is the gift of the faithful God, who chooses and takes
the initiative to enter into covenant relationship with God’s creation. In Baptism, we are
welcomed into the covenant, become members of the covenant family, and participants of
the covenant responsibilities and blessings.
As discussed more fully in Chapter Three; Baptism gives and assures the
Christian in his/her true identity. In this Baptismal Identity, we know the hope that comes
in being God’s chosen, adopted, beloved child and in our union with Christ and sharing
in the benefits of his death, resurrection and eternal reign. In this Baptismal Identity, we
know the joy of belonging to the body, the family of God. In this Baptismal Identity we
recognize ourselves and come to know ourselves, in both our uniqueness and in our
relationship with God and others.38 In this Baptismal Identity, we find our calling and
purpose in God’s relational and redemptive purpose and plan for Creation.39
If it is in Baptism that we enter into covenant life as children of God, disciples of
Christ and are given our identity; it is in the Lord’s Supper that we are renewed in that
covenant life and in our Baptismal Identity.40 Calvin explains this connection through the
action of a loving parent:
As God, regenerating us in baptism, engrafts us into the fellowship of his church,
and makes us his by adoption, so we have said that he performs the office of a
37
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provident parent, in continually supplying the food by which he may sustain and
preserve us in the life to which he has begotten us by his word. Moreover, Christ
is the only food of our soul, and therefore our heavenly Father invites us to him,
that, refreshed by communion with him, we may ever and anon gather new vigor
until we reach the heavenly immortality.41
The Sacrament of the Lord’s Supper is the gift of the gracious God, who chooses
and takes the initiative to come to us here. In the Eucharist, we “renew the covenant, we
encounter the Incarnate One, and we receive again the gift of the Spirit.”42 The Lord’s
Supper, as the family meal of the body of Christ, nurtures and renews the Christian in
his/her true identity:
We can never simply choose to be whoever we want. Nor will we ever know
ourselves well enough to say, ‘I finally have it all together. I have no need of God
or others.’ Dependence on daily bread symbolizes our dependence on God for our
life’s meaning or purpose. Our baptismal identity, like our physical energies, must
be renewed every day. We need daily sustenance in the life to which Christ has
called us. For that reason, ‘one does not lie by bread alone, but by every word that
comes from the mouth of God’ (Matt. 4:4).43
In the Supper, we are fed and renewed in baptismal hope as we hear the Words of
Institution reminding us of the saving death of Christ-his body broken for us, his blood
shed for us. In the Supper we are renewed in hope as we anticipate the future banquet
when all will be fed.44 In the Supper, we are bound together with the whole family of
Christ, gathered around the table, in many times and places. In the Supper, we come,
recognizing our dependence on grace and committing ourselves, individually and
together, to the covenant life of discipleship. In the Supper, we find our calling and
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purpose in God’s relational and redemptive purpose and plan for Creation.45 We
acknowledge, with the broken bread, the brokenness of the world.46 We are reminded of
the hunger of Creation, not just for food, but for justice, safety, peace, healing, and
wholeness; and we receive the strengthening of the Holy Spirit to be the sign, foretaste,
and instrument of God’s Kingdom in the world that our Baptismal Identity calls us to be.
Baptism is connected with death and new life; the supper is connected with
ongoing nourishment of that life. Baptism is connected with incorporation into the
body of Christ; the Supper is connected with the repeated gathering of that body
over time. Baptism is connected with initiation into the covenant community; the
supper is the meal of that covenant community.47
Like two movements of the same beautiful song, Baptism and the Lord’s Supper
are both, and together, essential in shaping and nurturing Baptismal Identity for
worshipers of all ages:
Both font and table effect both the formation of the individual as disciple, one
who walks in the path Jesus blazed, and the formation of a community as body of
Christ. Both font and table shape our bodies and in doing so shape our inmost
selves in covenant relationship with God and one another. Both font and table are
gift and call.”48
In the Sacraments, the Word of God is given to the worshiping community in a
special way, as God employs the ordinary things of water, bread, and wine, to proclaim
God’s extraordinary love to us.49 They speak to us of our identity (who we are)—beloved,
chosen, children of God. They speak to us of community (who our people are)—the
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congregation that welcomes the baptized as sister and brother, that promises to nurture
the baptized in the faith, that gathers around the table together in a particular place and
with the great family of faith across time and space. They speak to us of hope that comes
in adoption by God, union with Christ, of dying and rising with him, and of the new
creation we are made in him as we “lift our hearts to the Lord.”50 They speak to us of the
eschatological hope that God will fulfill God’s relational purpose and redemptive plan.
They assure us of God’s promise of new heavens and new earth, giving us a vision of the
day when all God’s people will be gathered in community into God’s universal reign. 51
They give hope of the day in the future when God will triumph over evil once, for all.52
They give purpose as they place “ethical claims on our lives” calling us to live out God’s
future today by fighting the “injustices and abuses of this world.”53 They call us to live
into this identity more and more each day. They promise us the enabling of the Spirit, the
nourishment of the table, and the spiritual gifts we will need for the journey of faith and
to answer the call to us, individually and in community. As Sacraments, they sign and
seal all of this to us, by the power of the Spirit at work in the simple acts of eating and
drinking and the application of water.
Word, Proclamation, and Sacrament: General Guidelines for Congregations
In order to be sure that the whole of God’s Story, which is our story, is told,
readings should be drawn from the whole of Scripture, both Old and New Testaments.54
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To help congregants place themselves in the greater story of God’s story, it will be
helpful to introduce readings of Scripture by explaining or showing where they fall
within the greater story of the relationship between God and humankind. Visual aids,
whether in the bulletin or projected on a screen, can help congregants “see” this setting
within the big picture of the greater story of which they are a part.
Proclamation does not always need to be a spoken sermon. The new PC(USA)
Directory for Worship suggests that other forms of proclamation such as “song, drama,
dance, visual art, and testimony,” can, like the sermon, “illuminate the Scripture(s) read
in worship and communicate the good news of the gospel.”55
Based on my reflections on the questionnaire responses, I believe the children’s
message can be a powerful place to communicate truths, not just to the children, but to
the listening congregation. While this moment should be planned for and focused on the
children, it must be approached with the understanding that it is just as much a moment
of proclamation as is the “main sermon.”
As symbol and ritual, word and action, the Sacraments have unique formative
potential to shape and nurture the whole of the Baptismal Identity in our young people
that they will need in an unknown future. Celebrated regularly and frequently, Baptism
and the Lord’s Supper strengthen this identity and call, not just for individual worshipers,
but for the church.56 Thus, Invitation to Christ: Font and Table: A Guide to Sacramental
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Practices and the adaptation of it, Invitation to Christ-Extended: A Guide to Sacramental
Practices at Font and Table affirm and invite every church to practice these disciplines:
1. Set the font in full view of the congregation.
2. Open the font and fill it with water every Lord’s Day.
3. Set cup and plate on the Lord’s table every Lord’s Day.
4. Lead appropriate parts of weekly worship from the font and from the table.
5. Increase the number of Sundays on which the Lord’s Supper is celebrated.57
The location of the Baptismal Font matters. Because it is Baptism that gives us
our identity and from which our life of discipleship flows, the font should be placed in
the regular place of the congregation’s worship, visible and accessible to the whole
worshipping community. This means paying attention to the space around the font,
making sure there is room for people to gather around the font in a variety of liturgical
moments. This may mean placing the font on the dais, at the front of the center aisle, or
even in the back of the worship space near the entrance.58
The primary symbol for Baptism, the sign and seal of God’s promise and
covenant with God’s people, is water. Thus, even in weeks when Baptisms are not being
conducted, the Baptismal font should be visible, open, and filled with water. The service
can begin with some water already in the font, and more in a pitcher to be added during
the service, or it can be already filled before worship begins. 59
Elements of the liturgy which particularly speak of Baptismal promises, such the
assurance of forgiveness, should be led from the font, in order to continue to form those
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connections and remind worshipers of those truths.60 In Appendix Four, I make specific
suggestions for several of these liturgical moments. In addition to those moments I
discuss in the Appendix, moments where God’s covenant pledge to us is enacted and
promises are made, such as reception of new members; profession of faith/confirmation;
ordination/installation; dedication; commissioning; and marriage are rightly and helpfully
led from the font.61
When the pastor or leader stands by the font, and especially as he/she pours and
engages with the water in the font in these liturgical moments, the congregation is able to
“see and hear anew portions of the liturgy that have baptismal implications”…that bring
our attention to our baptismal identity as God’s own, to our ongoing need for grace, and
to our calling into lives of discipleship.”62
The Baptismal liturgy should, especially, make very clear the connection of the
claims of the Baptismal Identity outlined in Chapter Three. The following affirmation,
when included in every Baptism and Baptismal remembrance service can help make this
connection explicit.
In Baptism, we have been claimed by God and marked as God’s own precious
child. We have a whole new name. In Baptism, we have been given the Holy
Spirit and incorporated into the Body of Christ. We have a whole new family. In
Baptism, we have been united to Christ Jesus and freed from the power of sin. We
have a whole new hope. In Baptism, we are reminded that we have been blessed
to be a light and a blessing for others. We have a whole new purpose.63
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Just as the font, present and filled even when a Baptism is not taking place,
communicates and reminds worshippers of the identity given to us in Baptism; the table
present and set each week, even if the Eucharist is not being celebrated, communicates
and reminds us of the ongoing sustaining in that identity we are given in the Lord’s
Supper. The table placed in a prominent place and set with at least cup and plate each
week, points “the congregation to the core meaning of our eucharistic life, a life of
thanksgiving for who we are in Christ.”64 Many congregations celebrate the Lord’s
Supper monthly, some quarterly, some less often. Increasing the frequency in which the
Eucharist is celebrated recognizes and emphasizes the truth that, though we are baptized
only once into the covenant relationship with God and into God’s family, we are called
by Christ to gather around his table frequently, to be renewed and sustained in the
covenant, in community, and for service in the world.65 Additionally, placing the font
near the table, and engaging the font with the Lord’s Supper will help emphasize this
connection. For example, if worshipers come forward to receive the bread and wine, they
can pass by the font on their way, seeing the water or reaching in to touch it, thus actively
remembering the gift and calling of their Baptism.66 The Invitation to the Table presents
the opportunity to extend a welcome to the family table, to be fed and nourished there for
life as beloved children of God. The Great Prayer of Thanksgiving presents the
opportunity to recite the story of the covenant and God’s grace and faithfulness. The
prayer after serving presents the opportunity to invite the baptized to renew their
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commitment to the covenant and to seek the leading and strength of the Holy Spirit for
living according to our Baptismal Identity each day.
2. Ordo and Liturgy
In worship, we gather to encounter the living God. The ordo, or ordering of the
elements of worship, “offers a meaningful and reliable structure” for this encounter so
that, over time, it helps to “shape our faith and faithfulness as the people of God,
becoming a pattern for how we live as Christians in the world.”67 As the “embodiment of
the kingdom of God in summary fashion,” the liturgy links our lives to the world and our
hearts to the heart of God.68 Through habitual repetition and participation in the liturgy,
the order, the work, and the words of worship, we are shaped as God’s beloved children,
members of the family of God, and in the new creation we are in our union with Christ.69
Throughout Scripture we are shown the relational nature of our encounter with
God. God acts and speaks toward us, we respond to God, and that interaction leads us to
transformed relationships with each other.70 The ordering of the elements of worship, and
the way those elements are designed and written can emphasize this dialogical and
relational nature of our encounter with God in our lives, and in the event of worship.
Ordo and Liturgy: General Guidelines for Worship
Planning for worship that can best shape and nurture Baptismal Identity for our
young people (and all worshipers) should intentionally consider the messages that each
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component of the liturgy conveys and how it can communicate the truths of Baptismal
Identity. The words that are crafted or chosen, the accompanying actions, and the way
liturgical elements are introduced and explained should emphasize the message they
convey, the hope or purpose they indicate, and how they shape the story of the
relationship of God and humankind. Explanations and introductions can be given
verbally, printed in the bulletin, or projected on a screen. Graphics can be designed in a
way that emphasizes the direction of communication from God to us (words near the top
of the screen), our response to God (words near the center of the screen), and our
relationships with one another (words near the center of the screen). In Appendix 4, I
provide comments on specific elements in the liturgy (Opening of Worship; Confession
and Assurance of Forgiveness; Creeds and Affirmations of Faith; Prayers; and Closing of
Worship) and the messages they primarily communicate regarding Baptismal Identity.
3. Ritual, Symbol, and Repetition
Merriam Webster defines ritual as “a formal ceremony or series of acts that is
always performed in the same way.”71 But as Herbert Anderson, explains, ritual is more
than just patterned and repeated behaviors. It is “an imaginative and interpretive act
through which we express and create meaning in our lives.”72
Anderson explains that it is in Jesus Christ that the divine and human stories come
together. “The dual impulse of desiring to become part of God’s story and simultaneously
hoping that God will be present to our own narrative finds convergence in Jesus Christ-
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the essential mediation of the human and divine narrative.”73 It is in ritual enactment and
practice, he explains, that our alliance with this broader and greater story of Christ is not
only expressed, but also created.74 Ritual weaves together the human and the divine,
enabling “us to hear our own stories retold with clarity and new possibility,” because they
give us another interpretation of our lives that tells us that our stories are in fact part of
that larger story that we desire.75 When a congregation’s beliefs and identity are founded
on the God-story of Jesus Christ, then its rituals will teach and reinforce that faith and
identity for its young people. As they begin to understand their story more and more in
light of God’s greater story, they will begin to look at their present and future with the
eschatological hope that comes in knowing and trusting that God is at work in the world
and in their own lives, and with a sense of purpose that comes in being called to
participate in that work.
Ritual, in its tradition and repetition, helps create a sense of continuity that links
past, present and future.76 Participation in faith practices and traditions, when done with
consciousness of their historical and social contexts, helps young people, and people of
all ages, to not only connect their own narrative and their own faith journeys with the
divine narrative; but also with those who came before them in the past, those who will
follow in the future, and those who journey with them in the present.77 The act of
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participating together, in sacred ritual has tremendous potential for nurturing not only the
particularity, but also the relatedness, of faith and identity formation for children,
adolescents and the whole congregation. As Timothy Son explains, “When ritual is
performed together among the members of a congregation, it manufactures psychic
resources by generating enthusiasm and emotional affinity among the participants in
order to actualize the congregation’s ideological vision and aspiration.”78
The new PC(U.S.A.) Directory for Worship asserts that God’s Word is more fully
known when it is both proclaimed and enacted.79 The Old Testament is filled with
descriptions of such symbolic action in worship. And the Gospels “demonstrate how
Jesus brought new meaning to existing practices of faith- especially Baptism and
breaking bread- and transformed ordinary acts of compassion- healing the sick, giving
alms to the poor, feeding the hungry, and washing feet- into new ways of serving God.”80
In Christian worship, these actions continue as we gather, kneel, stand, sing, speak, eat,
drink, bless, and more.81 Because these actions are symbolic, Timothy Son explains, they
point “beyond the visible elements- such as the water in the Baptismal ritual or the
broken bread in the Eucharist- to where the human spirit longs to dwell intentionally in
communion with God.”82
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Because ritual is both cognitive and physical, it involves both proclamation and
enacting, that is, belief and action. Ritual not only tells the God-story in Jesus Christ, but
it invites individuals and communities of faith to experience, enact and embrace the story
in word and deed. In ritual, then, knowledge and experience “correlate with each other in
a specific time and space in which the ritual takes place.”83 This connection formed in
ritual is strong and effective, so that even at a distance from that ritual space, the
movements and postures of the ritual can trigger the knowledge shaped by that ritual.84
The message “I am a child of God” came through clearly to my congregation as it
was repeated week after week in the children’s message, reinforced visually by the sign
hung from the font, and repeated in every Baptismal liturgy. As symbols and practices are
repeatedly used in connection with a concept and words echo over and over in liturgy and
in song, ‘neural maps’ are inscribed on our imagination and in our hearts, reconfiguring
our very dispositions. There is, J.K. Smith explains, “no formation without repetition.”85
Understanding this, however, can lead to repetition for repetition’s sake. Effective
formation must pay attention to what it is that is repeated, and how it is repeated.86
Ritual, Symbol, and Repetition: General Guidelines for Congregations
Those who plan worship can select a song, prayer, confession, call to worship or passage
of Scripture to be used in worship for several weeks in a row. As worshipers become
more comfortable with the words and they become more familiar to them, they will be
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able to reflect more on the meaning of the words and they will begin to become “hidden
in their hearts” (Psalm 119:11). Words and actions that are chosen to be repeated should
be important, concise and memorable. Movements can be created, or sign language
learned to often repeated elements like the Lord’s Prayer or the Doxology to keep them
fresh.
Symbols and symbolic actions should not just be assumed to be understood by
worshipers as to what they stand for. For example, in my congregation during the Lord’s
Supper, the bread is eaten by individuals as they receive it, but the “wine” (juice) is held
to drink together. This symbolizes the individual decision and journey of faith we all
must make in our life with Christ, and the blessing of the community and family to
journey with (particularity and relatedness), and the way we are nourished for both the
personal and the communal at Christ’s Table. If this is not explained, it would seem like a
random “rule” for how we do communion. But explained, it enhances the meaning of the
Sacramental symbol and ritual.
The historic connection of rituals should be explained and emphasized to help
worshipers find, in the words and actions, a bond across time and space with the “Great
Cloud of Witnesses” (Hebrews 12:1), and to sense the gravitas that is inherent in these
words, symbols and actions.
4. Song and Music
As indicated in many responses in the questionnaire I gave my congregation,
there is something about singing and music that effectively communicates and reinforces
theological truth to worshippers. The words of songs can speak in poetic and meaningful
ways, the truths of scripture and the wonder of doctrine. As John Wesley described it,
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hymnody can be understood to be a “body of practical divinity,’ a sung theology.”87 But
because these truths are expressed through music, they are able to get ‘in’ us in ways that
the simple spoken word is unable to.88 This is because music engages our bodies,
imaginations, and even our hearts, in a unique way. As full-bodied action, singing
“activates the whole-person- or at least more of the whole person than is affected by
merely sitting and passively listening, or even reading and reciting texts.”89 It is no
wonder, then, that singing and music-making have been a vital part of Christian worship
for millennia.90 Even as we lift individual voices, as we sing in worship, we join our
voices with believers “in every time and place.”91
Song and Music: General Guidelines for Congregations
Accessing the rich repertoire of musical forms, melodies, and lyrics from history
and from languages and lands other than our own unites us with our brothers and sisters
in the great covenant family of God in Christ. As we seek to help young people,
particularly, come to see their story as part of the greater story of God in Christ, we will
want to be sure to include a variety of musical forms and styles, emphasizing for them the
wonder of singing the old songs as well as the joy of the new songs, for they have been
and are the words that have told believers (and still do) who they truly are.
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Carefully selecting songs and musical pieces that communicate clearly, in
memorable words set to memorable melodies, will help the songs themselves “stick” and
become those songs that worshipers find themselves singing apart from the worship
service, words that come to them in time of need to give comfort and hope, or express
thanksgiving and praise in times of blessing, even in an unknown future.
III. Final Comments
In the Appendix, I have included a list of specific recommendations for new or
deepened nurturing of Baptismal Identity through the weekly worship practices, patterns
and space of my own congregation, Bethel Presbyterian Church, as we seek to nurture
Baptismal Identity for our own young people (Appendix 5). I have also provided, in
Appendix 6, a set of worship plans and liturgies for use in sacramental observances and
milestone moments of faith in the congregational worship of Bethel Presbyterian Church,
which can be adapted for use by other congregations.
This project began while I was serving in one congregation and completed while I
was a couple of years into my call in a new congregation. During the time of my studies,
my family moved to a new home, my daughter changed school districts and started high
school, my boys have both started college and one is ready to graduate in just a couple of
months. During the time of my studies, my husband changed jobs and has a very different
work and travel schedule than he did when I had begun this work. During these years, my
parents have undergone several surgeries and health issues and initiated the process of
selling their home and downsizing. During these years, my father-in-law passed away and
my mother-in-law has needed increasing levels of care and attention. During these years,
my sister fought a battle with cancer, and is tentatively in remission. In our own family,
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there has been much change in a short period of time, some expected, much not. Socially,
economically, politically, locally, and internationally, the world has been changing so
rapidly that it has been a challenge to keep up with the changes all around us. As I
consider the rate at which our young people will experience change in the next stages of
their lives, I am overwhelmed by the possibilities. I long for our young people to be able
to face those changes with confidence in who and Whose they are, with a Baptismal
Identity that will sustain them in the unknown future. My hope and prayer is that the
work of this project will be helpful in some way, as the church seeks to help our young
people “walk in the water” of their Baptismal Identity, and in those waters to find the
solid ground they need.
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Appendix 1
The Story of God’s Covenant Faithfulness

Act 1
God’s desire and purpose was to gather a people, kindred,1 with whom God
would share a special relationship of communion and fellowship.2 In preparation, God
created and filled the world, and then at last, “God created man in [God’s] own image, in
the image of God he created him; male and female he created them” (Genesis 1:27
NRSV). God blessed the man, Adam, and the woman, Eve, telling them to be fruitful, to
multiply, and to fill the earth (Genesis 1:28-30 NRSV). God blessed them, walked with
them, had fellowship with them, and gave them particular duties to fulfill and rules by
which they would show their trust, dependence, and loyalty to the LORD.
But, tempted by the serpent, they questioned God’s goodness, doubted God’s
truth, turned their backs on God’s authority, and disobeyed God’s instructions. The
blessing of the special relationship of communion and fellowship with God was distorted,
and mankind fell under the curse of death and separation from fellowship with God
(Genesis 3). Because he was the firstborn of all humanity; Adam’s apostasy, and the
curse it enacted, extends to all who descend from him, to the whole human race (Romans
5:12).3 But God’s relational desire and purpose for special communion and fellowship
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with God’s people remained; and in God’s goodness, kindness and faithfulness, God
enacted a plan to redeem and restore humankind to right relationship and blessed
fellowship with the LORD. In the midst of God’s declaration of the curses to Adam, Eve
and the serpent; God revealed God’s plan to act as Divine Kinsman, to redeem God’s
people by providing a savior, announcing the hope of a descendant (seed) of the woman
who was promised to, one day, crush the head of the serpent (Genesis 3:15).4
From this first gospel promise (protoevangelium) which established God’s
covenant of grace with humankind; God’s relational plan and redemptive purpose has
always been the same: to deal with sin (which is breaking of covenant) and to gather
God’s people, with whom the LORD would share in a right relationship of blessed
kindred fellowship, and who would worship the LORD in truth, subdue and rule the earth,
and serve God in faithful obedience.5 Though God’s plan and purpose gave hope of a
right relationship with God; humankind struggled throughout history to worship and
serve God faithfully and rightly. The story of God’s covenant faithfulness, the story of
hope, that is our own as we are named, “Child of the Covenant,” is the story of how God
fulfilled God’s plans for redemption of, and relationship with, humankind, even in the
face of our repeated and continual opposition, disobedience, and unfaithfulness.
Act 2
The first major climax in the story of God’s covenant faithfulness comes in the
covenant God made with one man, Abraham, following a confusing demand from God, a
dramatic moment on a mountain, and faithful act of trust and obedience. The story of this
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man, Abraham, and of this moment and this covenant, began as Adam and Eve were sent
out of the garden in which they had shared fellowship with God, and humankind turned
to all kinds of evil and violence (Genesis 6:1-7). Grieved by the wickedness and evil God
saw in the hearts and minds and acts of people, the LORD determined to “blot out from
the earth the human beings I have created- people together with animals and creeping
things and birds of the air, for I am sorry that I have made them” (Genesis 6:7). God
chose however, to give creation a second chance for right relationship with, and obedient
service to, the LORD. God brought a great flood upon the earth, destroying all its
inhabitants, except for one man, Noah, and his family, because Noah had “found favor in
the sight of the LORD” (Genesis 6:8 NRSV).
Following the flood, God blessed Noah and his sons, as God had blessed Adam
and Eve, telling them to be fruitful and to multiply, filling creation once again. God
granted a covenant with Noah, and his descendants after him, that though “the inclination
of the human heart is evil from youth,” God would “never again destroy every living
creature” as God had done in the flood (Genesis 8:21). As Scott Hahn explains, “Against
the brutal fact of humanity’s ongoing sin, God [made] a covenant that [served] as an
unconditional hedge against future annihilation. Because of divine grace- and despite
humanity’s condition- the world [would] continue.”6 In the aftermath of the flood, this
unconditional promise was one of great hope for this remnant as they began to reestablish
human life on earth, and in relationship with God. To ratify this covenant, God placed a
rainbow in the sky, as a self-maledictory sign-act, to indicate that the bow of judgment
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that once pointed toward humanity and resulted in the flood, was now drawn and pointing
toward God alone, an assurance that God would certainly keep God’s promise.7
The covenant with Noah was an unconditional promise by God to “establish a
gracious order for all peoples to live as the worldwide family of God” in a healed and
right relationship of blessed fellowship and communion with [the LORD].”8 In this
covenant, God’s relational purpose and redemptive plan were permanently established9
and extended to Noah’s descendants through his son, Shem, and his descendants, one of
whom was Abram (Genesis 9:26; 11:10-26).10
God called Abram, telling him to leave his country and family and travel to a
place God would show to him (Genesis 12:1). At the time of this call, God gave three
promises of great hope to Abram, “I will make of you a great nation, and I will bless you,
and make your name great, so that you will be a blessing. I will bless those who bless
you, and the one who curses you I will curse; and in you all the families of the earth shall
be blessed” (Genesis 12:2-3).
After leaving his homeland in obedience to God’s call, Abram went to the place
God had shown him; and there in Canaan, Abram conquered the kings of the land (the
promised land) and offered his submission to Melchizedek, King of Salem (Jerusalem);11
whom many ancient Jewish and Christian interpretive traditions identify as Noah’s son,
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Shem.12 Melchizedek, identified as the priest of God Most High, acted as a royal host,
bringing bread and wine, and then he blessed Abram, passing on the blessing and
inheritance of the Noahic covenant, to be the father of God’s chosen people,13 part of
God’s plan to gather and redeem all people as the worldwide family and kindred of God.
After this, God made three covenants with Abram, which together comprise one
covenant relationship between God and Abram, and which took up and solemnized the
three promises that God made at the time of Abram’s call, giving great hope for the
future (to be a great nation, to be given a great name, to be blessed and to be a blessing to
all families on the earth). 14
The first of these three covenants (Genesis 15), is traditionally called “the
covenant between the pieces” referring to the ritual enactment of the consequence (being
“cut off”) should Abram and his seed fail to maintain obedience to God. In this covenant,
God promised Abram that his descendants would be as numerous as the stars, and that the
land they would inhabit would be extensive, “covenantizing,” so to speak, the promise
that Abram would be “a great nation” (Genesis 12:3).15
In the second covenant, the ‘circumcision covenant’ (Genesis 17), God restated
and enlarged the promises for descendants and land God had previously given; gave a
new commandment to ‘walk before me and be blameless’; and then gave Abram a new,
longer, and ‘greater’ name, Abraham, as a covenant sign-act that God would make his
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‘name great’ as promised at the time of Abram’s call16. Scott Hahn explains the concept
of the ‘great name’ promised to Abram, “In the [Ancient Near East], a ‘great name’ is
commonplace attributed to kings in royal inscriptions. The promise of a ‘great name’ for
Abraham is, in essence, a promise that he would give rise to royalty.”17
The condition of the covenant, and the ratification ritual performed by Abraham,
was the act of circumcision, which signified both curse and blessings. As a selfmaledictory sign-act, circumcision attested to the curse aspect of the covenant, that
Abraham and his descendants would be ‘cut off’ from the covenant if they violated the
terms of it.18 But as a testament to the blessing of the covenant, circumcision signified the
removal of spiritual uncleanness or defilement that stands as an obstacle to fellowship
with Holy God,19 and communicated that the blessing provision would be passed from
generation to generation.20 As Mark E. Ross explains, Abram’s circumcision functioned
as “a mark of ownership upon him, marking him as belonging to God and under
obligation to do God’s will.”21
All of this led up to the moment in which God made the third covenant with
Abraham, which as previously stated, constitutes the first major climax in the story of
God’s faithful plan to redeem and gather all of humankind in and to blessed fellowship,
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communion and kindred with the LORD. This covenant was granted following the
disturbing episode found in Genesis 22, in which God “tested” Abraham by instructing
him to sacrifice his son, Isaac. While it is difficult to understand how the loving God who
desired relationship with his people, who chose to bless Abraham and his descendants,
would demand such a thing; B. Gerhardsson explains that, “When the Old Testament
speaks of YHWH testing [God’s] covenant son, ‘tempting’ him…it means that God
arranges a test to find out if [God’s] son is true to the covenant.”22 The covenant of
Genesis 17 placed two obligations on Abraham: to be circumcised (vv. 9-14) and to walk
before God and be blameless (v 1). The obligation to be circumcised was immediately
obeyed (vv. 23-27). With this test, Abraham was given the opportunity “literally to
‘walk’…before God and demonstrate that he is blameless in his fear of the Lord (cf. v.
14).”23
In obedience, Abraham took his son Isaac to the mountain as instructed, bound
him, and prepared to sacrifice him. And in obedience, Isaac, without fully understanding
why, submitted to his father’s act of binding him and placing him on the altar for
sacrifice. At the last moment, God intervened, saying, “Do not lay your hand on the boy
or do anything to him; for now I know that you fear God, since you have not withheld
your son, your only son, from me” (Genesis 22:12 NRSV). As reward for his intention to
obey God’s command, to fulfill the terms of the covenant, to walk before God in fear of
the Lord, God extended to Abraham an unconditional grant-type covenant.24
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By myself I have sworn, declare[d] the LORD, because you have done this and
have not withheld your son, your only son, I will surely bless you, and I will
surely multiply your offspring as the stars of heaven and as the sand that is on the
seashore. And your offspring shall possess the gate of his enemies, and in your
offspring shall all the nations of the earth be blessed, because you have obeyed
my voice (Genesis 22:16-18 NRSV).
Key to understanding the importance of this covenant with Abraham, and why it
is the first major climax in the story of God’s plan for redemption and relationship, is
identifying the curses and blessings present in it. The blessing is clear in the verbal
declaration of the covenant. However, there is no curse element present. Thus, we must
assume that the curse is somehow symbolically enacted. As Scott Hahn explains, “It is
proper to suppose that it is symbolically contained in the ritual enactment. Since the only
ritual act is Abraham’s sacrificial ‘offering’ of Isaac, it emerges as the sign of selfmalediction. It is the ritual enactment of the curse of God’s covenant oath. It symbolically
displays God’s conditional self-malediction through the action of Abraham and Isaac.”25
Because it was God who made the oath, God now identified so closely with Abraham and
his seed that God would take on Godself whatever curse their sins provoked, if necessary
to fulfill the oath God had made.26 God had now “assumed sole and complete
responsibility to bless the nations through Abraham’s seed, even if it meant bearing the
curse in order to remove whatever might impede its fulfillment.”27 This moment, and this
covenant were a turning point, and a major climax in God’s relational plan for the
redemption and salvation of humankind.28
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Act 3
The next major climax in the story of God’s covenant faithfulness to the LORD’s
plan and purpose to gather and redeem all people as God’s kindred in blessed communion
and fellowship was in the relationship and covenant God made with Abraham’s
descendant, David. However, between the time of the Aqedah covenant with Abraham
and the covenant with David, necessity required a series of covenants to be made with the
Hebrew people, descendants of Abraham through the line of Isaac and Jacob. These
covenants were made following the exodus from slavery in Egypt, during the time of
their wandering journey to the promised land in which they would become a nation; and
they were largely directed toward God’s relational purposes for God’s people, as Israel29
struggled to understand what it meant for them to be, and to live as, the chosen people of
God.
With Moses as mediator, God offered this covenant to God’s newly rescued
people at Sinai, “If you will indeed obey my (God’s) voice and keep my covenant, you
shall be my treasured possession among all peoples, for all the earth is mine; and you
shall be to me a kingdom of priests and a holy nation” (Exodus 19:5-6 NRSV).
Expectations and obligations for obedient worship and social life were laid out for the
people, and then, after hearing all the conditions of the covenant, the people responded,
"All that the LORD has spoken we will do, and we will be obedient" (Exodus 24:3
NRSV), thereby accepting the terms of the covenant.

Israel, ‘am Yahweh is often translated, “people of Yahweh”- but is better translated ‘kindred of
Yahweh’ “Israel is the kindred (‘am) of Yahweh; Yahweh is the God of Israel. “This is an old formula. But
this formula must be understood as legal language, the language of kinship-in-law, or in other words the
language of covenant” See Cross, From Epic to Canon, 13.
29

147

In the ratification ceremony for this covenant, the blood of oxen was collected,
half of it was sprinkled on the people, and half on the altar; signifying the mutuality of
the covenant,30 as both parties invoked the death curse on themselves if they were
unfaithful to covenant obligations, and that both parties now shared one blood, that they
had become kin.31 In this covenant Israel was given a particular identity, as God’s
family,32 and a Father/Son, kindred-type relationship was established between God and
Israel.33
In this covenant, Israel, as the collective firstborn son of all mankind, was also
given a particular role, to be priest-nation for the nations of the world, exercising the
responsibility of priestly instruction and intercession on behalf of all peoples before
Yahweh, and to mediate the divine blessing of the Abrahamic covenant to the nations.34
It did not take long, however, for Israel to fail in their commitment to covenant
faithfulness. Impatient with Moses’ delayed return from his time on the mountain with
the LORD, they “gathered around Aaron saying, “Come, make gods for us, who shall go
before us” (Exodus 32:1 NRSV). Aaron collected gold from them and made it into an
idol in the shape of a golden calf, which the people worshipped. In this moment, the
relationship between Israel and Yahweh was seriously ruptured.
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God’s anger was kindled, and the LORD was ready to destroy God’s people for
their disobedience, as was right according to the curses signified in the covenant.
However, “Israel was spared from destruction for no other reason than the divine oath
God had sworn to Abraham. God had sworn to bless all the nations through Abraham’s
‘seed’ (Israel) as a covenant grant and reward for the Aqedah (Gen. 22:16-18).”35 Rather
than impose the consequences of their breaking of the covenant, God chose, out of God’s
relational and redemptive faithfulness to the covenant, to renew the LORD’s covenant
with Israel. Although Israel was spared, in the covenant renewal that followed the Golden
Calf incident, Israel lost its right to be a kingdom of priests.36 The Levites were given
special priestly status and granted life and peace as a reward for their faithfulness and
obedience37 and additional laws were added to the covenant obligations to morally
reeducate the twelve tribes of Israel.38
One year after this incident, the people of Israel departed from Sinai “by stages, in
an organized, orderly process and procession, following the leading and guiding presence
of the “cloud of the LORD” (Numbers 10: 11-36 NRSV). Between the Golden Calf
incident, in which the people “broke loose” and this orderly departure lie pages and pages
of additional laws and regulations which were added to the covenant. The sense is that
the people of Israel had been taught, shaped, formed and disciplined by the laws and
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regulations that had been given to them at Sinai following their apostasy and as part of
the covenant renewal at Sinai.39
Their faithful obedience faltered, however, and after yet another event of
faithlessness and idolatry at Beth-peor (Numbers 25:1-9), God once again renewed God’s
covenant with Israel, under the mediation of Moses (Deuteronomy 10:12-11:31).
Numerous laws were, again, added to the covenant, as a means for God’s chosen people,
to respond fittingly to God’s constant and generous acts of grace and mercy in light of
their continued unfaithfulness.40
With the obligatory behavior of the covenant now falling heavily upon Israel, the
Father/Son emphasis of the grant and kinship covenants which had previously expressed
the relationship between God and God’s people had now shifted to a relationship more
like that of suzerain/vassal, and the covenantal expression became more that of a treatytype covenant, intended to restore and rehabilitate the people of Israel.41
The New Covenant Promised (Part 1)
As the Israelites neared the Promised Land, Moses called the people together to
renew God’s covenant with the generation who would enter the Promised Land without
him. He reviewed God’s faithfulness to Israel in the past, the laws and regulations of
covenant obligation, and the blessings and curses of the covenant.42 Then he said to them:
See, I have set before you today life and prosperity, death and adversity. If you
obey the commandments of the LORD your God that I am commanding you today,
39
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by loving the LORD your God, walking in his ways, and observing his
commandments, decrees, and ordinances, then you shall live and become
numerous, and the LORD your God will bless you in the land that you are entering
to possess. But if your heart turns away and you do not hear but are led astray to
bow down to other gods and serve them, I declare to you today that you shall
perish; you shall not live long in the land that you are crossing the Jordan to enter
and possess. I call heaven and earth to witness against you today that I have set
before you life and death, blessings and curses. Choose life so that you and your
descendants may live, loving the LORD your God, obeying [God], and holding fast
to [the LORD]; for that means life to you and length of days, so that you may live
in the land that the LORD swore to give to your ancestors, to Abraham, to Isaac,
and to Jacob (Deuteronomy 30:15-20 NRSV).
While the law was given in covenant renewal to hold back the curse of death
deserved by mankind’s disobedience and to teach God’s people how to live in obedience
and witness to the LORD; the nature of the law and human weakness made it impossible
for people to perfectly keep the law. The curse of death was inescapable. Because of
Israel’s repeated failure to maintain faithfulness to God, Moses foresaw the inevitability
of the curses of the Sinai covenant falling on Israel in the future.43 But, to this impossible
condition, in kindness and mercy, God gave hope of a promised future restoration, after
the curses had been borne in exile, when God would ‘circumcise the hearts’ of Israel
(Deut. 30:6).44 This was the promise of a New Covenant, ‘the answer to Israel’s
infidelity’ that God would accomplish for the people what they could not on their own,
obedience to God and right relationship with the LORD, out of the conviction and
dedication of their own hearts.45 This was the promise that looked toward the final act
and climax of God’s plan to redeem and gather humankind as beloved kindred, in
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fellowship and communion with the LORD. And though it gave great hope to the people,
it was a future promise, with an unknown schedule.
Act 4
Understanding the background of these covenants made with Israel as they
wandered in the wilderness and prepared to enter the land of promise, is critical to
understanding the next major climax in the story of God’s relational and redemptive
covenant faithfulness with humankind. This climax came in the perpetual covenant of
peace that God made with David. Given based on the virtue and loyalty of David, this
covenant gave the hope of promised blessings of house, kingdom and throne to David
and to his descendants.46
Now when the king was settled in his house, and the LORD had given him rest
from all his enemies around him… the word of the LORD came to Nathan “You
shall say to my servant David: Thus says the LORD of hosts: I took you from the
pasture, from following the sheep to be prince over my people Israel; and I have
been with you wherever you went, and have cut off all your enemies from before
you; and I will make for you a great name, like the name of the great ones of the
earth. And I will appoint a place for my people Israel and will plant them, so that
they may live in their own place, and be disturbed no more; and evildoers shall
afflict them no more, as formerly, from the time that I appointed judges over my
people Israel; and I will give you rest from all your enemies. Moreover,
the LORD declares to you that the LORD will make you a house. When your days
are fulfilled, and you lie down with your ancestors, I will raise up your offspring
after you, who shall come forth from your body, and I will establish his kingdom.
He shall build a house for my name, and I will establish the throne of his kingdom
forever. I will be a father to him, and he shall be a son to me. When he commits
iniquity, I will punish him with a rod such as mortals use, with blows inflicted by
human beings. But I will not take my steadfast love from him, as I took it from
Saul, whom I put away from before you. Your house and your kingdom shall be
made sure forever before me; your throne shall be established forever.” In
accordance with all these words and with all this vision, Nathan spoke to David (2
Samuel 7: 1, 8b-17 NRSV).
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There are clear connections of this covenant to the one God granted to Abraham
at the Aqedah. They were both given at Zion. They were both “grant-type covenants,’
awarded to Abraham and to David by God, based on their exceptional faithfulness and
character. And in both, God took upon Godself the “entire responsibility of fulfilling the
covenant in perpetuity.”47 But even more striking is the connection between the promises
of the Aqedah Covenant (land/people, great name/kingship, and world blessing) with
those granted to David, and the provisional fulfillment of them in the Davidic dynasty.48
In the Aqedah covenant, God promised Abraham that his offspring would be as
numerous as “the stars of heaven and as the sand that is on the seashore. And your
offspring shall possess the gate of their enemies.” (Genesis 22:17) To David, God gave
the hope of this promise, “I will appoint a place for my people Israel and will plant them,
so that they may live in their own place, and be disturbed no more…and I will give you
rest from all your enemies” (2 Samuel 4:10 NRSV). And, under the reign of David’s son,
Solomon, we are told that Solomon consolidated and established the kingdom and that,
“Judah and Israel were as numerous as the sand by the sea” (1 Kings 2:46; 4:20 NRSV).
At the Aqedah, God “covenantized” the promise that God would make Abraham’s
name great made in Genesis 17, “I will make nations of you, and kings shall come from
you.” (Genesis 17:6 NRSV) And in the covenant with King David, God promised,
“When your days are fulfilled, and you lie down with your ancestors, I will raise up your
offspring after you… and I will establish the throne of his kingdom forever…your house
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and your kingdom shall be made sure forever before me; your throne shall be established
forever” (2 Samuel 7:12-13, 16 NRSV).
To Abraham, at the Aqedah, God promised, “By your offspring shall all the
nations of the earth gain blessing for themselves, because you have obeyed my voice”
(Genesis 22:18 NRSV). As Scott Hahn explains, God’s purpose and plan for the
blessings of God to flow out from David and his descendants to all humankind is
revealed by “David’s bold exclamation (rendered literally here): ‘O Lord God, thou hast
spoken also of the servant’s house for a great while to come; this is the law for man’ (2
Samuel 7:19). The blessings that will flow from God’s covenant with David extend not
only to David and his sons, but to all humanity.”49
This covenant re-established the father-son type relationship; but this time
between God and David (and his descendant), rather than God and Israel.50 “Divine
sonship was granted to David and his rightful descendants by divine oath.51 “I will be a
father to him and he shall be a son to me…I will not take my steadfast love from him” (2
Samuel 7:14a, 15a NRSV). But the obligations of this covenant came with
consequences/curse for covenant infidelity. For if David/his descendant committed
iniquity, God warned, “I will punish him with a rod such as mortals use, with blows
inflicted by human beings” (2 Samuel 7:14b NRSV). Though this covenant bears
obligation and curse, this is a covenant of hope, as Scott Hahn explains,
If future descendants of the grantee spurn the grant (i.e. violate the proper and
necessary conditions for this maintenance), the resultant crisis could be resolved
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(at least ideally) by searching for- and raising up- a faithful descendant who is
worthy of the grant. The need for a worthy heir to administer the Davidic royal
priestly grant calls for a righteous Davidic descendant. Indeed, this seems to
represent the gist of God’s promissory oath, and hence, Israel’s long-awaited hope
through the ages- from the corruption and collapse of the monarchy, all the way
through the centuries of their exile.52
The New Covenant Promised (Part 2)
As the people and the succession of kings who ruled them “committed iniquity,”
failing to keep the covenant, to obey and worship God, and to serve the LORD faithfully,
they found themselves in exile, far from the land of promise, under the reign of other
kings than the Davidic line, feeling distant from God’s presence. But, God’s covenant
faithfulness remained, as did God’s desire and plan to act as Divine Kinsman, to redeem
God’s people and gather them to Godself, to bless all nations of the world through them,
and to restore a relationship of blessed community and fellowship with humankind.
As the people waited in exile, they were assured by the enduring promises of the
covenant and the hope of the “new” covenant to come. In Jeremiah 31, we hear God’s
words of comfort and hope to those in exile through the voice of the prophet, as the LORD
promised “a return from exile and of restoration as the people of God, supported by the
assurance of God’s everlasting love and abiding faithfulness to them even in the day of
their affliction for their sins.”53
The days are surely coming, says the LORD, when I will make a new covenant
with the house of Israel and the house of Judah. It will not be like the covenant
that I made with their ancestors when I took them by the hand to bring them out
of the land of Egypt—a covenant that they broke, though I was their husband,
says the LORD. But this is the covenant that I will make with the house of Israel
after those days, says the LORD: I will put my law within them, and I will write it
on their hearts; and I will be their God, and they shall be my people. No longer
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shall they teach one another, or say to each other, “Know the LORD,” for they
shall all know me, from the least of them to the greatest, says the LORD; for I will
forgive their iniquity, and remember their sin no more (Jeremiah 31:31-34
NRSV).
This promise by God gave the people hope of a new covenant, which would
originate from God, at God’s initiative, as an act of God’s grace. But it would be a
covenant of mutuality, of relationship, and of fellowship between God and the houses of
Judah and Israel.54 It would be a reflection of the divine covenant at the Aqedah, in which
God “assumed ultimate responsibility to bless the nations, even if that required that [God]
bear the immense burden of the curse for their sin.”55
This new covenant, Jeremiah assured, would be unbreakable and would bring
about a deeper experience of fellowship with God. Certainly, there was a real fellowship
of God with God’s people under the covenant with Abraham, Israel, and David. But what
was indicated in this promised new covenant was a “new saving act of God which will
bring about a deepening of fellowship with [God] as [God’s] people.”56 This new
covenant would bring a true knowledge of God. Knowledge of God had certainly been
part of the covenant progression in the past, but in “days to come” there would be a
growth in the knowledge of God made possible that will make the knowledge under the
old covenant “seem insignificant to the point of non-existence.”57 This new covenant
would not end in failure, because God would take the burden of the curse of their
covenant failure upon Godself and forgive wickedness and sin forever. When this new
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covenant came, God would put God’s law in the minds and hearts of the LORD’s people
and place God’s spirit within them. They would have the knowledge, motivation and
power to respond fittingly to the grace offered in the covenant, to live as kindred of God,
in beloved fellowship with the LORD.58
The Gentile Plight
The covenant of blessing that God established with Abraham and his descendants,
renewed and reshaped in covenant relationship with Israel at Sinai, and narrowed and
continued in the covenant with David are, in essence, one continuous covenant.”59 As
Bryan Chapell explains, it is by this covenant that one is brought into kinship and
communion with God. It is this covenant by which God assured and promised a way to
redeem and restore all humankind to the blessed fellowship with God we lost in the
garden. “There is no other covenant of salvation and unless we are part of Abraham’s
covenant, we are not part of God’s people.”60
If God’s plan for relationship and redemption was a plan for all humankind yet
could only be known by being included in the covenant, those who were not within that
covenant could not be part of God’s plan and purpose. Gentiles, then, as Paul states, were
“aliens from the commonwealth of Israel, and strangers to the covenants of promise,” and
thus were excluded and were “without Christ,” and without “hope and without God in the
world” (Ephesians 2:12 NRSV). As Peter O’Brien explains, the Gentiles’ exclusion from
the community of God’s people meant that they were outside the exclusive relationship
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which Israel had with God through the covenant, and thus had “no share in the covenants
which promised the messianic salvation” which promised to bring redemption and
restored relationship with God.61 The very fact of their uncircumcision was “evidence of
their estrangement from God.”62
Christ Fulfills the Covenant
God’s people were under a covenantal curse due to their past transgressions63 and
rejection of God, which made all humankind deserving of punishment “in a way that
involves our total destruction.”64 However, at the Aqedah, God had promised to be
faithful to God’s relational purpose, redemptive plan, and promise to bless all people and
nations, including the Gentiles through Abraham’s descendant, even if God had to bear
the burden of the curse on and in Godself.65 In the crucifixion of Christ, the promised
descendant of Abraham and righteous heir of David, God fulfilled the promise made at
the Aqedah, as the lamb of sacrifice was provided (Genesis 22:8) in Christ. In Christ’s
death, God subjected Godself to the curse of the broken covenant (‘exile’ from God’s
presence and death)66 that rightly belonged to humankind, and took it upon Godself.67 As
the chosen and true representative of Israel, and thus of all humanity, Christ’s death
exhausted the curse of the covenant, opening up the new covenant, and allowing the
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covenantal blessings of God to flow, not only to Israel, but also to the Gentiles, and to all
the peoples of the earth.68
The breaking of covenant with God was not just an act with legal and judicial
consequences, it was the rupture of a personal relationship.69 And so, Scott Hahn asserts,
the exhaustion of the curse of humankind’s covenant failure and the extension of God’s
covenant blessings should not be understood solely in “ancient or modern legal/judicial
categories, but in light of its function to fulfill the terms of a familial bond established by
covenant oath between God and God’s people, the ultimate goal of which was the
restoration of the filial relationship with all humanity.”70
In other words, the sacrifice of Christ was as much about relationship as it was
redemption, it was about the fulfillment of covenantal kinship. It was about God fulfilling
the role of Divine Kinsman, claiming and redeeming God’s human creation as God’s own
people, God’s own family, God’s own kin. It was about “the covenant promise of
communion and fellowship with the living God” being “fulfilled by the work of Christ.”71
As John Milton explains, “The former ‘your God’- ‘my people’ relationship was a
genuine experience with God by faith; yet, in comparison with the fellowship
experienced in Christ it was but a shadow of the real thing. Through God the covenant
experience of blessed fellowship as children of God is brought to full fruition” for all
people and all nations.72 In Christ, the promised “new covenant” of fuller fellowship with
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and knowledge of the LORD was made possible, forgiveness and redemption were
accomplished; and God put God’s law in the minds and hearts of God’s people and
placed God’s spirit within them, giving them the knowledge, motivation and power to
respond fittingly to the grace that had always been offered in the covenant, and to live as
kindred of God, in beloved communion and fellowship with the LORD.
As Douglas Wilson explains, though Gentiles in days past had been outside the
covenant and “without hope” (Ephesians 2:12), now through the blood of Christ, they
have been brought near to the covenants of promise.73 Covenant inclusion is no longer
dependent on biological descendancy from Abraham or circumcision. All who have faith
“in Christ as God’s provision for our salvation are blessed in accordance with Abraham’s
covenant…, are Abraham’s spiritual descendants and are still covered by the covenant
that God first made with him.”74
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Appendix 2
Congregational Questionnaire- Original Version
Because you attend worship at Bethel Presbyterian Church, you are invited to participate
in a study of our worship practices and patterns. I hope to learn more about how
worshippers at Bethel have experienced and been shaped by worship over recent years,
especially related to identity formation.
If you decide to participate, please complete the enclosed attached questionnaire. Your
return of this questionnaire is implied consent. The questionnaire is designed to help you
reflect on and describe specific formational messages or moments in worship at Bethel
Presbyterian Church. It will take about 20-30 minutes to complete the questions. No
benefits accrue to you for answering this questionnaire, but your responses will be used
to strengthen and enhance our congregation’s worship experiences. Any discomfort or
inconvenience to you derives only from the amount of time taken to complete the survey.
This questionnaire is designed to be completed anonymously. Any information that is
obtained in connection with this study and that can be identified with you will remain
confidential and will not be disclosed.
Your decision whether or not to participate will not prejudice your future relationships
with Bethel Presbyterian Church. If you decide to participate, you are free to discontinue
participation at any time without prejudice.
If you have any questions, please ask. If you have additional questions later, contact
Cathie Smith, 412-965-4253, cathiesmithwts@gmaill.com.
.
Thank you for your time.
Sincerely,
Cathie Smith
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How long have you attended Bethel Presbyterian Church? ________

How frequently do you attend worship at Bethel Presbyterian Church? (circle one)
3-4 Sundays each month

1-2 Sundays each month

less than once a month

What is your age? (circle one)
0-12

13-18

18-22

23-30

31-45

46-60

61-80

81+

What would you say is the primary message that has been communicated to you in
the worship, programs and ministries of this congregation over the past 10 years or
so regarding the following questions?
1. Who are you?
The message I have received:

Specific moments or practices in worship in which I have particularly received
this message:

2. What gives your life meaning and coherence?
The message I have received:

Specific moments or practices in worship in which I have particularly received
this message:
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3. Who are your people?
The message I have received:

Specific moments or practices in worship in which I have particularly received
this message:

4. What gives you hope?
The message I have received:

Specific moments or practices in worship in which I have particularly received
this message:

5. What is your purpose?
The message I have received:

Specific moments or practices in worship in which I have particularly received
this message:

163

Appendix 3
Congregational Questionnaire- Revised Version

Because you attend worship at Bethel Presbyterian Church, you are invited to participate
in a study of our worship practices and patterns. I hope to learn more about how
worshippers at Bethel have experienced and been shaped by worship over recent years,
especially related to identity formation.
If you decide to participate, please complete the enclosed attached questionnaire. Your
return of this questionnaire is implied consent. The questionnaire is designed to help you
reflect on and describe specific formational messages or moments in worship at Bethel
Presbyterian Church. It will take about 20-30 minutes to complete the questions. No
benefits accrue to you for answering this questionnaire, but your responses will be used
to strengthen and enhance our congregation’s worship experiences. Any discomfort or
inconvenience to you derives only from the amount of time taken to complete the survey.
This questionnaire is designed to be completed anonymously. Any information that is
obtained in connection with this study and that can be identified with you will remain
confidential and will not be disclosed.
Your decision whether or not to participate will not prejudice your future relationships
with Bethel Presbyterian Church. If you decide to participate, you are free to discontinue
participation at any time without prejudice.
If you have any questions, please ask. If you have additional questions later, contact
Cathie Smith, 412-965-4253,cathiesmithwts@gmaill.com.
.
Thank you for your time.
Sincerely,
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How long have you attended Bethel Presbyterian Church? ________

How frequently do you attend worship at Bethel Presbyterian Church? (circle one)
3-4 Sundays each month

1-2 Sundays each month

less than once a month

What is your age? (circle one)
0-12

13-18

18-22

23-30

31-45

46-60

61-80

81+

This project begins with the assumption that, in the events of a worship service,
certain messages are communicated to worshipers. What, would you say, is the
primary message that has been communicated to you in the worship, programs and
ministries of this congregation over the past 10 years or so regarding the following
questions?
1. This is the message I have most strongly received in the events of worship
that tells me what, at the very core of my being, is true and important about
who I am:

Please check the 1-3 worship events in which the message you indicated in
the first part of this question was most clearly communicated to you.
__ the call to worship
__ the call to confession
__ the prayer of confession
__ the assurance of pardon
__ the passing of the peace
__ the time with the children
__ the reading of Scripture
__ the sermon or message
__ the prayers of the people

__ the announcements
__ the offering
__ the prayer of dedication
__ congregational singing
(hymns, praise songs, etc.)
__ special music (choir, soloists, etc.)
__ the benediction
__ other: ______________________

Any comments?
__________________________________________________________
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2. This is the message I have most strongly received in the events of worship
that tells me who my people are:

Please check the 1-3 worship events in which the message you indicated in
the first part of this question was most clearly communicated to you.
__ the call to worship
__ the call to confession
__ the prayer of confession
__ the assurance of pardon
__ the passing of the peace
__ the time with the children
__ the reading of Scripture
__ the sermon or message
__ the prayers of the people

__ the announcements and invitations
__ the offering
__ the prayer of dedication
__ congregational singing
(hymns, praise songs, etc.)
__ special music (choir, soloists, etc.)
__ the benediction
__ other: ______________________

Any comments?
__________________________________________________________________

3. This is the message I have most strongly received in the events of worship
that tells me what my hope is:

Please check the 1-3 worship events in which the message you indicated in
the first part of this question was most clearly communicated to you.
__ the call to worship
__ the call to confession
__ the prayer of confession
__ the assurance of pardon
__ the passing of the peace
__ the time with the children
__ the reading of Scripture
__ the sermon or message
__ the prayers of the people

__ the announcements and invitations
__ the offering
__ the prayer of dedication
__ congregational singing
(hymns, praise songs, etc.)
__ special music (choir, soloists, etc.)
__ the benediction
__ other: ______________________

Any comments?
__________________________________________________________________
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4. This is the message I have most strongly received in the events of worship
that tells me what my purpose is:

Please check the 1-3 worship events in which the message you indicated in
the first part of this question was most clearly communicated to you.
__ the call to worship
__ the call to confession
__ the prayer of confession
__ the assurance of pardon
__ the passing of the peace
__ the time with the children
__ the reading of Scripture
__ the sermon or message
__ the prayers of the people

__ the announcements and invitations
__ the offering
__ the prayer of dedication
__ congregational singing
(hymns, praise songs, etc.)
__ special music (choir, soloists, etc.)
__ the benediction
__ other: ______________________

Any comments?
__________________________________________________________
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Appendix 4
The Messages of Liturgical Elements as Related to Baptismal Identity

In this section, I consider key liturgical elements of congregational worship: the
Opening and Call to Worship; the Confession and Assurance of Forgiveness; the Creeds
and Statements of Faith; Prayer; and the Closing of Worship and Blessing. For discussion
of the broader categories of worship: Word, Proclamation, and Sacrament; Ordo and
Liturgy; Ritual and Symbol; and Song and Music; see Chapter Five.
Opening of Worship
The weekly worship of God’s people begins even before the doors open, the
organ warms up, or the steeple bell rings. Worship begins as God’s people hear and
respond to God’s invitation and summons to come, to “take up and re-embrace our
creational vocation… of being fully and authentically human, and to be a community of
people who image God to the world.”1
Worship begins as God’s people gather, not as an audience, cheering crowd, or
individual consumers, but as a community gathered to “do a communal thing, to be a
people, to receive a common vocation.”2 Worship begins with a “grand processional”3 of
individual and unique people, prompted by the Spirit, leaving their homes to gather in

1

Smith, Desiring the Kingdom, 162-163.

2

Gordon Lathrop, Holy People: A Liturgical Ecclesiology, (Minneapolis: Augsburg-Fortress,

2006), 45.
3

Witvliet, Worship Seeking Understanding, 10.
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place and time, as covenant community, to address God and to bear witness to the
Church’s identity and mission as Christ’s body in the world.4
Worship begins, as God’s people gather with eschatological hope. For though the
faces of those who gather in any one particular place may not reflect the diversity of the
whole people of God; the worldwide gathering and procession of God’s people
responding to God’s invitation and summons does, “prompting us to become a people
that looks more and more like the ‘great multitude that no one could count, from every
nation, from all tribes and peoples and languages, standing before the throne and before
the Lamb,’ who together sing one song (Revelation 7:9-10).5
And so, even before the bell rings and the worship service begins, this grand
procession, this universal gathering, of God’s people in particular times and places has
already begun to nurture the sense of calling and the particularity and relatedness that
tells us who we are. As James K.A. Smith emphasizes, “Implicit in the very act of
gathering is an understanding that human flourishing requires a dynamic relationship
with the Creator of humanity, in short, worship is at the heart of being human.”6
The worship service begins with the Call to Worship. These words, usually drawn
from Scripture, express the invitation and summons by God to gather, as God’s people, as
Christ’s body. When the Call to Worship includes a greeting in the name of Christ, or the
triune God, the lines of communication are set, the expectation of worship as an
encounter with the Holy One is established. The greeting is from God, for worship is at

4

The Constitution of the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A), W-3.0201.

5

Smith, Desiring the Kingdom, 162.

6

Ibid., 165-166.
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God’s initiative, not ours.7 When the Call to Worship is led from the font, perhaps with
water poured from a pitcher into the font, the call becomes a visible and audible call to
come, individually, gathered as a family, to be renewed in the hope, identity, community,
and purpose that is our Baptismal Identity.
“God created us to worship. Worship is our home, praise is our voice, and prayer
is the air our lungs were designed to breathe! God calls us to worship and makes our
worship possible”8 To be called and summoned into Christ’s presence, to the privilege of
worship is an incredible joy. Thus, in response to God’s calling to us, our proper response
is to give back to God our adoration, thanks, and praise. In humility we express our
longing to meet God in this place and time and our need for the gifts of the Spirit to be
“poured out upon the gathered community.”9 We properly express all of this through
song, hymnody, and prayers.10 Already, in these opening moments of worship, a
conversation has happened between God and God’s people gathered, and God’s relational
purpose has found expression.
Confession and Assurance
As explored in Chapter Three, when we are joined to Christ in adoption, we
become a new creation. Baptism is the sign and seal to us of this newness of life. As John
Calvin expresses, in baptism “we are promised the free pardon of sins and imputation of

The Constitution of the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A), W-3.0202 and Witvliet, Worship Seeking
Understanding, 11-12.
7

8

Brink, Wise Church, 24.

9

The Constitution of the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A), W-3.0204.

10

Witvliet, Worship Seeking Understanding, 14.
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righteousness [and] the grace of the Holy Spirit, to form us again to newness of life.”11
As new creatures, we have new desires and a new passion for a different kingdom. Thus,
James K.A. Smith explains, we “renounce (and keep renouncing) our former
desires…[These] renunciations are ritualized at the time of baptism.”12 Thus, as Calvin
emphasized, baptism itself is the “sacrament of penitence,” given to those who aim to
turn from the old life to the new life given to them in Christ, “to confirm their faith and
seal their confidence.”13
Though the Christian has been given new life in Christ and it has been signed and
sealed in baptism; this new identity does not mean that the Christian no longer sins. As
Jon D. Payne explains, the “regenerate Christian is free from the tyranny and bondage of
sin while at the same time continuing to struggle, wrestle, and fight with the vestiges of
sin throughout his [or her] life.”14
But because we have been adopted by God, named Beloved Child of God, united
to Christ, and given new life through his death and resurrection, and because this has
been signed and sealed to us in our baptism; we have can hope in the covenant promise of
forgiveness, even in our failure and faithlessness. Thus, in confession, we are able to
“approach God with confidence, trusting the mercy of Jesus Christ… to confess the

11

Calvin, Institutes, IV.15.5.

12

Smith, Desiring the Kingdom, 187, 189.

13

Calvin, Institutes, IV.19.17.

Jon D. Payne, In the Splendor of Holiness: Reclaiming the Beauty of Reformed Worship for the
21 Century, (White Hall, WV: Tolle Lege Press, 2008), 64.
14
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reality of sin, captivity, and brokenness in personal and common life and ask for God’s
saving grace.”15
In worship, having praised the One who has called us, we are then called to face
the reality of the sinful state of the world and the reality of our failure to live according to
our Baptismal Identity as a covenant child of God. “More like the breakdown of a
marriage than the failure to hold up our end of a contract,” Smith asserts, “our sin
represents the violation of a trust...a failure to love—or rather a failure to love well, to
love rightly, to love the right things in the right order.”16
And so, facing the sinful state of the world and our failure to covenant
faithfulness and to be the foretaste, witness and instrument of the Kingdom of God;17 we
confess our sins before God and one another. We renew our covenant promises to be
more “obedient to God’s Word and less inclined to follow the desires of our flesh and the
sinful allurements of our sensationalistic culture.”18 And we “acknowledge that we don’t
have our lives all together…that we are utterly dependent on God to make our lives
right.19 As we confess our sins week after week, we are reminded of our dependence on
God’s grace and assured that it has been lovingly given to us.20 And so, even as we

15

The Constitution of the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A), W-3.0205.

16

Smith, Desiring the Kingdom, 177.
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The Constitution of the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A), W-3.0205.

18

Payne, In the Splendor of Holiness, 65.

19

Burgess, After Baptism, 136.

20

Witvliet, Worship Seeking Understanding, 48.
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confess our shortcomings and failures, we already anticipate what will follow, the
proclamation and assurance of God’s grace and forgiveness.21
In answer to our words of confession spoken to God, we then hear words of
assurance from God, spoken by the pastor, encouraging us with the good news of the
Gospel, that in Jesus Christ we are forgiven. As John Witvliet asserts, this announcement
“reminds us that this moment of the liturgy, humble though it may seem, actually points
to the center of our worship…The forgiveness we receive from God makes everything
else possible, both in worship and in our life before God.”22 It is a reminder and
assurance we need to counter cultural liturgies that, as James K.A. Smith reflects, tend to
“nullify talk of guilt and responsibility or tend to point out failure without extending
assurance of pardon.”23 It is a reminder and assurance that apart from God’s grace we are
lost,24 but in grace, we are found. It is reminder and assurance that our young people will
need as they walk in an unknown future, stumbling as they will.
When the assurance of grace is led from the baptismal font it echoes God’s
promise of grace and new life signed and sealed to us in Baptism,25 and it “grounds our
confidence in God’s forgiveness in our Baptismal Identity.”26 When the words of
assurance of forgiveness and grace are accompanied by the pastor lifting water from the
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Smith, Desiring the Kingdom, 179.
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Witvliet, Worship Seeking Understanding, 51.
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Smith, Desiring the Kingdom, 180-181.

24

Witvliet, Worship Seeking Understanding, 41.
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font with one or both hands, the abundance of God’s love and grace in Christ is made
visible.27 Then, having received, heard, and seen that grace and forgiveness declared to
us, we turn to one another with words of grace and forgiveness. As we speak words of
confession together and words of grace to one another, we are assured of God’s love and
experience mutual love within the family of faith, the body of Christ.28
Creeds and Affirmations
Churches that try to “appeal” to younger adults will sometimes drop the recitation
of creeds and affirmations of faith, with the argument that they are impersonal, irrelevant,
and meaningless as rote recitation of ancient words. But the words and event of the
affirmation of faith and recitation of creeds can be important and effective in nurturing
Baptismal Identity for worshippers of all ages. The word “creed” derives from the Latin
word, credo (I believe),29 which, as we discussed in Chapter Two, is related to the Greek,
kardia, that is, ‘heart.’ For the believer, the creeds express that which we believe, that
which we give our heart to, what we love. Thus, the creeds express what we, at the core
of our being, truly are.
Though one who recites them may not completely understand all the words they
say, and though they may not be “their own words,” they are the words of “a mighty host
of believers from centuries past who confessed these same creeds, often at the cost of
their lives.”30 Thus, as Payne claims, “Our declaration of God’s truth in this manner

27

Invitation to Christ, 4.

28

Witvliet, Worship Seeking Understanding, 48-49.
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Payne, In the Splendor of Holiness 71.

30

Ibid., 73.
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should not be viewed as an act of superfluous tradition but rather, as a grand privilege
and key element of Christian worship.”31 And even if the affirmations in them are beyond
us, now, we say them because they are not our own words, they are the words of the
church, the family of faith, the covenant community in which we are nurtured in our
faith. And so, we continue to say those words, so that our family can mentor us in our
faith. We say them “until we grow into them.”32
Prayers
While the Word is the center of our worship, the new PC(USA) Directory of
Worship states that prayer “is at the heart of worship. It is a gift from God who desires
dialogue and relationship with us. It is a posture of faith and way of living in the
world.”33 In line with God’s relational purpose, in prayer we enter into covenantal
conversation with God,34 at times listening and “waiting for God,” and at times, speaking,
“remembering God’s gracious acts, crying out to God for help or offering oneself to
God.”35
The first question of the Westminster Shorter Catechism asks, “What is the chief
end of [humankind]?” To answer its own question, the Catechism responds,
[Humankind’s] chief end is to glorify God, and to enjoy [God] forever.”36 Deep within
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Witvliet, Worship Seeking Understanding, 89-90.
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God’s human creation lies a need to praise God. And so, as we enter into the conversation
with God that is prayer, we begin with praise and thanksgiving for who God is and what
God has done in the past, what God is up to in the present, and what God will do in the
future. But, “when there is only praise and thanksgiving, we have lifted off the earth and
turned our backs on it in order to preserve an artificial sense of well-being.”37
In our prayer in worship, especially in the prayers of the people/pastoral prayer,
we acknowledge the brokenness and pain of the world, and give expression to our
baptismal purpose of being a sign, foretaste, and instrument of the Kingdom of God. As
James K.A. Smith explains:
In intercessory prayer, we are reminded that we are called, even chosen, as a
people not for our own sake but for the sake of the world…It is because we are
God’s ambassadors and image bearers, charged with caring for creation, that we
bring to [God] the concerns of creation, praying for each other, for the church,
and for the world at large. As a royal priesthood, we are called to pray for the
world.”38
Because we are united to Christ, we share in his priestly ministry, and thus, in our
prayers, we “stand alongside all the families of the earth, crying out to God on their
behalf,” anticipating the healing of the whole creation for which we hope, asking God to
bring that healing now, and to “empower us to be agents of that healing.”39 As we
conclude with the Lord’s Prayer, we call out to God as Father, remembering that we are
God’s beloved children, and we pray with confident hope for the coming of God’s
kingdom on earth.
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Prayer shapes the Christian in Baptismal Identity as it “enables us to look beyond
ourselves,” to see “God’s world from a different perspective,” and to live “into that
difference.”40 Because we are nurtured for that living and sustained in our Baptismal
Identity at the Lord’s table, it is appropriate that the intercessory prayers are led from the
table where “the hungry are fed, our prayers and our gifts for others come into focus as
ways we respond to the Word and reach out to serve the world Christ loves.”41
Closing of Worship
As we reach the end of worship, having encountered God in Word and Sacrament
and in the covenantal conversation of the liturgy:
We begin anew a life of faithfulness and service…we look into each other’s eyes
recognizing our equality and embracing our unity. Anointed for service, we live in
the world as signs of the coming reign of God…Here, we are all adopted
daughters and sons of the Most High, no more, no less. We are all priests, all
royalty, not according to the values of the world, but as forgiven sinners.42
And so, the charge is given, calling us forth to our purpose to be a blessing, to be
a sign, foretaste, and instrument of God’s kingdom, to shine the light of Christ. But we
are not sent out “as orphans, nor are we sent out to prove ourselves.”43 We are sent, not
just with the charge, but as the pastor raises his/her arms and pronounces God’s blessing
and as worshippers extend their hands to receive the blessing, “empowered for this
mission, graced recipients of good gifts, filled with the Spirit, our imaginations fueled by
the Word to imagine the world otherwise.”44 Our Baptismal Identity affirms that we are
40
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blessed, not for our own benefit, but to be a blessing to the world. Thus, when the Call to
Discipleship, Charge, and Blessing are led from the font, we are reminded that we have
been baptized for service in the world; that “ministry, mission, stewardship, ethics and
evangelism are all rooted in our being washed in grace for self-giving in the world.”45

45

Invitation to Christ, 4.
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Appendix 5
Recommendations for Bethel Presbyterian Church

Based on the work of this project, I offer the following recommendations for
worship in my congregation, Bethel Presbyterian Church, PC(U.S.A.) in Bethel Park,
Pennsylvania.
Relational Congregational Culture
Though the premise of this project is that the event of congregational worship is
the most effective opportunity for congregations to shape and nurture Baptismal Identity
for young people; worship is part of the whole life of the congregation and it will, no
matter what we do, reflect the culture of the congregation. Thus, as is true for all
congregations that seek to shape and nurture Baptismal Identity for their young people;
Bethel Presbyterian Church must work to nurture the whole culture of the congregation,
even as we turn specific attention to worship. We have already discussed that the culture
in which our young people will be best nurtured is one in which they feel a sense of
belonging and of being valued by their church family. Thus, I recommend the following:
▪

The congregation is currently involved in a year-long study and cohort with four
other congregations in Pittsburgh Presbytery which is exploring the book,
Growing Young, from the Fuller Youth Institute.1 The research study this book is
based upon identified characteristics that congregations that were effectively
reaching youth and young adults have in common (prioritizing young people,

Kara Powell, Jake Mulder, and Brad M. Griffin, Growing Young: Six Essential Strategies to
Help Young People Discover and Love Your Church, (Grand Rapids: Baker Books, 2016).
1
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empathizing with young people, fueling warm community, unlocking keychain
leadership, being the best neighbors, and taking Jesus’ message seriously). The
Presbytery cohort and Bethel’s implementation team are working to discern ways
our congregations can improve in those characteristics. The work this team is
doing and the initiatives they are getting ready to implement are intended to help
nurture this kind of relational congregational culture in which all members, but
especially young people, feel a sense of belonging and being valued. Thus, I
recommend that this team continue with this work and serve as a guide and
resource to Session, committees, congregation, and staff as we seek to create, or
enhance, relational congregational culture.
▪

Several years ago, I attended worship with a congregation that had a special ritual
at the end of the children’s time each week. The children gathered in a circle,
crossed arms and held hands. The adult who was leading them that day stood in
the circle with them. Once they were all linked, she looked at them and said,
“Friends, here is my blessing for you: may the Lord be with you.” And the
children responded, blessing her, “May the Lord be with you!” Then, the children
remained linked, but twisted outward so they faced the congregation, and the
mutual blessings were repeated, as the children then blessed their church family,
“May the Lord be with you!” and they were blessed by their church family in
return, “May the Lord be with you!” This mutual greeting was so precious, and it
created a feeling of holy community in that space. It bears formative potential in
its ritual, physical, and repetitive nature. This practice, or something similar, in
which worshipers greet one another with peace, grace, love and welcome, I
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believe, would be very effective for Bethel Church in nurturing that sense of
belonging and being valued.
▪

Relational congregational culture is nurtured when young people can hear the
testimonies of adults in the congregation, when they can see what faithful lives
look like, and have that faith modeled for them. Worship gives an opportunity for
adults and young people to share their faith stories with one another. I suggest for
Bethel, the frequent inclusion of a moment in worship, when members are invited
to share testimonies, personal stories, and words of wisdom. This can be done by
sharing in person, through a pre-recorded video interview, or in words of
encouragement from home-based older adults, shared with their deacons and then
printed and projected on the screen along with their picture. Young people should
also be invited to share their stories, testimonies, and words of encouragement.
With creativity, there will be many ways these stories and testimonies can be
shared.

▪

While our youth group is growing stronger and becoming a place of welcome and
trust for our teens, and many of them are finding places to use their gifts in
leadership and service in worship (choir, liturgists, graphics, etc.); our college
students and young adults do not have the same experience or level of
participation. To nurture a culture of belonging and being valued for all our young
people, this is an age group that will need more focus and attention. I recommend
that efforts are made to help those in that age group to connect with one another,
and to extend personal invitation to them to use their gifts in worship.
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▪

Young people will feel that sense of belonging and being valued when their
concerns and curiosities are held as matters of importance and are addressed by
their church family. I recommend that teens, college students, and young adults of
Bethel are given the opportunity to express what they wonder about, care about,
or worry about and then to include those concerns and curiosities in sermons and
prayers, giving special attention to those weeks when college students are home.
God’s Story/ Our Story/ Big Story
Baptismal Identity is rooted in the greater story of God’s creating, choosing,

calling, and covenant making and faithfulness with the human creation. As we desire to
help the young people of Bethel Presbyterian Church be shaped and nurtured in their
Baptismal Identity through worship, we will need to find ways to help them to know the
larger story of God’s Story, to find themselves in it, and to know it as their own. Thus, I
recommend the following:
▪

We have stepped away from following the lectionary for the worship and sermon
texts in the past year. While we have given focused time to both Old Testament
and New Testament passages during this time, there is wisdom in the
intentionality that lectionaries provide in covering the full scope of Scripture’s
story over a set period of time. I recommend considering returning to the
lectionary texts, either through the Revised Common Lectionary or Narrative
Lectionary and remaining with those planned texts through the full cycle.

▪

Before beginning the lectionary cycle, I suggest devoting a series of sermons to
provide an overview of God’s Story of Covenant Faithfulness, which is our Story,
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identifying the major movements and periods of this great Story, and where the
story of the Church in the past, present, and future fits into the greater Story.
▪

To help worshipers understand, then, where the Scripture readings each week fall
within the greater Covenant Story which is our Story, I suggest creating a visual
or graphic of the whole Story that can be used in weekly worship, showing where
we are in the scope of the Story and where the passage falls. Using this graphic or
visual with the introduction of the Scripture will help our young people, and all
worshipers, connect their own story, and the story of our life together, with the
greater Story of God’s covenant faithfulness.

▪

As I reflected on the responses to the questionnaire, the power of the children’s
time in shaping and nurturing Baptismal Identity for children and adult listeners
was evident. To take this precious time lightly, or to leave its planning and
preparation to the last minute, misses this opportunity. I recommend a more
intentional approach to the children’s time, giving the same attention to the full
flow of Scripture and showing the children the place where the day’s story
connects with the greater Story and their story. While the planning for, and focus
of, the children’s time must be for the formation of the young disciples of the
congregation; involving the whole congregation with the actions children do,
showing them the visuals the children see, and inviting the children to interact
with the adults and vice versa will not only help nurture relational congregational
culture, but it will also help reinforce learning for all ages.
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Language and Ordering of Worship
As we have discussed earlier, the words that are chosen for worship and the way
that they are presented, introduced, and explained can have powerful formative potential
for shaping and nurturing Baptismal Identity for our young people. Considering the
current practice and patterns of worship at Bethel Presbyterian Church, in light of the
desire to shape and nurture Baptismal Identity, I suggest the following considerations,
additions or changes to the order and language of our worship.
•

Rather than move from one piece of the liturgy to the next without placing them
in context, I suggest that we include more explanations of what we are doing and
why we are doing it in the liturgy to help the words and actions of the liturgy
speak more clearly to worshipers of all ages.

•

If the liturgical piece expresses the dialogical nature of worship (God speaks to
us, we respond to God, and that interaction leads us to transformed relationships
and interactions with one another), point it out. I suggest creating graphics that
highlight this downward, upward, and lateral movement of the worship dialogue.

•

I recommend continuing the practice of repeating words, prayers, songs, and
major concepts several weeks in a row to help reinforce and internalize the words
and the truths they express.

•

In selecting liturgical pieces, I recommend finding those that use language of
hope, purpose, identity, community, family of faith, uniqueness, and unity. And
when possible, this language should be woven into prayers, the children’s time,
and other moments in worship.
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•

When liturgy is historic or universal, I suggest that we help worshipers experience
and celebrate the connection the words and our speaking of them together creates
with believers in every time and place. Inviting congregants to imagine or
remember saints that have gone before, and those yet to be born, those in
sanctuaries near to us, and those far way, and then to raise their voices along with
those they have imagined, can make these historic pieces and their recitation more
meaningful and create a sense of unity and relatedness with the whole Body of
Christ.

•

We have recently, in the worship of Bethel Presbyterian Church, returned to a
previous practice of sharing joys and concerns before the Pastoral Prayer and then
incorporating those joys and concerns in the prayer. I have been glad that our
teens have felt comfortable and excited to share their celebrations and concerns
with their church family this way. And while this has been important in nurturing
a sense of community and caring and helping worshipers feel a sense of belonging
and being valued; the intentionality that more traditional prayers provides for
including prayers for the world, leaders, and the Church, can be lost in these
extemporaneous prayers. In order for the Pastoral Prayer to serve as a reminder
and means of living out our Baptismal purpose of standing with the world in its
pain and brokenness, and interceding on its behalf, I recommend a more hybrid
approach to the prayer with moments for spontaneous prayers lifting up expressed
joys and concerns and intentional inclusion of prayers of intercession beyond the
immediate concerns of the congregation.
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•

Creeds and affirmations can easily become something we say without thinking
about what the words mean and how they have come to us. For worship in Bethel
Presbyterian Church, I recommend incorporating a variety of creeds and
affirmations in addition to the use of the Apostle’s Creed. When creeds and
affirmations of faith are used, either a printed or spoken basic introduction should
be given, expressing how it reflects the words of people in other times and places
who were seeking to be faithful in the challenges of their own times, giving us
encouragement in our own time, and as we say the words along with them across
time, experiencing the unity of the Body of Christ in a powerful, meaningful way.

•

Worship is a communal act, but it also speaks about and into our personal
experience in life, and our individual relationship with Christ. Thus, I recommend
that our worship at Bethel Presbyterian Church can nurture the particularity and
relatedness of our creation in the image of God by including times for both
personal and communal response, expression, and action in each service.

•

Another major take-away from the questionnaire responses was how important
and effective music and singing is for the congregation of Bethel Presbyterian
Church and its faith formation. To help shape and nurture Baptismal Identity, I
recommend intentional selection of music that speaks clearly of God’s creating,
choosing, calling, and covenant making and faithfulness with the human creation,
and of the hope we find in it, the community it gathers us into, the truth it tells us
about who we are, and the purpose it gives us. Selecting music from a variety of
ages, global cultures, and musical styles will help create a sense of connection
with believers across time and space. I recommend that Bethel consider updating
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the hymnals used in the sanctuary to select one of the newer hymnals that
intentionally includes a broader variety of styles and sources than the current
hymnal we use. This congregation, however, is somewhat resistant to and slow to
learn new music, and music leadership is limited in its ability and resources to
teach, lead, and accompany this variety of styles and forms. I have considered
looking into a worship renewal grant (or other alternate funding) to bring
musicians to Bethel over an extended period of time to teach, lead and expose the
congregation to the variety of ways God’s people express their praise and worship
musically. Realizing how formatively effective music can be for this
congregation, I recommend seriously considering this possibility.
Baptismal Connections
Of course, to nurture Baptismal Identity for the young people, and all worshipers,
of Bethel Presbyterian Church, the space and elements of worship should help connect
the truths of Baptismal Identity with the act of Baptism.
▪

The definition of Baptismal Identity I provided in Chapter Three, and the fourfold
affirmation included in it, though not official creeds or confessions, can provide
words for worship that express and reinforce Baptismal Identity. I recommend
using the fourfold affirmation within the Baptismal service and the longer
definition/affirmation in Baptismal renewal services. Pieces and phrases can be
pulled out to be used in introductions to and explanations of prayers of
confession, pastoral prayers, etc.

▪

I recommend planning for appropriate moments in worship such as the call to
worship, the affirmation of grace, commissioning for service, and sending into the
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world, to be led from the font. Pouring, touching, and splashing of the water in the
font can emphasize the connection of the truths and messages of those elements
with the sign and seal of the Sacrament of Baptism.
▪

To be able to use the font in worship in this way, and to serve as a visible and
present reminder of our Baptismal Identity, I recommend placing the font in a
more visible and accessible location in the worship space, on the dais if space can
be found. Currently, the font sits on the floor in front of the lectern. While it is
visibly present, it is in an inconvenient location to walk to in the course of
worship. The bowl for the water recesses into the solid wood, so the water in it is
not visible to the congregation; and unless there is a baptism, the font cover is in
place. I recommend removing the lid for worship and finding a clear bowl that
can securely sit in/on the font so that the water in the font can be present and
visible every week.
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Appendix 6
Liturgies for Worship
The following liturgies and worship plans were designed for the congregational worship
of Bethel Presbyterian Church. They can be, however, easily adapted for use in other
congregations. These liturgies incorporate much of the language and wisdom from this
study, in the hope of nurturing Baptismal Identity for our young people, and the whole
Family of Faith at Bethel Church.

A Service for the Lord’s Day
We Are Gathered as God’s People
Prelude
The Ringing of the Bell
As the bell is rung, the pastor and liturgist walk from the narthex down the center
aisle to the front. The liturgist takes his/her seat behind the lectern and the pastor
stops at the bottom of the steps.
Welcome and Announcements
The pastor offers words of welcome, basic instructions for the worship service,
and invitations to programs and events in the life of the church family, ending
with,
“Let us now take time to prepare our hearts for worship.”
Preparation
The choir sings an introit, or the organ plays an interlude as the congregation
settles in.
Call to Worship
When the music ends, the liturgist steps to the lectern, waits a moment to allow
for silence to finish the settling of hearts, and then speaks…
Liturgist:

From home and office,
park and market, school and playground,
God calls us to leave
the chaos and confusion
of our world and lives;
to come, to meet God here,
to be together,
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to be who we are made to be.
These words from Psalm 148
call us to come, to worship, to praise.
Join me as we hear and answer
God calling to us to come…
Praise the LORD!
Praise the LORD from the heavens;
praise the LORD in the heights!
Praise the LORD, all God’s angels;
praise the LORD, all God’s host!
People:

We will praise the name of the LORD,
for the LORD’S name alone is exalted;
God’s glory is above earth and heaven.
Praise the LORD!

Liturgist:

Praise the LORD, sun and moon;
praise the LORD, all you shining stars!
Praise the LORD, you highest heavens,
and you, waters above the heavens!
Praise the Lord!

People:

We will praise the name of the LORD,
for God’s name alone is exalted;
God’s glory is above
earth and heaven.

Liturgist:

Praise the LORD from the earth,
you sea monsters and all deeps,
fire and hail, snow and frost,
stormy wind fulfilling God’s command!
Mountains and all hills,
fruit trees and all cedars!
Wild animals and all cattle,
creeping things and flying birds!

People:

We will praise the name of the LORD,
for God’s name alone is exalted;
God’s glory is above earth and heaven.

Liturgist:

Kings of the earth and all peoples,
princes and all rulers of the earth!
Young men and women alike,
old and young together!
Praise the Lord!
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People:

We will praise the name of the LORD,
for God’s name alone is exalted;
God’s glory is above
earth and heaven.

Liturgist:

Come, let us praise the LORD together!

The liturgist steps down from the lectern and remains standing as the music begins, and
the choir and congregation rise to sing…
Songs of Adoration
Sing Praise to God, You Heavens
Praise Ye The Lord!

Glory to God Hymnal #17
Glory to God Hymnal # 633

We Come in Humility Before the Lord
The pastor moves to the top step and says…
Call to Confession
Pastor:

Out of God’s great love for us,
God has come near to us.
As we have come to meet God here,
as we have praised God
for all God is,
we have been made more aware
of who we are not,
and how we have failed
to be who we are made to be.
Trusting in God’s great love for us,
we come in humility
to confess our sin
before God and each other.
Let us pray, using these words
from the Brief Statement of Faith…

Prayer of Confession
Include this note in the bulletin: In 1983, when the two largest Presbyterian
churches in the United States reunited, a new, brief statement of the Reformed
faith was written, to celebrate “our rediscovery that for all our undoubted
diversity, we are bound together by a common faith and a common task.” (Book
of Confessions). This morning, our Prayer of Confession and Assurance of Grace
are based on the words of this new statement, The Brief Statement of Faith,
Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.).
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People:

In life and in death, Lord,
we belong to you.
Through the grace of your Son,
our Lord Jesus Christ,
by your love
and the communion of your Spirit,
we trust in you,
and we worship and serve you alone.
In sovereign love
you created the world good
and make everyone equally
in your image, male and female,
of every race and people,
to live as one community.
But we rebel against you;
we hide from you, our Creator.
Ignoring your commandments,
we violate your image
in others and ourselves,
accept lies as truth,
exploit neighbor and nature,
and threaten death to the planet
entrusted to our care.
We deserve your condemnation.
Forgive us, remake us,
and renew us we pray…

Silence
Include this bulletin note: “We pause in silence to sit in God’s presence, holding
our own sin and failure out to the merciful heart of God…”
The pastor waits a few moments to allow worshipers time for silent, personal,
reflection and prayer. Then the pastor steps to the font and visible and audibly
pours water from the pitcher into the bowl, waits a beat for the sound of the water
to settle into the space, and then speaks…
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We Receive and Share God’s Grace and Peace
Assurance of Grace
Liturgist:

Brothers and Sisters; hear the good news:
Though we have sinned,
God has always acted
with justice and mercy,
to redeem creation.
Like a mother who will not
forsake her nursing child,
like a father who runs to welcome
the prodigal home,
God is faithful still…
With believers
in every time and place,
we rejoice that nothing
in life or in death
can separate us
from the love of God
in Christ Jesus our Lord.
Believe this good news:
in Jesus Christ, our sins are forgiven,
and we are freed to live for him.
Thanks be to God!

The music begins and the choir and congregation rise to sing.
Song of Grace
Glory to God Hymnal # 439

O My Soul, Bless Your Redeemer
Passing the Peace of Christ

The pastor invites the congregation to share the peace they have received with
one another…
Pastor:

May the peace of Christ be with you.

People:

And, also, with you.

The people greet one another with the peace. When the organ begins to play, they
find their seats, and the children are invited to come to the front steps for their
special time.
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We Hear God’s Word to Us
Time with the Children

“God is Close to Me”

The talk with the children should introduce them to the phrase we have already
used in worship, “Out of God’s great love for us, God has come near to us.”
Children often have an image of God that is akin to a grandad or Santa in the sky.
But there is comfort in knowing that God is not far away, God is near- especially
when we are afraid. The leader of this time should find creative, joyful, and
comforting ways to share this good news with the children.
After the leader prays with the children, they return to their parents as the organ
plays. Then the liturgist steps to the lectern for the first Scripture reading.
Old Testament Reading
Liturgist:

Joshua 1:1-9

Our first reading this morning
comes to us from the first chapter
of the Old Testament
book of Joshua. It is set in the time
that the Israelites were still
wandering in the wilderness
after God had led them out of Egypt.
After Moses died, God called a man
named Joshua to take over
the leadership of God’s people,
and to lead them into
the Promised Land.
Listen now and hear the Word of the Lord.
Joshua 1, verses 1-9.
After the death of Moses…
…The Word of the Lord, thanks be to God.

The liturgist steps down and the choir rises to sing…
Anthem
When the choir is seated, the pastor steps to the pulpit.
New Testament Reading
Pastor:

Mark 6:45-52

Our second reading this morning
comes to us from the sixth chapter
of the Gospel According to Mark.
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The events of this passage
take place during the years
of Jesus’ ministry,
right after the feeding of the 5,000.
Listen now hear the Word of the Lord,
Mark, chapter 6, verses 45-52.
Immediately he made his disciples get into the boat…
…The Word of the Lord, thanks be to God.
Sermon

Take Heart

The pastor steps down from the pulpit and the music begins for the song of
response.
We Respond with Dedication and Trust
Song of Response
Kristian Stanfill, CCLI # 5881037

Always
Sharing Joys and Concerns

The pastor steps to top of the dais steps and invites worshipers to share their joys
and concerns. A deacon or usher goes through the congregation with a
microphone as people share. When all prayer requests have been received, the
pastor says…
Prayers of the People
Pastor:

Out of God’s great love for us,
God has come near to us.
In confidence of God’s welcome,
we come near to the Lord
in a time of prayer.
Please join me as we pray.
Loving God,
you have come near to us
and, through your Son,
we can call out to you
as Abba, Father.
We thank you
for this welcome and embrace.
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And so, we come,
lifting to you the concerns and joys
of our world and of our lives.
People:

God of justice, mercy, and love;
out of your great love for us,
you have called us to be in the world
as a beacon of light,
summoning others to you
so they can know
the joy and life and hope
we have in you.
You have called us, in our own lives,
and in our life together,
to be a foretaste and instrument
of your plan for creation.
You have called us to a life
of service to society,
interceding for the world,
working for justice and truth,
and caring for the least of these.
Come near to us and hear our prayer.

Pastor:

Offers extemporaneous prayers for the following, and any specific
joys or concerns that were expressed related to them.
▪
▪
▪
▪
▪
▪
▪
▪
▪

Nations and leaders of the world
Peace and justice in the world
Care of Creation
Community, schools, leaders, protectors and helpers
Refugees and all those who are poor, homeless, hungry
Those who are sick and injured, grieving and lonely
Those who suffer from depression, anxiety and other mental ills
Other special needs of concern
Special prayers of thanksgiving are offered for the lives of those
who have died

Pastor:

God of justice, mercy and love,
Come near to us and hear our prayer.

People:

God of covenant, community, and care;
out of your great love for us,
you have brought us near to one another,
and made us to be your body,
your family, your church.
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We belong to one another,
accepting, forgiving,
and caring for each one.
Come near to us and hear our prayer.
Pastor:

Offers extemporaneous prayers for the following
•
•

Pastor:

The church around the world, our partner congregation in
Malawi, our church family and all who serve the church
Any remaining joys and concerns for the congregation,
members and families

God of covenant, community, and care;
Come near to us and hear our prayer.
God of our lives,
out of your great love for us,
you have come near to us
in the person of Jesus,
our brother, our teacher, our savior,
who gave us these words to say,
as we draw near to you…

People:

Our Father, who art in heaven…

Following the Lord’s Prayer, the pastor is seated, the liturgist steps to the lectern, and
ushers come down the center aisle to the front, carrying the offering plates, stopping at
the bottom of the steps. When they are in place, the liturgist begins…
Invitation to the Offering
Liturgist:

All that we have,
we have been given by grace,
a blessing not for our own use,
but so that we can be
a blessing to others.
In gratitude to God,
and commitment to God’s work,
let us now bring a portion
of what we have received,
to be light, and help,
and an expression of God’s love
to the world.
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The music for the offertory begins and the ushers turn to collect the offering. When they
reach the rear of the sanctuary they turn and stand ready to come back down the aisle
when the offertory is finished.
Offering and Offertory
When the offertory is finished, the organist begins the music for the Doxology. As the
congregation stands and sings, the ushers come back down the aisle with the offering
plates to the bottom of the steps.
Doxology
At the end of the Doxology, the liturgist returns to the lectern and says…
Prayer of Dedication
Liturgist:

Please join me as we dedicate
our gifts and offerings
to the Lord. Let us pray:

People:

In deep gratitude,
in sincere dedication,
we bring these offerings to you;
and even as we do,
we offer you our very selves.
Accept, bless and use these gifts.
Accept, bless and use us, too.
That what we bring and what we do
will bless your world and give glory to you.
Amen.

The ushers turn and carry to offering plates back to the Narthex, where they are attended
to by those assigned, the liturgist steps down from the lectern, and the music begins for
the closing hymn.
We are Sent into the World
Song for Sending
Glory to God Hymnal #549

May the Love of the Lord

The pastor steps to the font, and says,
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Benediction
Pastor:

From home and office,
park and market, school and playground,
God called us to leave
the chaos and confusion
of our world and lives;
to come, to meet God here…

The pastor dips both hands into the water in the font.
to be together,
to be who we are made to be.
The pastor the pastor lifts her hands out the font and holds them over the water,
letting water cupped in her hands flow back into the font.
But now is the time of sending
And we go from this place
To do what we are called to do
To shine the light of God’s love
And to do the work of Christ’s grace
By the power and in the joy of the Spirit.
The pastor raises his/her hands and spreads his/her arms in blessing.
So now go, in peace, to love and to serve the Lord.
As the choir begins the choral introit, the pastor and liturgist walk up the aisle to the
Narthex.
Choral Benediction
Postlude
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Service of Baptism for an Infant or Child
Note: This service is intended to be used in the regular worship of the Lord’s Day. It is
appropriately placed in the time of response following the hearing and proclamation of
the Word.
Prior to the service the font should be pulled out a bit to allow space for all
participants to stand around it, the pitcher of water and the unlit baptismal candle
should be placed in an easily accessed location.
The Apostle’s Creed or Nicene Creed should be included in the worship service
and recited by the whole congregation before the service of baptism.
At the appropriate time, the presiding pastor will invite the parents to bring their
child to the front and gather beside the font. The Clerk of Session and the
participating teen or elementary aged child should also come forward at this
time. The Clerk of Session steps to the lectern, the child/teen sits in the pew
behind the lectern.
The Water
If the water was not already poured into the font during the call to worship or
assurance of forgiveness, the pastor should begin by pouring the water from the
pitcher into the font bowl, letting it splash and make good noise as it goes in.
As the pastor says the following, he/should touch the water and let it run over
his/her hands in a visible manner.
Pastor:

In the beginning of time,
when the world was watery chaos,
the Spirit of God
moved over the waters,
bringing order where
there was only confusion.
In the time of Noah,
when the world was dark,
God worked through the waters of the flood,
bringing hope where there was only despair.
In the time of Moses,
God brought God’s people
through the waters of the Red Sea,
bringing freedom
where there was only bondage.
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In the time that Jesus walked on earth,
He was baptized in the waters
of the Jordan by John,
bringing himself to a world in need.
By the waters of the Jordan
and around the Sea of Galilee,
Jesus taught and healed, listened and loved.
And when his time on earth was done,
he gathered his disciples to him,
and he said to them:
All authority
in heaven and on earth
has been given to me.
Therefore, go, and make disciples
in my name, baptizing them
in the name of the Father,
and of the Son,
and of the Holy Spirit,
and teaching them to obey
everything I have commanded you.
And remember,
I am with you always,
to the end of the age.
The Presentation
Clerk:

In obedience and in faith
N… bring their child N…
to receive the promise
and the Sacrament of baptism.
The Promise

The pastor should invite the congregation to join in reading the words printed in
the bulletin or on the screen.
Pastor:

In baptism, we are claimed by God
and marked as God’s own precious child.

People:

We have a whole new name.
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Pastor:

In baptism, we are united to Christ Jesus
and freed from the power of sin.

People:

We have a whole new hope.

Pastor:

In baptism, we are given the Holy Spirit
and incorporated
into the Body of Christ.

People:

We have a whole new family.

Pastor:

In baptism, we are blessed
and sent into the world
to be a light and blessing for others.

People:

We have a whole new purpose.

Pastor:

In baptism, we are given
our truest identity
and our deepest calling.
Nothing can take it away from us.
So, let us each remember with joy
our own baptism
as we celebrate this Sacrament.
Friends, remember your baptism.

People:

We do, and we are thankful!
The Promises

The pastor turns the individual coming to be baptized, or the parents bringing their child
to be baptized.
Pastor:

N…do you desire your child, N…. to be baptized?

Parents:

We do.

Pastor:

Do you trust in Jesus Christ
as your Lord and Savior?
Do you seek and desire to be
his disciple, his follower,
learning from him, obeying his word,
and sharing his love with others?
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Parents:

I do.

Clerk:

Brothers and Sisters in Christ;
in baptism we enter into
the fellowship, spiritual nurture
and admonition
of the Body of Christ.
We speak the words of truth
to one another
of our new hope, our new identity
and our new calling in Christ.
Will we be this family of faith for N…?
Will we tell him/her the stories
of God’s faithfulness in Scripture
and share with him/her the stories
of God’s work in our own lives.
Will we support and care for him/her
in our prayers, offering our help,
and sharing our hope? Will we?

People:

We will.

Clerk:

Then let us begin
by standing and telling N…
and reminding ourselves,
of the good news of Jesus’ grace
and the wonder of our faith.

People:

For you, N…
Jesus Christ came into this world
and lived among us,
full of grace and truth.
For you, Little One,
Jesus Christ suffered death,
crying out at the end,
‘It is finished!’
For you he triumphed over death,
rose in newness of life,
and ascended to rule over all.
All of this he did for you,
though you do not know it yet.
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But we will continue to tell you
this good news until it becomes your own.
And so, the promise of Scripture is fulfilled.
“We love because God first loved us.”
(adapted from a baptismal liturgy of French Reformed Church,
traditional version and a translation by Joseph D. Small)
Baptism and Prayer
The pastor takes the child into his/her arms at this point.
With each Trinitarian phrase, the pastor liberally places water on the head of the
one who is being baptized. A step stool should be provided for smaller children
who will be standing rather than being held.
Pastor:

N…child of the covenant,
I baptize you
in the name of the Father,
and of the Son,
and of the Holy Spirit.
See what love the Father has for us
that we all may be called
Children of God.

Clerk:

Let us pray:
Lord, uphold your child, N…,
by your Spirit.
Give her/him the spirit
of joy in your presence,
the spirit of love for your world,
the spirit of hope in your calling,
and the spirit of your wisdom
and understanding
all the days of her/his life. Amen.

Pastor:

Little one; You have been sealed
in the waters of baptism
and marked as God’s own forever.

The Clerk of Session steps down from the lectern, lights the baptism candle from the
candles on the table and presents it to the parents. An elementary-aged child or teen
steps to the lectern and says…
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Child/Teen:

Little brother/Little sister,
Welcome to the family of God.
May God’s light always shine within you;
May Christ’s love always shine from you.

As the congregation sings a Baptism Hymn, the pastor carries or walks the newly
baptized child around the congregation to meet his/her church family. When done, the
pastor returns the child to the parents and the baptismal service is concluded. The
regular order of service continues from this point.
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Baptismal Remembrance
Note: This service is intended to be used in the regular worship of the Lord’s Day. It is
appropriately placed in the time of response following the hearing and proclamation of
the Word.
Before the service, the font should be pulled out to a primary location in the front of the
worship space. If the bowl of the font is small, a larger bowl should be substituted. This
service will need five individuals (water bearers) of different genders and ages (older
preschool/younger elementary; older elementary/teen; college student or young adult;
middle-aged adult; older adult). Two readers stand in the front, one in the lectern, one in
the pulpit.
During the following song, each time the choir sings, a water bearer comes down the
center aisle carrying a small pitcher of water. When they reach the font, they pour their
water into the bowl of the font and place their empty pitcher on the table, then sit in the
front pew.
During the readings, the piano/organ plays the melody of one verse of the song quietly
behind.
As the pastor takes his/her seat after the sermon, the music begins…
Choir sings:

(First water bearer comes forward)
Wade in the water
Wade in the water, children,
Wade in the water
God's a-going to trouble the water

Reader 1:

In the beginning of time,
when the world was watery chaos,
the Spirit of God
moved over the waters,
bringing order
where there was only confusion.

Choir sings:

(Second water bearer comes forward)
Wade in the water
Wade in the water, children,
Wade in the water
God's a-going to trouble the water
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Reader 2:

In the time of Noah,
when the world was dark,
God worked through the waters
of the flood, bringing hope
where there was only despair.

Choir sings:

(Third water bearer comes forward)
Wade in the water
Wade in the water, children,
Wade in the water
God's a-going to trouble the water

Reader 1:

In the time of Moses,
God brought God’s people
through the waters of the Red Sea,
bringing freedom
where there was only bondage.

Choir sings:

(Fourth water bearer comes forward)
Wade in the water
Wade in the water, children,
Wade in the water
God's a-going to trouble the water

Reader 2:

In the time that Jesus walked on earth,
He was baptized in the waters
of the Jordan by John,
bringing himself to a world in need.
By the waters of the Jordan
and around the Sea of Galilee,
Jesus taught and healed, listened and loved.

Choir sings:

(Fifth water bearer comes forward)
Wade in the water
Wade in the water, children,
Wade in the water
God's a-going to trouble the water

Reader 1:

And when his time on earth was done,
Jesus gathered his disciples to him,
and he said to them:
All authority in heaven
and on earth has been given to me.
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Therefore, go, and make disciples
in my name, baptizing them
in the name of the Father,
and of the Son,
and of the Holy Spirit,
and teaching them to obey
everything that I have commanded you.
And remember, I am with you
always, to the end of the age.
Hymn:
Come Thou Fount of Every Blessing

Glory to God Hymnal #47

The pastor moves to the font and cups his/her hands into the water and lifts his/her hands
out, letting the water flow from his/her hands back into the font.
Pastor:

I am baptized!
These are words that gave
Reformer, Martin Luther great comfort.
When his life was threatened,
when his faith was struggling,
when self-doubt plagued him,
he would boldly and loudly say,
“I am baptized!”
These words of comfort
are not Luther’s alone.
They belong to every baptized person,
in every place and time.
It is our baptism that gives us
our true identity,
an identity that will sustain us
in times of doubt and fear.
An identity that will inform us
in times of confusion.
An identity that will comfort us
in times of sorrow.
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And so, we remember our baptism
so we will not fear or doubt,
but we will always know the truth
of who and whose we are.
Please join me in the litany
of baptismal remembrance
printed in your bulletin
and on the screen.
Who are You?
People:

I am God’s creation, plan, and choice.
God has claimed me,
and adopted me
as God’s own beloved child
and made me part of God’s own family
Out of God’s great love for me
and for all people,
God has come near to us,
taken on the consequences of our sin,
and given us new life,
a new future, and new hope.
God has united me to
God’s own Son, Jesus Christ,
so that in his death, I have died to sin;
and in his life, I have been made new.
I live my life for him,
and in him, and by him alone.
I am created in God’s image,
which means I am a unique
and special individual,
created to be in relationship
with God and with others.
I have been placed within
the covenant community
with all kinds of people,
each one unique and special.
I belong to them,
and they belong to me.
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And together, in this community,
we seek the mutual benefit
and growth of each person,
in an accepting, forgiving,
intimate, community
of unconditional love.
As a unique person,
and as part of this community,
I am called to be in the world
as a beacon of light
summoning others to
a relationship with God in Christ.
My life and the life
of the community
is to be a foretaste
and instrument of God’s plan
for God’s creation.
I am called to a life
of service to society,
interceding for the world,
working for justice and truth,
caring for the ‘least of these,’
using the particular gifts
and passions I have been given;
because I have been blessed by God
in order to be a blessing
to the world.
Pastor:

How do you know this is true?

People:

Because I am baptized.
When the water was placed on my head,
It could be seen and felt,
a sign and a seal to tell me
of God’s promises to me,
to assure me that they are true,
and to hold those promises to me
and to hold me within them,
so I will always know
that they are true.
This is my truest identity
and deepest calling.
Indeed, nothing can take it away from me.
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Pastor:

Brothers and Sisters, remember your baptism and be thankful!

The pastor invites worshipers to come forward during the hymn to dip their hands in the
water of the font to see and feel the water on their hands, reminding them of who they are
in Christ, by God’s calling…
Hymn:
Glory to God Hymnal #482

Baptized in Water
Pastor:

My dear brothers and sisters,
For you Jesus Christ came into this world:
for you he lived and showed God’s love.
For you he suffered
the darkness of Calvary
and cried at the last, ‘It is accomplished.’
For you he triumphed over death
and rose in newness of life;
for you he ascended
to reign at God’s right hand.
All this he did for you,
though you did not know it yet.
And so, the word of Scripture is fulfilled;
We love because God loved us first.
Remember your baptism
and be thankful.

People:

We remember, and we are thankful!
Thanks be to God!

The regular Service of the Lord’s Day continues from this point…
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A Celebration of the Lord’s Supper
Note: This service is intended to be used in the regular worship of the Lord’s Day. It is
appropriately placed in the time of response following the hearing and proclamation of
the Word. The Great Prayer of Thanksgiving includes a sung response. During the prayer,
a song leader strums the chords of the song, Father, We Love You, bringing the
congregation in to sing the responses where indicated.
After the sermon, the pastor invites congregants to join in the recitation of the Apostle’s
Creed. A Communion hymn is sung, and then the pastor moves from the pulpit to the
table.
Invitation to the Table
Pastor: Friends, this is the table of the Lord. It is not my table, or even the church’s table.
And so, the invitation to this meal comes not from me, but from the One who crossed all
kinds of boundaries to come and dwell with us. He came because he desires communion
and fellowship with us. He came to show us the way back to God. And he gave us this
meal to remind us, to strengthen us, to bind us together with him and with one another.
The invitation is his. From the God who came, the invitation is spoken, “Come.” Come
you who hunger and thirst for peace, for hope, for joy, and for love; the table is spread,
the meal is ready. Come and be filled.
The Great Prayer of Thanksgiving
Pastor:
People:
Pastor:
People:
Pastor:
People:

The Lord be with you.
And also with you.
Lift up your hearts.
We lift them up to the Lord.
Let us give thanks to the Lord our God.
It is right to give our thanks and praise.

Pastor:

It is right for us to praise you, O, Lord.
You made the world, the sun, the moon,
all the planets and stars,
more than we can ever count!
You made us each so unique
and gave us gifts and talents to share.
You call us to be your people,
to share in your work.
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We are your children,
and it is our joy to call you, “Father.”
You promise to care for us,
to protect us and help us.
Your love never fails.
People
(sung)

Father, we love you,
we worship and adore you.
Glorify your name in all the earth.
Glorify your name, glorify your name,
Glorify your name in all the earth.

Pastor:

We thank you for
the incredible gift
of your Son, Jesus.
In his humble, human birth,
you showed your desire to be with us.
In his words and actions,
he taught us how to love you
and how to love each other.
In his death and resurrection,
he dealt with our sin and death
once and for all.
In his ascension he prepared the way
for us to live with you forever.
What a great gift of love!

People
(sung)

Father, we love you,
we worship and adore you.
Glorify your name in all the earth.
Glorify your name, glorify your name,
Glorify your name in all the earth.

Pastor:

We thank you for the gift of your Spirit,
who gives us your wisdom when we are lost,
your comfort when we are saddened,
your courage when we are afraid;
who binds us together as a family of faith,
and lets us know
that we are never alone.
Send now your Spirit upon us
and on these gifts of bread and wine,
so that as we eat
and drink them together
we will know your love more truly
and be strengthened to share it more freely.
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People
(sung)

Father, we love you,
we worship and adore you.
Glorify your name in all the earth.
Glorify your name, glorify your name,
Glorify your name in all the earth.

Pastor:

This all we pray
in the name of Jesus,
who taught us when we pray to say:

People:

Our Father…

Amen

The Words of Institution
Pastor:

Out of God’s great love for us,
God has come near to us,
as a tiny, helpless child.
And the child grew in wisdom and in stature
and in favor with God and with others.
And after he was grown,
he gathered disciples to himself
and he taught them and prepared them
for the time he would leave.
On the night that he was betrayed
by his friend and arrested,
on the night he began
to say his goodbyes;
Jesus was at dinner with his friends.
And as they were eating,
Jesus took the bread,
and he blessed it and gave thanks for it.
He broke it and he gave it
to his disciples and said,
“This is my body, broken for you.
Take, eat, and remember me.”
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Then, in like manner, he took the cup
and he said, “This is the cup
of the New Covenant, sealed in my blood
for the forgiveness of sins.
Drink from it, all of you,
and remember me.”
Friends, every time we eat this bread
and drink this cup,
we proclaim the saving death
of the Living Lord,
the Word Made Flesh,
the One Who Came,
until that great day when He comes again.
These are the gifts of God
poured out for you, the people of God. Come.
The Sharing of the Bread and Cup
The pastor gives instructions for the serving of the elements.
The bread will be brought to the worshipers in their pews, followed by the juice in cups.
Gluten free bread will be brought down the center aisle for those who need it. Worshipers
should eat the bread when they receive it, an individual act that reminds us of the
individual choice we must make, faith we must grow, and work we must do as followers
of Christ. But then, when the cups come, worshipers should hold them until all have been
served and we will drink them all together, a corporate act that reminds us that the life of
following Christ is not one we are called to do alone. We have been given each other, the
Body of Christ, the Family of Faith, to journey together.
The servers come forward and begin to distribute the elements, first the bread trays, then
the trays of cups.When all worshipers have been served the cup, the pastor indicates for
them to drink it together, and then invites worshipers to join in the closing prayer.
Prayer After Communion
People:

Lord we have eaten your bread
and we have shared your cup.
Send us out now into your world
to joyfully proclaim
the good news of your great love,
to be beacons of your hope,
and instruments of your peace. Amen.

The service of the Lord’s Day continues from this point…
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Confirmation Commissioning
Note: This service is intended to be used in the regular worship of the Lord’s Day. It is
appropriately placed in the time of response following the hearing and proclamation of
the Word. This service intentionally includes parents, mentors, and congregation in this
important moment in the life of young disciples.
Before the service, a small table should be set up on the floor, centered, in front of the
steps to the dais. The Christ candle should be set up on this table and lit. Confirmands
and parents should all be given a handheld candle to carry and use in the service.
When the worship service has reached the time that the commissioning is to take place,
the young people being confirmed are invited to come and stand on the steps, their
mentors behind them.
Presentation
Pastor:

These young people
are presented here today
to claim the promises
that their families made on their behalf
when they were baptized.

The mentors pass a wireless mic down the row, each taking a moment or two to introduce
their students and share something of their journey with them in the confirmation year.
The pastor then addresses the students…
Pastor:

Today is not the end of a journey,
it is not graduation from church.
It is the beginning of a new,
exciting, wonderful leg
of the journey of faith.
It is an act of claiming
God’s grace for yourself,
of claiming this family of faith
as your own.
If you are ready to begin
this new leg of the journey,
it is time for you all
to make public your faith
in Jesus Christ
and your intention and desire
to become a member of this church.

The pastor asks the following membership questions to the confirmands and they
respond.
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The Questions of Membership
Pastor:

Who is your Lord and Savior?

Confirmands: Jesus Christ is my Lord and Savior.
Pastor:

Do you trust in him?

Confirmands: I do.
Pastor:

Do you intend to be His disciple,
to obey His word and to show His love?

Confirmands: I do.
Pastor:

Will you be a faithful member
of this congregation,
giving of yourself in every way,
and will you seek the fellowship
of the church wherever you may be?

Confirmands: I will.
One of the confirmation mentors steps to the lectern and offers the following charge to
the congregation.
Charge to the Congregation
Mentor:

On the day they were baptized,
this congregation, or another,
on behalf of the body of Christ,
promised to add their love,
support and spiritual nurture
to that of their parents,
and to welcome the child
as a member of the family of God.
Today, those promises see fruit,
but they are not over.
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Members of the church,
I challenge you today
to seek ways to include
these young people in the life
and worship of this body,
talk to them, care about them,
welcome their gifts and energy
in your lives and in the life
of this church.
Do we, the members of
Bethel Presbyterian Church
promise to continue to nurture
these young people
in the good news of the gospel,
to help them know all that Christ commands,
and by our fellowship,
strengthen their family ties
with the household of God? Do we?
People:

We do.

Another mentor steps to the lectern and addresses the parents, sitting in the pews.
Charge to the Parents
Mentor:

When your child was baptized,
you expressed your faith
in God’s saving grace through Christ
and claimed that grace for your child.
You promised to nurture your child
in this faith so that one day
they could make their own profession of faith
in God’s saving grace through Christ.
Today, those promises you made
at your child’s baptism see fruit,
but they are not over.
These young people have
a lot of great questions
they want to ask.
They have a new or a renewed faith
they want to grow.
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Parents, I challenge you
to continue to encourage
their participation in worship,
to worship together as a family,
to give God a right place
of priority in your family,
to ask questions together,
to pray together,
to read the Bible together,
to worship together,
and to continue this journey of faith together.
Charges to the Confirmands
A college student/older high school student and an older adult are invited to give their
own words of encouragement and charge to the confirmands.

Commissioning Hymn/ Candle Lighting
Glory to God Hymnal #69

Here I Am, Lord

As the congregation sings, the students, one at a time, step down to the floor beside the
Christ candle. Their parents come from the pew to meet them there. The parents light
their handheld candle from the Christ candle to express their pride in this step they are
taking today, and to signify their promise to continue to encourage and nurture their
child as they continue to walk together as a family on this great journey of faith. When
the candle is lit, the family walks up to the end of the aisle and turn to face the front.
Each family repeats this pattern and the family groups spread to fill the center aisle.
When the song is done, the mentors come down the aisle and lay hands on the students,
and the following prayer is offered.
Prayer for the Confirmands and Their Families
Pastor:

Holy God, we praise you
for calling us to be your people
and claiming us as your own.
We thank you for gathering us
together into the Body of Christ
as a family of faith.
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We thank you this morning
for the way you have been working
in the hearts, minds and lives
of these young people
so they are able to claim
your faithfulness, care, and grace
for themselves today.
Bless our confirmands,
their parents and families,
and this congregation,
so that we may live in your Spirit,
love one another,
and have the mind of Jesus Christ our Lord,
to whom we give honor and glory forever.
Amen.
The families return to their seats and the service for the Lord’s Day continues from this
point…
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