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When I was growing up I liked to hang out with my older brother Dave and his friends, at least when they would let me.  Dave is six years older than me, and I envied all the fun things he and the kids in our church’s high school youth group got to do that I couldn’t do.  One thing they did every summer was go to a place called Taylors Falls, which was located on the St. Croix River, about two hours drive from our church in the Minneapolis area.  Dave and all his buddies would come back from Taylors Falls with all sorts of stories of jumping off a cliff into the river and swimming and fishing and tormenting the girls in the group.  I was so jealous; it all sounded so fun.
Finally, in 1970, I was old enough to be in our high school group, and it was my turn to make the trip to Taylors Falls.  The outing actually doesn’t start at Taylors Falls; it starts quite a ways up river.  We would rent canoes and then paddle for a few hours downstream until we reached the Falls, which really weren’t much of a falls.  But what made Taylors Falls were the cliffs, and by the time we reached them there were already some kids doing cannon balls into the swollen river below.  

I was as eager as anyone to jump off the cliffs; it looked like great fun.  And from below, the cliffs didn’t look all that high.  But when I reached the top, my perspective changed a bit.  As I looked over the edge, the river seemed a lot further away than I thought it would be.  And here’s another thing – I really don’t like to be cold, and I knew from canoeing down the river that the water was very cold.  But you know how it is when you’re a high school sophomore who’s been talking for years about wanting to jump off of Taylors Falls – you can’t back down.  It would have been the ultimate humiliation to have walked to the top of the cliffs, looked down at the water, and then retraced my steps back down.  At that point it seemed to me that I had no real choice, especially with all the girls I was hoping to impress watching from below – I had to jump.  
And so I did.  I said a quick prayer, took a running start and jumped as far off of the cliff as I could.  It turned out that I was right about the water being cold – it was really cold.  But once I recovered from the shock of the cold and once I assured myself that I was quite alright, another thought hit me – that was really fun!  I was instantly addicted.  While some of the rest of our group set out their picnic lunches and just kicked back, I just kept jumping off the cliff until our leaders finally told us to pack up our canoes and head on down the river. 
 And I learned something about life from that experience.  I learned that it is often that case that the only way to discover if something is worth doing is to take the plunge.  Mind you, I didn’t take the plunge into the St. Croix River on blind faith.  I had heard about it from a number of other people, including my brother.  And before I leaped off those cliffs, I first saw a number of other people safely navigate the jump.  In other words, I had good reason to believe that making the jump would be fun and that it would be safe.  But I wouldn’t know for sure until I actually did it myself.  Sometimes you just have to take the plunge.
And that’s how it is with becoming a follower of Jesus.  Now let me be clear about this – Jesus doesn’t ask us to follow him blindly.  He offers us evidence to support his claim to be God in the flesh.  In John 10 Jesus said this to some of his skeptics: “Do not believe me unless I do what my Father does.  But if I do it, even though you do not believe me, believe the miracles, that you may know and understand that the Father is in me and I in the Father.” (John 10:37-38)  “Look at the evidence,” Jesus tells us.  “Check me out.  Put my claims to the test.”  When we read the four Gospels we discover that Jesus did at least 35 distinct miracles, from turning water into wine to feeding 10,000 men with five small loaves of bread and two fish to calming a storm to raising people from the dead and finally rising from the dead himself.  After documenting many of these miracles, the Apostle John writes this: “Jesus did many other miraculous signs in the presences of his disciples, which are not recorded in this book.  But these are written that you may believe that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of God, and that by believing you may have life in his name.” (John 20:30-31)    
So when Jesus asks us to follow him, he does not ask us to make a blind leap in the dark.  He offers us evidence.  And in addition to the historical evidence, we have the benefit of watching others who have gone before us, others we know and trust who have made the decision to follow Jesus and found Jesus to be true to his word.  But here’s the thing – you’re never going to know the great fun and the extreme adventure of following Jesus until you take the plunge yourself.  

And so it’s only appropriate that one of the things Jesus asks his followers to do is to take a literal plunge, the plunge we call baptism.  At Cornerstone we practice what is called “believer’s baptism.”  What that term means is that the decision to get baptized is made by a person who is already a believer.  Baptism doesn’t make a person a follower of Jesus; baptism is a choice made by someone who is already a believer.  In some faith traditions the parents make the decision to have their infant baptized.  We don’t do that here.  In our tradition parents dedicate their children to God, but we don’t think anyone – even your parents – can make the decision to become a follower of Jesus for you.
And you may come from a tradition that uses a different method of baptism, like sprinkling.  Here we practice baptism by immersion.  Now I could give you a number of reasons why we do that, why when we baptize a person we immerse them completely under the water.  For example, one reason is that the Greek word “baptizo” literally means “to dip” or “to immerse.”  It was the word used to describe how pots in ancient times were glazed; they weren’t sprinkled with glaze, but instead they were immersed in the glaze.  So when you read in your New Testament about anyone being baptized, that word “baptized” can be rightly translated as “immersed.”  In other words, every baptism that you read about in the New Testament was by immersion.  Let me show you just one example, from the Book of Acts.  In Acts 8 we read about Philip the Evangelist meeting up with the Ethiopian eunuch, who just happened to be reading an Old Testament prophecy contained in Isaiah 53 about the Messiah.  After reading Isaiah 53 the eunuch asks Philip, “Who is the prophet talking about?”  Philip then proceeds to tell the eunuch that the one described by Isaiah is Jesus of Nazareth, who had just recently been put to death on a cross and who then rose from the dead.  After the eunuch hears all that Philip has to say about Jesus, he decides that he wants to become a follower.  Just then the two of them come to a body of water, and the eunuch says, “Look, here is water. Why shouldn’t I be baptized?” (Acts 8:36)  And here’s what we read next: “Then both Philip and the eunuch went down into the water and Philip baptized him.  When they came up out of the water, the Spirit of the Lord suddenly took Philip away, and the eunuch did not see him again, but went on his way rejoicing.” (Acts 8:38-39)  
It’s pretty clear from the text that Philip immersed the eunuch in the water when he baptized him – they went down into the water, and the came up out of the water.  In other words, the Ethiopian eunuch took the plunge.  So that’s how we practice baptism here at Cornerstone.
Now we don’t believe that baptism makes a person a Christian.  Baptism is a symbol.  Notice I didn’t say “just a symbol.”  Symbols are important.  When you’re driving down the Expressway and you come to an intersection and you see a red light, you don’t think, “Ah, it’s just a symbol; it’s not important.”  You stop.  And if you don’t stop, you are likely to be reminded of just how important a symbol a red light is.  Baptism is a very important symbol of our commitment to Jesus.  And here’s what it says very clearly – it says “I’m all in.”
Our series this fall is called “All In: Following Jesus For All You’re Worth.”  And getting baptized is I think a beautiful symbol of what it means to be “all in.”  That’s what Jesus asks of anyone who wants to be his follower – he asks us to be all in.  There is no such thing as a part-time follower of Jesus.  There is no such thing as a halfway follower of Jesus.  If you aren’t all in, then you’re not a true disciple.  Following Jesus is not a spectator sport and it’s not a hobby.  You’re either in or you’re out.  If you want to follow Jesus, you have to take the plunge.

In recent years it seems to have become somewhat popular to be sort of a “cafeteria Christian.”  If you come from a Catholic background, you’ve probably heard the term “cafeteria Catholic.”  It referred to a person who would pick and choose the parts of the Catholic faith and the Catholic traditions he practiced.  And I’ve talked to a number of people who treat the teachings of Jesus that way, something like a cafeteria line where you can pick and choose what suits your tastes.  
Lee Strobel has written a book called “The Case For The Real Jesus” that our Tough Questions group has spent some time in recently, and in that book Strobel spends one chapter addressing this question: “Why can’t I pick and choose what I believe about Jesus?”  He opens the chapter by citing this title to an article in a major magazine: “Designer God: In a Mix-and-Match World, Why Not Create Your Own Religion?”  And then he goes on to tell the story of a woman named Wendi; here’s what he writes:

Wendi was forced to go to Sunday school as a youngster, but she never believed what she heard. Years later, after a miscarriage, she wanted to know what happened to the unborn baby’s soul. “I explored Christianity, but I didn’t get the answers that satisfied me,” she said. So she took a class in metaphysics, where she learned about life after death, intuition, and other intriguing topics.

Now the motivational speaker and life coach has created her own belief system, patching together bits and pieces from Christianity, Buddhism, paganism, metaphysics, and a lot from the Tao-te Ching, which teaches that everything is made of energy. “I take what resonates with me from each religion,” she said.  Her criterion for picking and choosing elements is based on “what works.” (p. 227)
Strobel goes on to say that rather than subscribing to the orthodox Christian faith, many subscribe to “flexidoxy” – flexidoxy rather than orthodoxy.  A CBS survey found that 36% of Americans combine the teachings of more than one religion into their own faith.  And a September 2005 Newsweek poll found that 80% of Americans don’t believe that any one faith is the sole path to salvation.
But Jesus does not give us the option of picking and choosing which of his teachings we’re going to follow and which we’re going to ignore.  Jesus does not call us to follow him and Buddha and whatever other religion suits our fancy.  These are the words of Jesus: 

“I am the way and the truth and the life.  No one comes to the Father except through me. If you really knew me, you would know my Father as well.  From now on, you do know him and have seen him.” Philip said, “Lord, show us the Father and that will be enough for us.” Jesus answered: “Don’t you know me, Philip, even after I have been among you such a long time?  Anyone who has seen me has seen the Father … Believe me when I say that I am in the Father and the Father is in me; or at least believe on the evidence of the miracles themselves.” (John 14:6-11)
Jesus doesn’t ask us to close our eyes to the facts and to take a blind leap in the dark.  He offers us evidence – tangible, historical evidence.  But ultimately we have to make a choice – are we in or out?  Jesus claimed to be the one and only way to eternal life, not one of many.  He claimed to be God in the flesh; he said, “If you want to see God, just look at me.”  He claimed to be the truth itself.  He didn’t say that some of what he taught was true and some of it, well, he wasn’t so sure about.  He did not offer “flexidoxy” as an option.  We’re either all in … or we’re out.
C.S. Lewis was an atheist and an English professor before he became a follower of Jesus.  Lewis was a brilliant scholar and one of the greatest writers in all of history.  In one of his writings Lewis addressed this matter of picking and choosing what you believe about the teachings of Jesus.  Lewis observed that he would gladly get rid entirely of the doctrine of hell.  If one could be a cafeteria Christian, that would be one doctrine he would leave off the menu.  But Lewis concluded he couldn’t do that, for one simple reason – Jesus taught it.  And if you believe that Jesus is God in the flesh and that Jesus rose from the dead and that Jesus is the way, the truth and the life, then it is not an option to ignore or discard anything Jesus taught.
So the decision to take the plunge and to get baptized is a very big deal, because what we’re saying when we get baptized is, “I’m all in. I am wholly and exclusively a follower of Jesus.  I believe all that Jesus teaches, and I will obey all that he commands.”

It’s something like getting married, isn’t it?  When we get married, we exchange vows.  We make a promise to be faithful to the other person.  It’s a vow of exclusivity.  We don’t say, “I promise to live with you, but I’m still going to date other people.”  That might not go over so well; that’s just not how it works.  When we exchange our vows, we are saying to our partner, “I’m all in; I’m all yours.”  And that’s the same thing we say to Jesus when we follow him in baptism: “I’m all in; I’m all yours.”

Now there’s one more truth about baptism we want to be sure to mention this morning, and that’s the relationship of baptism to grace.  We’ve said that baptism isn’t magic, that baptism doesn’t save us, but that it’s a very important symbol.  It’s a symbol of taking the plunge to follow Jesus wholeheartedly, but it’s also a symbol of being washed in the grace of God.

When we bought our first home in 1985 one of my jobs was to prepare the dirt in our yard so I could put down sod.  So I used a trencher to create trenches for the irrigation pipes.  I used a rototiller to dig up the hard dirt and to mix it with planting mix and good soil.  I raked out the rocks and dirt clumps, and then I used a roller to flatten the dirt out.  As you might imagine, by the end of the day, I was filthy.  I was completely covered in dirt.  My hands, arms, legs and face were caked in dirt.  I had dirt in my hair, in my ears and everywhere else.  Getting clean, it turned out, was as much an effort as was getting my yard in shape.  First my loving wife hosed me off on the back patio.  As I recall, she seemed to enjoy that a bit too much.  Then I went in and took a shower.  That got most of the dirt off.  But it wasn’t enough.  It wasn’t until I spent some time soaking in the bathtub that Brenda finally pronounced me fit to join her on our clean couch.
The Bible says that before we can come into the presence of our Heavenly Father, we need to wash up.  Baptism doesn’t make us clean.  After all, it’s not the outside of us that needs to be made clean; it’s the inside, a place where water can’t reach.  But baptism is a very meaningful symbol of the cleansing power of God’s grace.  Listen to how Paul puts it in the New Testament letter of Titus:
But when the kindness and love of God our Savior appeared, he saved us, not because of righteous things we had done, but because of his mercy. He saved us through the washing of rebirth and renewal by the Holy Spirit, whom he poured out on us generously through Jesus Christ our Savior, so that, having been justified by his grace, we might become heirs having the hope of eternal life.  (Titus 3:4-7)
We are washed clean not by our accomplishments, but by the grace of Jesus Christ our Savior.  Taking the plunge into the waters of baptism is a beautiful symbol of this truth – we who follow Jesus have been washed in the grace of God.  

Paul Harvey passed away last year after a remarkable broadcasting career.  It was estimated that his weekly radio broadcast called “The Rest of the Story” was heard by 24 million listeners.  He was carried by 1200 radio stations and 400 newspapers.  And Paul Harvey was a follower of Jesus.  A few years ago Guideposts Magazine carried a story Paul Harvey wrote about his own baptism; he titled the story “My Quiet Heart,” and it went, in part, like this:
 “Seemingly, I had everything for which a man could ask. Everything, that is, except a quiet heart. Something was missing. This emptiness was still within. March of last year Angel and I were vacationing in Arizona, and one Sunday morning decided to attend services in a small church on a hilltop. Inside were a dozen or so worshipers on wooden, folding chairs, a scene reminiscent of ones I had seen many times as a youth. ... The minister preached about baptism, and my attention began to focus on the simple eloquence of this country preacher. I twisted in my chair. ‘Submission to God’ the minister said. He asked those who wanted to be baptized to join him. I found myself by his side. The preacher said there was nothing magical about the water. Yet as I descended into its depths and rose again, I knew something life-changing had happened. A cleansing inside and out. No longer were there two Paul Harveys – just one happy one. I felt the fulfilling surge of the Holy Spirit. Afterward I cried like a baby. I looked at Angel and her eyes were shining. The change in my life since this simple act has been indescribable.”

If you’ve never been baptized, let me encourage you to take this next step in your walk with Jesus.  Let him know that you’re all in.  Take the plunge into the grace of God; and I am confident you will find, as Paul Harvey did, that your life will never be the same.
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