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At the baptism of Hamish Philip Sully 

 

The apostle Peter in his preaching at Pentecost about baptism said: ‘…For the promise is for 

you, for your children, and for all who are far away, everyone whom the Lord calls.’  (Acts 2: 

38-39) 
 

One of the most fruitful ecumenical matters I have ever been involved in was the securing of 

the agreement of a list of Australian churches to a Common Certificate of Baptism. This little 

card, which exists in any design which a church approves, but must have the identical 

wording, attests that anyone who holds such a certificate has been fully baptized in the eyes 

of any Church whose name appears on the back, and that means: Roman Catholic, Greek, 

Antiochian, Armenian and Romanian Orthodox, Anglican, Congregational, Lutheran, 

Presbyterian and Uniting Churches, and since last week in Canberra, our friends in College 

Church, the Mar Thoma Church, the Serbian ,and the Malankara Indian Orthodox.  
 

This is the certificate for Hamish, whose parents are from Uniting and Catholic backgrounds, 

which will join those given to his brothers Thomas and Stephen at their baptisms in this 

congregation.  
 

The list I have just read is an impressive one, and it is growing. It will take some time, 

however, to be complete.  Those churches which do not baptize at all (Salvation Army and 

Quakers) and the churches (Baptist, Churches of Christ, Pentecostal) that only baptize those 

able to make their own profession of faith, have a claim to be respected, and thus engaged as 

true partners in further dialogue. Nor, if Thomas falls in love with a Baptist (which has 

happened before in this family), or Stephen with a Roman Catholic (several times) or Hamish 

with a Greek will his baptism mean that all the barriers are down between husband and wife 

in an ‘inter-church marriage’.  
 

What we rejoice in today, and properly celebrate as the fruit of divided churches beginning to 

trust each other, also propels us into a future coping with our past history.  Listen to this, 

from the 1990 Roman Catholic - Reformed Churches dialogue (including Presbyterians and 

Congregationalists): 
 

Our churches should give expression to mutual recognition of Baptism. In some 

countries, the Roman Catholic and Reformed churches have already agreed to accept 

each other’s Baptism fully and without reserve, provided that it has been celebrated in 

the name of the Father, the Son and the Holy, Spirit and with the use of water… 

Mutual recognition of baptism is to be understood as an expression of the profound 

communion that Jesus Christ himself establishes among his disciples and which no 

human failure can ever destroy. (Ref II, 152 in Kasper, 166.)  

  



There it is: the profound communion among his disciples which is the gift of Jesus – except 

where human failure blocks it.  A bold statement. So as separated churches, we continue our 

work in theology and history, untangling past failures to be Christian, and we trust the 

communion which Jesus already has given.  In short, we celebrate what we can celebrate 

today – in hope. 
 

A St Peter said, ‘For the promise is for you, for your children, and for all who are far away, 

everyone whom the Lord calls.’  (Acts 2: 38-39) 
 

Mind you, the churches are not the only people who live in hope, in the face of human 

failure. Every week here, we pray for the world in its pain, its distress, its blindness and 

stupidities, for its leaders, its varied peoples, and for the earth itself.  Our hope for all this lies 

in the future –sustained by moments of reconciliation, forgiveness, healing, and common 

sense.  For Christians, these things are signs of the kingdom of God breaking in to our human 

disorder.  Others will see them as evidence of humankind’s true soul realising itself.  For 

believers, the hope is above all grounded in the crucified and risen Christ, who gave himself 

in love for the whole world.  He is the source of true repentance and forgiveness; by his grace 

we find our lives restored.  I cannot comment on other sources, but goodness occurs in many 

places, and keeps Christians humble. 
 

In Canberra last week, I shared a platform with a young Pentecostal theologian who teaches 

at the theological college associated with Hillsong, Australia’s mega-church. That is a 

Christian group whom I have pigeon-holed in order to stay out of the way of for many years. 

I did hear him say, as a serious theologian (with a doctorate from Australian Catholic 

University!), that Pentecostals are equally committed to Christian unity - but don’t expect 

them to take up all the heavy stuff which has driven the ecumenical movement for the last 

forty years! Their interest in is unity for the purpose of Christian mission, for evangelisation 

of the world. Does that have a real place in our thinking? If we in the so-called mainstream 

aren’t interested in that, then they say they will simply leave us behind.  There are already 

more Pentecostals in the world than all of the member churches of the World Council of 

Churches put together, and most of them from nations on the underside of the global 

economic divide.   We: ‘mainstream’? We, the pattern for the future?  
 

What kind of world, yes, and what kind of Christianity will be around when Hamish reaches 

a time when he thinks about these things and makes his commitments?  Will he come to draw 

on the blessings of this day in his early life? For our part, we must trust the promises which 

are affirmed in this sacrament.  Put another way, we must live by faith.  We who today 

declare our faith in the living God, who listen again to the canonical Scriptures which call 

and recall us to our centre, who recite the creeds which link us to the apostles, and who try to 

hear the cries in the community and respond to them in love and compassion – which we do – 

must live as those who have no abiding city, those who must live with the discomforts and 

the uncertainties of a pilgrim people. That’s the path faith in Jesus sets us on. Today is a day 

for trust. 
 

I hope this is not too much coming from a professor emeritus of theology.  It is worth 

remembering that our Puritan forebears used the title ‘professor’ to mean an ordinary 

Christian believer – and one who lived by what he or she professed.  The extraordinary 

experiences and people to whom my ecumenical ministry has introduced me over forty years 

do not change the commitment I made before I held a degree.  One does not need a D.D. to 

get into heaven: it is all about trusting promises, promises made in love by God in Christ, 

promises made by us in faith. 

  



On a day like this, when we take a small child and thrust him (like the ancient slave-people of 

Israel) through the waters into the immensity of God, we need to trust God’s futurity, and 

ours. We need to acknowledge how little of what is familiar to us will be significant in 

Hamish’s life-decisions.  We can say this also: the holy, remembering people of God 

represented by this congregation, the holy, hoping people of God represented by this family, 

this fortunate wide family into which Hamish was born, will walk with him as far as we can – 

but no further. We must trust God and the company of the faithful future. 
 

In a lecture last week to the Victorian Council of Churches, my friend Charles Sherlock 

reviewed the concerns of the churches in Victoria and beyond for the last four decades. We 

visited lots of familiar places – familiar chiefly to the generation of 60+ people who sat as his 

audience. 

Charles’ concluding words were these:  

We experience God’s rule now only in part, shaped by the gift of our particular 

tradition, but also as in a glass darkly, tainted by sin, confused by error and dimmed 

through sectarian rivalry. Such partiality must not be trapped by the blinkers of our 

tradition, but nor can it be pushed aside in favour of some post-denominational, post-

tradition vagueness. Above all, being ecumenical means living in the hope and light of 

God’s future in Christ, acknowledging our partial vision, and taking the risk, in and 

through the Spirit, of being practical about what it means.  

So - rather than analysing Christian life in terms of being post-Christendom, post-

denominational, post-tradition, post-modern, post-whatever – why not live in terms of 

what we are pre- ? 

 

*** 

 


