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As Michael and Anna bring Will to join Molly and Harry in being baptised this morning, I want to say a few 

words about what baptism is all about. But I want to do so by first telling a story. 

We spent last weekend with my brother-in-law and his wife, Dave and Rhoda, who live in Northumberland 

near Alnwick. One of the things they have got into reasonably recently is rowing in skiffs. A skiff is a 30 feet 

rowing boat with four fixed seats and room for a helms-person at the rear – so a crew of five. They have no 

sail and no outboard, so progress is entirely dependent on the rowers. Dave and Rhoda first got involved in 

building one which is now kept in a boat house in Alnmouth and is called the Pride of Aln. And since 

building it they have been involved in enjoying it, rowing on the sea and inland waters, and enjoying the 

company of the others who are involved. But there are lots of these skiffs all over the country, and there 

are skiff races and skiff get-togethers all over the place. And it just so happened that last Sunday three local 

crews including the Pride of Aln, plus a crew from Scotland, were having just such a get-together. 

So we went down to Craster harbour to watch the launch of the four boats. They were due to head out of 

the harbour and about a quarter of a mile out to sea before turning south and heading towards Alnmouth, 

calling in at Sugar Sands, about half way down, for lunch and a crew change if needed. But there was quite 

a strong south westerly wind and some swell – not enough to make rowing unsafe, but enough to make it 

challenging. More of that in a moment. Each crew had a walky-talky device and were in direct contact with 

the harbour master at Craster who was overseeing things. But the harbour master had also decided that it 

would be a good idea for the Craster lifeboat to have an outing that morning, ostensibly for a training 

session, though obviously also to keep an eye on the skiffs. The lifeboat, one of those orange ones which 

buzz about at an incredible speed, could even he told me, if it came to it, tow a skiff back to harbour. And 

the harbour master was, of course, also in direct contact with the lifeboat. 

Well, the four skiffs headed out. It was not a race, or so they said! But the first two turned south and 

seemed to be making steady progress. The third was a little behind but was still, at least, headed south. The 

fourth, which was the Pride of Aln though without, I should make clear, either Dave or Rhoda on board, was 

making rather less good progress. It had got out to sea, but on turning south it seemed to be having trouble 

making any progress at all! In fact, though the crew was obviously working hard, it was basically standing 

still (if you can stand still at sea), and in danger, as the crew tired, of been blown in the wrong direction and 

out to sea. Cue the lifeboat which went zooming over to check they were OK. And in the end they had to 

admit defeat, though they did at least have enough energy to row themselves back into Craster harbour, 

where they regaled anyone who would listen with stories of battling mountainous seas and rowing until 

they were dropping! 

Now you might be wondering what all of that has to do with baptism, beyond perhaps that they both 

involve water. And while comparisons like this are always in danger of breaking down, let’s see where we 

can get to with it. 

There is a proper sense in which we can consider life as coming from God and returning eventually to God. 

So, if the land in the story represents heaven, we could think of life as beginning by being launched out 

from heaven by God into the world – represented by the sea. The sea can, of course, be smooth as a 

millpond, but also rough and uneven, with choppy waters and strong winds. Our voyage through life can be 

tough – and no sail or outboard to make the voyage effortless. But we don’t undertake this journey through 

life on our own. We do it with others – with others in crews. And while Will has already been launched on 
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his voyage through life just by being born, today he is joining another crew, one which is more normally 

called the Christian Church. Today, he is being launched on his Christian voyage. As I’ve said, that’s not the 

only crew he’ll be involved in during his life, of course, and maybe the metaphor breaks down a bit at this 

point! But all crews, whether the Christian Church or not, have a walky-talky with which they can keep in 

touch with the harbour master – or God as we would normally refer to Him. And it would seem to make a 

lot of sense to keep in touch with God during our voyage through life, both to tell Him of our location and 

progress, and to seek His advice. What are the conditions ahead, what ‘weather’ is forecast, should we take 

shelter or should we push the boat out? We’d usually call that prayer, of course. 

But God doesn’t just work from a distance and leave us all alone on the sea of life. There’s a lifeboat which 

can check on progress, provide support, even tow us back to land. And we’d usually call that the Holy Spirit, 

zooming about a bit at random perhaps, but easily contactable by God and ready at a moment’s notice to 

come to our aid. 

And it’s that which Will is being launched into as he is baptised this morning. To join this rather motley 

crew, if we’re honest, that we call the Church. To voyage with us on his journey through life. To keep in 

touch with God through prayer. To know the reassuring presence of the Holy Spirit. And eventually, of 

course, to return from whence he came – back to land, back to heaven, back to God.  

In an email from my brother-in-law Dave, reflecting afterwards on the episode of the Pride of Aln, he said 

this: “We have a very clear view that to go out, enjoy the rowing and come back in again are the first and 

only priorities.” May that be true for Will, as for all of us.  

Amen 

  

 


