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Acts 2:42-47: Those who had been baptized devoted themselves to the apostles' teaching and fellowship, to the breaking of bread and the prayers. Awe came upon everyone, because many wonders and signs were being done by the apostles. All who believed were together and had all things in common; they would sell their possessions and goods and distribute the proceeds to all, as any had need. Day by day, as they spent much time together in the temple, they broke bread at home and ate their food with glad and generous hearts, praising God and having the goodwill of all the people. And day by day the Lord added to their number those who were being saved.

How many of you have heard this book [held up] referred to as “the new prayer book”? Hold up a hand or nod your head; I really want to know if you’re there, because I’m always catching myself referring to this as the new prayer book. It’s over thirty years old! So why do some of us keep calling it new? What if I said you’ve just won a new car and pointed to a 1979 Buick? And yet some of us, at least, keep calling this prayer book new.
But there is something new about this prayer book. When I first set foot in an Episcopal Church in the early 1970s, this [hold up] was the prayer book—the 1928 prayer book—and a battle was raging over what the new one might look like. There were trial prayer books in circulation—the Green Book, the Zebra Book, and so on. Finally they produced a draft version almost exactly like this one in 1976, and it was accepted, provisionally, at the same General Convention that finally OK’d the ordination of women. A number of people left over both changes. 
Why all the fuss? There had been new prayer books in the past, but this one was almost a total makeover! It was the first prayer book ever to give people choices about which service to use—Rite 1 (Elizabethan English) or Rite 2 (Contemporary English), two Great Thanksgivings in Rite 1 and four in Rite 2, plus some do-it-yourself options. It took the mandatory Articles of Religion, relegated them to a section of nonbinding “Historical Documents,” and replaced them with a shorter Catechism. But you could argue that the biggest change it introduced was the stress it placed on Baptism. I don’t recall too many people griping about that back in the 1970s, but you could still say that nowadays the way we all participate in the rite of Baptism may have been the most revolutionary change.
Before this prayer book came along it had become possible to live your whole life in an Episcopal parish and never even see a Baptism. It was often a private ceremony involving only the family, the sponsors and the Priest. No more. Now it’s a public rite, and in most parishes if you attend regularly, you will see a Baptism sooner or later, and you won’t just see it—you’ll be reliving your own Baptism, even getting just a little bit damp. You don’t even have to wait for a Baptism—it’s now a regular practice on major feast days and other occasions to renew our Baptismal vows with or without candidates for Baptism.
Okay, so that’s new too—well, relatively new. Why is it such a big deal? I have a hunch, and I’m not alone in this, that over the past thirty plus years we’ve begun to notice what we keep promising. It’s begun to change how we think of ourselves. We’re reminded, of course, to keep the faith, to continue in the apostles’ teaching and fellowship, in the breaking of the bread, and in the prayers. We’re also reminded that we are all called to ministry in Christ’s name. And we’re given an idea of what ministry means. It means proclaiming the Good News of God in Christ by word and example. (Note, “example” is one of your options here—you’re not promising to go knocking on doors and passing out tracts.) It means seeking and serving Christ in all persons, not just people like us. It means striving for justice and peace among all people and respecting the dignity of every human being. 

Above all it means that in our branch of the Anglican Communion there are four orders of ministry, not the usual three. You may have noticed that our catechism says that “the ministers of the church are lay persons, bishops, priests and deacons” (BCP, 855). To be baptized is to be ordered for ministry. And to be ordered for ministry is to work at making God’s beloved community a reality here on earth, not just in the bye and bye. 
Other Churches in the Anglican Communion think we’re way too concerned about social issues over here. They think we’re letting our surrounding culture have too much influence on us, though I’d like to point out that they all seem to be fitting in pretty well with their own surrounding cultures. But I’d like to believe that our desire to be more welcoming and our work to make life more manageable for the least fortunate stems instead from our Baptismal promises. Other Anglicans think we give too much voice to the laity—to you. But I think we’ve only barely begun to realize what the ministry of all the Baptized might mean.
Now why am I harping on all this today? Well, this is what pops into my head every time I hear that first lesson read from the book of Acts. It’s short, so bear with me while I read it to you again:
Those who had been baptized devoted themselves to the apostles' teaching and fellowship, to the breaking of bread and the prayers. Awe came upon everyone, because many wonders and signs were being done by the apostles. All who believed were together and had all things in common; they would sell their possessions and goods and distribute the proceeds to all, as any had need. Day by day, as they spent much time together in the temple, they broke bread at home and ate their food with glad and generous hearts, praising God and having the goodwill of all the people. And day by day the Lord added to their number those who were being saved.

The lesson starts with one of our promises from the Baptismal Covenant. We’re asked, “Will you continue in the apostles’ teaching and fellowship, in the breaking of bread, and in the prayers?” And we respond, “I will, with God’s help.” We’re being called to model ourselves on that earliest expression of the Church, where they not only worshiped but looked after one another, earned the goodwill of their surrounding community and continued to proclaim the Good News of God in Christ. They were working at making God’s beloved community a reality here on earth, not just in the bye and bye. 
Incidentally, don’t worry—I’m not about to suggest that you sell all your possessions and pitch a tent here on the parish property. Talk about redistributing the wealth! That was only one way that people tried caring for one another in the days of the apostles. More typical was what an early Christian writer described about 100 years later: 
Those who are prosperous and who desire to do so, give what they wish, according to each one’s own choice, and the collection is deposited with the presider. He aids orphans and widows, those who are in want through disease or through another cause, those who are in prison, and strangers who are sojourning here. In short, the presider takes care of all those who are in need.

That’s closer to something you can imagine doing today. It’s still a model of people working to make God’s beloved community a reality here on earth, and there’s no reason why we shouldn’t imitate that.
Now today isn’t a major feast day. Traditionally it’s actually called Good Shepherd Sunday, and if you were hoping to hear much about shepherds and sheep you’ll just have to get used to disappointment. I would, however, like us to do one thing differently. In place of the Nicene Creed, after a few moments of silence I’d like us to stand and renew our Baptismal vows. It’s on p. 292 if you want to find it now, but I’ll give you the page number one more time. Let us now spend a brief time in silence.
[Silence]

Renewal of Baptismal Vows

Presider     Do you reaffirm your renunciation of evil and renew your commitment to Jesus Christ?
People          I do.

Presider     Do you believe in God the Father?
People          I believe in God, the Father almighty, creator of heaven and earth.

Presider     Do you believe in Jesus Christ, the Son of God?
People          I believe in Jesus Christ, his only Son, our Lord. He was conceived by the power of the Holy Spirit and born of the Virgin Mary. He suffered under Pontius Pilate, was crucified, died, and was buried. He descended to the dead. On the third day he rose again. He ascended into heaven, and is seated at the right hand of the Father. He will come again to judge the living and the dead.

Presider     Do you believe in God the Holy Spirit?
People          I believe in the Holy Spirit, the holy catholic Church, the communion of saints, the forgiveness of sins, the resurrection of the body, and the life everlasting.
Presider      Will you continue in the apostles’ teaching and fellowship, in the breaking of bread, and in the prayers?
People           I will, with God’s help.
Presider      Will you persevere in resisting evil, and, whenever you fall into sin, repent and return to the Lord?
People          I will, with God’s help.

Presider     Will you proclaim by word and example the Good News of God in Christ?
People          I will, with God’s help.
Presider      Will you seek and serve Christ in all persons, loving your neighbor as yourself?
People          I will, with God’s help.
Presider      Will you strive for justice and peace among all people, and respect the dignity of every human being?
People          I will, with God’s help.
The Presider concludes the Renewal of Vows as follows

May Almighty God, the Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, who has given us a new birth by water and the Holy Spirit, and bestowed upon us the forgiveness of sins, keep us in eternal life by his grace, in Christ Jesus our Lord. Amen.

� Justin Martyr, First Apology, 67.





