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Opening Prayer
You are invited to begin this session by dipping your 
fingers in the bowl of water and making the sign of the 
cross as you say “In the name of the Father, and of 
the + Son, and of the Holy Spirit. Amen.”

The Sign of the Cross
Making the sign of the cross was not a custom in the 
Lutheran churches in which I grew up; I’m ashamed to 
admit we tended to think of it as superstitious. Frankly, 
seeing basketball players cross themselves at the free 
throw line didn’t help. 

Then, when I was in third grade, I attended a 
Lutheran school where the sign of the cross was used 
in chapel. I became fascinated by the gesture. I think 
there was something about using my body (or at least 
my hands) in such a ritual way that struck a deep 
responsive chord in me. However, I couldn’t quite fig-
ure out the movements and my attempts left me feeling 
more than a little awkward and embarrassed.

As a pastor, I learned to make the sign of the cross 
publicly—at the beginning and the end of the worship 
service. I learned to mark a cross in oil on the newly 
baptized and in ashes on Lenten worshipers. I began to 
notice Lutherans reclaiming the practice as a personal 
action, but it still didn’t come naturally to me. 

Some years later, my daughter attended a Catholic 
preschool where she was taught the sign of the cross. 
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Hymn
“This Is the Spirit’s Entry Now,”  
Evangelical Lutheran Worship 448;  
Lutheran Book of Worship 195

this is the spirit’s entry now: 
the water and the word, 
the cross of Jesus on your brow, 
the seal both felt and heard.

this miracle of life reborn 
comes from the Lord of breath; 
the sinless one from life was torn; 
our life comes through his death.

Let water be the sacred sign 
that we must die each day  
to rise again by his design 
as foll’wers of his way.

renewing spirit, hear our praise 
for your baptismal pow’r 
that washes us through all our days. 
Come, cleanse again this hour.

text by and © thomas e. herbranson: Used by permission.
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She began to insist on crossing herself as part of our 
table prayer. After all, her teacher said you were sup-
posed to! Sometimes children are our leaders, and so 
making the sign of the cross became part of our family 
practice, and, increasingly, my personal practice.

It should come as no surprise that Martin Luther, 
Augustinian monk and Roman Catholic priest, was 
accustomed to making the sign of the cross. It may 
come as a surprise to some that Martin Luther the 
reformer not only continued that practice, but in his 
Small Catechism encouraged its use at the beginning and 
ending of each day. For Luther, the sign of the cross 
was not only a reminder of baptism, but a powerful act 
of daily remembrance that we have been marked with 
the cross of Christ forever. 

 Sharing

> What is your experience with making the sign of 

the cross? What are your feelings about the prac-

tice? Have they changed over time? What refer-

ences to the sign or mark of the cross did you  

note in the opening hymn?

> If you have a hymnal handy, glance through the  

rite of Holy Baptism in the front of the book (page 

121 in Lutheran Book of Worship and page 225 in 

Evangelical Lutheran Worship). Where do you see 

the sign of the cross called for? (Look in the  

parts printed in red.)

A Matter of Death and Life
Last month we swam through the Bible, focusing on 
the richness of water imagery and stories, especially 
those that show us water as life-giving. But, in Scrip-
ture, as in our present world, water is not only a bless-
ing. It is a source of life, but it can also mean death. In 

the Creation, the waters of chaos are reined in and held 
back; they are not eliminated. What is life for one may 
be death for another. Noah and his family are saved, 
but the waters of the flood blotted out everything else. 
Israel walked through the sea on dry land, but the 
waters came back upon the Egyptians and Pharaoh’s 
army was drowned. 
 Human beings cannot survive long without water, 
but drinking too much water too quickly can lead to 
water intoxication. Farmers need water for their crops 
and livestock—but are in trouble when there’s too much 
or too little or it comes too soon or too late. Water can 
make the dry land blossom but the waters of a hurri-
cane or tsunami can make a wasteland. 

Death and life is also the message of the cross. 
According to the ancient Jewish law, anyone “hung on a 
tree” was cursed. The Romans perfected the cross as an 
instrument of execution, designed for protracted suffer-
ing and public humiliation. They considered crucifixion 
the ultimate penalty, the most wretched of deaths, and 
reserved it for the lowest classes (such as rebellious 
slaves) and the most heinous crimes (like treason). The 
cruel horror of crucifixion was meant to be a deterrent, 
and crucifixions were carried out along major roads 
and in other public places so that no one could miss 
the message. No wonder Paul wrote of how foolish and 
scandalous a crucified Messiah would seem to both 
Jews and Gentiles (see 1 Corinthians 1:22–23).

The ancients would have found it nearly impos-
sible to imagine that a cross could ever be called won-
drous, represented in fine art or beautiful jewelry, seen 
as a sign of faithful identity, a badge of honor rather 
than a symbol of shame. Jesus himself hints at this 
mixed message when, in John’s Gospel, he speaks of 
“being lifted up from the earth” as an indication both 
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of the kind of death he would die and of the salvation 
his death would bring to the world (see John 3:14–15 
and 12:32–33).

Baptism is a matter of death and life as well. As 
Jesus and his disciples journeyed to Jerusalem, Jesus 
spoke of the suffering that awaited him. James and John 
asked for places of honor and Jesus responded, “You do 
not know what you are asking. Are you able to drink 
the cup that I drink, or be baptized with the baptism 
that I am baptized with?” (Mark 10:32–40) As Jesus 
spoke of judgment and the end of the age, he said, “I 
have a baptism with which to be baptized, and what 
stress I am under until it is completed!” (Luke 12:50) It 
is clear that in these verses Jesus is not speaking of his 
baptism by John at the Jordan River, but of his death. 
Jesus tells us directly that if we mean to follow him, we 
are to take up our own cross (see Matthew 10:38; Mark 
8:34; Luke 9:23).

What does that have to do with us, baptized with 
water? Read Romans 6:3–8 aloud. Paul writes of bap-
tism as dying and rising with Christ. When we are 
baptized we are united with Christ, sharing in both his 
death and his resurrection.

Martin Luther referred to Paul’s words in The Large 

Catechism, and went on to say that baptism consists of two 
parts: first, being dipped completely under the water—the 
drowning of the old sinful self—and second, coming up 
from the water—the resurrection of the new person.

In Luther’s day it was customary to immerse the 
candidate three times in the water of the baptismal 
font, and baptism by immersion is not unknown among 
Lutherans today. I have heard more than one speaker 
imagine a baptism where the person being baptized 
would be held underwater long enough for the congre-
gation to start to panic, then be triumphantly lifted up 
to sputtering, breathing life. I doubt any pastor could 
ever really get away with that, but it certainly would 
communicate dying and rising in a vividly unforget-
table way.

 Sharing

> As you think back on the water narratives from 

Scripture that we discussed in the first session—

the chaos before Creation, Noah and the flood, the 

Exodus through the Red Sea—where do you see 

images of death-and-life? How do you understand 

the death and life images of the cross?

> Where do you see or hear death and life in what 

happens in baptism? Have you ever witnessed a 

baptism that made that death-and-life image clear? 

What was it like?

Daily Dying and Rising
Martin Luther understood baptism as a once for all 
event, just as God’s action in Christ was once for all. 
To repeat baptism would be to focus attention on our 
human actions and faith (which are always inadequate) 
rather than on the unfailing grace and promise of God. 

Luther was baptized on St. Martin’s day, November 
11, 1483, at St. Peter’s Church in Eisleben, Germany. 
Throughout his life, he drew strength and comfort 
from the certainty of that. When in doubt or despair, 
oppressed by sin and conscience, he would say, “But I 
am baptized! And if I have been baptized, I have the 
promise that I shall be saved and have eternal life, both 
in soul and body” (from Large Catechism, Baptism, 44).

If, in baptism, we have been united with Christ, 
then the worst is over. Death has no more power over 
us; we need not fear it, because we have already died. 
And if we have been united with Christ in a death like 
his, as Paul says, we will certainly be united with him in 
a resurrection like his. This is at the heart of our Chris-
tian faith; this is at the heart of what baptism means.

But although we are reborn children of God in bap-
tism, we remain subject to the brokenness of sin. We 
are at one and the same time saint and sinner. Martin 
Luther insisted that the Christian life is a daily dying 
and rising: “The old person in us with all sins and evil 
desires is to be drowned and die through daily sorrow 
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for sin and through repentance, and on the other hand 
. . . daily a new person is to come forth and rise up to 
live before God in righteousness and purity forever” 
(Small Catechism). Each day is an opportunity to die to 
sin and rise to new life.

How can we do this? This daily dying and rising 
can be encouraged in a number of ways, including
	 •	confession	and	forgiveness
	 •	reading	Scripture
	 •	participating	in	worship
	 •	daily	prayer	and	the	sign	of	the	cross
	 •	reading	Luther’s	catechism
	 •	professing	our	faith	by	reciting	the	Creed.
 These practices can be used by individuals, fami-
lies, small groups, and larger gatherings. Several of 
them are combined in Luther’s Morning Blessing and 
Evening Blessing. See page 34. 

Even with a daily habit of baptismal remembrance, 
there are significant times in our life journey when we, 
with Luther, might want to remember, “but I am baptized,” 
and be strengthened and sustained. The public ritual of 
Affirmation of Baptism (Evangelical Lutheran Worship, 
pages 234–237; Lutheran Book of Worship, pages 198–201) 
is one way the community of faith can mark such times. 
This is most often used at confirmation and the reception 
of new members. But there are other times—moving into a 
nursing home, becoming a parent or grandparent, chang-
ing occupation or location, diagnosis of a chronic illness, 
retirement—when the community together can help us lay 
claim to the sure and certain promises of the God who has 
already claimed us in baptism.

Consider
Baptism is at the foundation of our faith. How can we 
become conscious of this sacrament in our daily lives?

•	Look	again	at	 the	 list	of	practices	 for	daily	bap-
tismal remembrance. Pick one to make your own, 
perhaps using Luther’s Morning or Evening Bless-

ing (see page 34). Covenant with one another to do 
this for a specific period of time—perhaps until next 
month or your next gathering—and then share your 
experiences.
•	 What	 do	 you	 know	 or	 remember	 about	 your	
own baptism? Do you have photos, a certificate 
or bulletin, a gown or other clothing, a shell or 
candle, or the like? Set aside a special place for a 
visual reminder of your own baptism. Tell friends 
or family members about it; ask them about their 
own baptism.
•	 With	 the	 group,	 make	 a	 list	 of	 significant	 life	
changes that participants have experienced or that 
they anticipate. Consider how you might use an 
affirmation of baptism (public or private) to help 
you through such times of change. Talk with your 
pastor or other leaders about ways the congrega-
tion might acknowledge such times in the lives of 
its members.

Closing
Gather around or turn your attention to the bowl of 
water in your midst. Together, offer prayers of thanks-
giving for the gift of baptism, the death and resurrec-
tion of Jesus Christ, the gift of the Scriptures, the teach-
ing of Martin Luther. Give thanks for those who have 
gathered for this time of study, for their insights and 
sharing. Remember especially any who are in times 
of transition or change. End as you began, by dipping 
your fingers in the water and making the sign of the 
cross as you close, saying “In the name of the Father, 
and of the + Son, and of the Holy Spirit. Amen.” 
If you wish, sing or speak the opening hymn again.  
the Rev. Karen G. bockelman is assistant to the bishop in the 

Northeastern minnesota synod of the eLCa. she is presenting an 

adaptation of this Bible study to the delegates and participants of 

the seventh triennial Convention and Gathering of Women of the 

eLCa in salt Lake City, Utah, July 8-10 and 10-13.  
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The Morning Blessing
In the morning, as soon as you get out of bed, you are 
to make the sign of the holy cross and say: “God the 
Father, Son, and Holy Spirit watch over me. Amen.”

Then, kneeling or standing, say the Apostles’ Creed 
and the Lord’s Prayer. If you wish, you may in addition 
recite this little prayer as well: “I give thanks to you, 
heavenly Father, through Jesus Christ your dear Son, 
that you have protected me through the night from all 
harm and danger. I ask that you would also protect 
me today from sin and all evil, so that my life and my 
actions may please you. Into your hands I commend 
myself: my body, my soul, and all that is mine. Let your 
holy angel be with me, so that the wicked foe may have 
no power over me. Amen.”

After singing a hymn perhaps (for example, one on 
the Ten Commandments) or whatever else may serve 
your devotion, you are to go to your work joyfully.

The Evening Blessing
In the evening, when you go to bed, you are to make 
the sign of the holy cross and say: “God the Father, 
Son, and Holy Spirit watch over me. Amen.”

Then, kneeling or standing, say the Apostles’ Creed 
and the Lord’s Prayer. If you wish, you may in addition 
recite this little prayer as well: “I give thanks to you, 
heavenly Father, through Jesus Christ your dear Son, 
that you have graciously protected me today. I ask you 
to forgive me all my sins, where I have done wrong, 
and graciously to protect me tonight. Into your hands 
I commend myself: my body, my soul, and all that 
is mine. Let your holy angel be with me, so that the 
wicked foe may have no power over me. Amen.”

Then you are to go to sleep quickly and cheerfully.

From Martin Luther’s Small Catechism, included in 
Evangelical Lutheran Worship, pages 1160–1167.

FROM THE SMALL CATECHiSM OF MARTin LuTHER
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