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Baptism of Madison Grace Schnyders 

“Surrounded by Grace” 

Romans 8.37-39;  Ephesians 3.14-21;  Mark 12.28-34 

Prayer:  We give you praise merciful God for drawing us together to this place so that we may 

experience your love and grace in your Word, in your Meal, in your Water.  Open our eyes and heart to 

your amazing grace so that all of the rules that bind us may fall away and we may experience your 

freedom.  Amen. 

 

My Dear Madison Grace, 

 

 The first church that I served as a pastor was in Holland MN.  It was, coincidentally, not very far 

from where your Papa grew up. 

One afternoon, during my second or third year as a minister, I sat in the Pipestone county library 

parking lot – a place where I did a lot of my thinking – and I realized that after four years in the Seminary 

I didn’t understand the concept of grace.  I thought, “I’m a Christian minister who preaches week after 

week, who’s sat through sermons and Sunday School my whole life, who’s been educated in a Christian 

College and in a Christian Seminary -- for thirty years I’ve been surrounded by the church, and I do not 

understand the church’s most fundamental theological principle -- “grace.” 

 That frightened me, and frustrated me.  I sat there a long time, searching my mind for a deep 

understanding, but it simply wasn’t there.  “How could this be true?” I wondered. 

Of course, I’d heard grace mentioned over the years.  Quite a lot, actually, but when I analyzed 

what I was in fact taught, it looked more like works righteousness.  I remember a great deal of “shoulds” 

being spoken at me.  You should do this.  You should do that.  If you’re a Christian you should act this 

way.  If you’re going to follow Jesus then you shouldn’t ever think this.  And as I reflected on my rather 

short preaching career, I knew that I was repeating “The Gospel According to Should” to my 

congregation in Holland. 

That realization caused me to shudder, because, quite honestly Madison Grace, I never felt good 

enough.  I never felt clean enough.  I never felt like I was a very good Christian. I never felt like I ever did 

all of the things that I should do.   And I was a bit of a misfit because I didn’t know how to hide my 

inadequacies.  It felt like they were always on display.  I didn’t know how to dress myself up enough to 

pass as a really good Christian, let alone a really good Christian minister.  I was always a bit tarnished for 

everyone to see.  “The Gospel According to Should” condemned me. 

******* 

 I know exactly what prompted this crisis.  I had just come from a text study with three Lutheran, 

one Methodist, and one Roman Catholic, clergy.  One of the Lutherans, Barb Lundquist is her name, said, 

“I was taught in the Seminary that if you can’t find grace in the text, then you may not preach it.  So 

everything I preach is about grace.” 

 I wasn’t taught that.  But she made so much sense to me.  Grace as the central organizing theme 

of all sermons.  That made sense to me, but it wasn’t what I was doing. 

 However, one of the things that troubled me about Barb’s emphasis on grace, was that Barb 

herself denied the resurrection of Jesus.  She didn’t believe that it actually happened – at least not in the 



way I was taught to believe it.  Now, here she was, this resurrection denying Lutheran, the first female 

pastor I ever really knew, saying something about grace that I’d never heard before, and she made so 

much sense. 

 So, sitting in that library parking lot I had a crisis of calling.  I didn’t know what to do.  It felt like I 

needed another education.  So, I started to look at scriptural texts the way Barb told me to do.  I started 

to search for grace in every text.  No more “shoulds”.  No more works righteousness.  No more guilt.  No 

more piling on my congregation more and more and more things to do to make God happy.  No more 

offering yet another rule to follow.  No more standing in judgment of people.  No more shaming of 

people for being unable to follow “The Gospel According to Should.” 

 I began to preach, week after week, about the love of Jesus for the people in my congregation.  I 

began to echo the words of Ephesians: “I pray that you, being rooted and established in love, may have 

power …. to grasp how wide and long and high and deep is the love of Christ, and to know this love that 

surpasses knowledge….(3.17b-19a)  What an amazing text that is.  It became the centerpiece of my 

thinking. 

******* 

 Our family moved to Akron after five years in Minnesota and I continued to preach a gospel of 

grace.  I pounded the grace of God, the love of God, over and over and over and over into the people of 

this church.  I also began to bless people – especially children – with the words, “Jesus loves you.  He has 

always loved you and he always will love you.  And it doesn’t matter what you do or don’t do.  He just 

stinking loves you.” 

I told the elders that I want those words to echo and reverberate in the brains of our children 

for the rest of their lives.  I told the elders that our children might not know what they believe about 

God but I don’t want them to ever doubt the fact that Jesus loves them.  And I want every one of those 

children to know for the rest of their life that it isn’t what they think or what they do that causes Jesus 

to love them.  He just simply loves them as they are. 

Jesus doesn’t care what color they are.  Jesus doesn’t care what nation they come from.  Jesus 

doesn’t care what sexual orientation they are.  Jesus doesn’t care what gender they are.  Jesus simply 

loves them.  They do not need to change themselves in order to be loved by Jesus.  I wanted our 

children to know this.  I want you to know this Madison Grace. 

 I don’t know how successful that’s been.  But I’ve been able to whisper that theology of grace 

into the ears of many children and many young people and I hope that it’s stuck a little bit somewhere 

inside of them.  Some of the children of the church have walked away from the church, and even away 

from faith, and that hurts a great deal.  I mourn them deeply.  Maybe those tiny blessings will help them 

someday to encounter Jesus.  Because I really mean it, Madison Grace, Jesus loves us, all of us, and it’s 

not dependent upon us.  And Jesus loves you Madison Grace Schnyders. 

 When I began to shift theologically, I never expected for something to shift within myself as 

well.  Eventually grace took hold within me, and I stopped feeling like a fraud.  I no longer felt corrupted 

and loaded down by insufficiency.  I no longer thought that my tarnished inadequacies mattered.  I 

started to feel God’s love for me.  That’s just pure grace. 

******* 

 A man, John Withington, recently visited our church Facebook page and left a kind message 

about our church.  I don’t even know him, or remember running into him, which I thought was odd since 

he left a kind message.  So, I stalked his Facebook page and I found the following quote: 

"Go to a church where people believe God is angry, and you will find angry people. 



Go to a church where people think God is judgmental, and you will find judgmental people. 

[Go to a church where people think that God is a legalist, and you will find legalistic people. 

Go to a church where people think that God loves only certain people, and you will find clannish 

people.] 

Go to a church where people think God is evil, and you will find evil people. 

Go to a church where people believe God is love, and you will find loving people. 

You will become like the god, or God, you believe in."  (I added a couple, but the rest is a quote 

from someone named Mark Hicks.  I don’t know who that is either.) 

 I thought about those words for a while.  I think that it’s simplistic but mostly true.  And the fact 

is we’re trying to be a church that worships a loving and gracious God, and because we do this, I think 

that we’re becoming loving and gracious people.  Which, it seems to me, is the heart of the gospel. 

 Someone recently asked me how I can defend my position on a particularly tricky social issue 

that is haunting the church.  My response was, “I don’t understand what you’re asking me.  I believe 

that God is gracious and loving and so I try to be gracious and loving and I guess that’s what you’re 

objecting to.”  Something like that. 

******* 

 You, Madison Grace, you have already experienced a great deal of love and grace in your life.  

You’ve been immersed in love and grace since the time you were discovered inside your birth Momma’s 

womb.  She loved you immediately and continues to love you today.  And she acted so incredibly brave 

and gracious as she shared you with your Mother and Father, Christina and Scott.  I am in awe of women 

who’s love for their child is so immense that they put aside their own natural desires and allow someone 

else to become their child’s mother and father.  That’s amazing love.  That’s Godlike love. 

 But more than that Madison Grace, you’re surrounded by love and grace by your grandparents, 

and by your brother, and by the community in Canton, and the community in this church.  And as you 

grow and mature you will encounter even more people who love you and who are gracious to you.  And 

it’s their love and grace that will stabilize you whenever life becomes difficult. What a blessing this is 

Madison! 

I know that you’re going to take all of this love, all of this grace, for granted.  That’s what 

children do, it’s okay.  But there will be one day when you’ll look around and see the love and grace that 

surrounds you and you will marvel at it. 

******* 

 I’m thankful that I’m able to whisper Jesus’ love into your tiny ears.  I’m grateful that I may 

touch you and bless you and watch you grow.  I’m grateful for your presence in this church. 

 I have to admit that I grieve a little that I probably won’t be able to watch you grow up and 

become a beautiful woman filled with grace who pursues your own family and career and relationships 

and loves.  That realization is growing within me these days every time I baptize another baby.  But I’m 

blessed to be here at the beginning. 

 Your middle name is “Grace.”  How appropriate is that!  Madison Grace Schnyders.  That’s a 

perfect name.  So be busy growing up my lovely child.  Be busy absorbing all of this love and grace that 

surrounds you.  Be busy discovering the Jesus who loves you more than you will ever even know. 

******* 

 Today we’re baptizing you.  Today your parents, your grandparents, your birth mother, the 

congregation, all of us, are participating in your baptism.  We’re all allowed the privilege of seeing the 

water run down your face and hear God declare that you are God’s beloved daughter, a girl in whom 



God find pleasure.  You won’t remember this event, but that’s okay, many other people will, and we will 

remember, that Madison Grace Schnyders belongs to God, she is a sister of Jesus Christ. 

 Your baptism Madison reminds all of us here that it’s all about grace.  God loves us even before 

we understand what that love means.  That’s grace. 

 In the name of the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit. 


