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Many years ago, I did part of my chaplaincy training at a long-term psychiatric hospital.  Young and inexperienced, I was quite overwhelmed by this assignment.   I led groups on spirituality for the adults and for the teens that I hoped would somehow help these severely mentally ill folks heal a little bit.      

In the course of my work there, I met a man I will call Robert.  He was an enormous African American man who had played semi-pro football before all hell (and I mean that quite literally) broke loose inside of his mind.  His psychotic episodes were fast and furious—leading him toward violence, paranoia.  His family had become so afraid of his terrible violent phases that they had nothing to do with him anymore.  In the hospital, his medications kept him much more predictable and less violence prone, but he was so lethargic, he could barely keep his eyes open most of the time.  It was so hard to understand his slow, slurred words that I do not think I ever managed to have any understandable conversation with him.  

For group one day, I began to read Psalm 23, hoping to have a conversation about feeling safe and protected by God the Shepard.  As I began to read, Robert suddenly lifted his head up and in a crystal-clear, deep-throated voice, he recited the entire Psalm along with me, from memory.   I was stunned, as were the other patients, but he told us that he remembered it from when he was a child.  Robert found me after that group and told me he wanted to be baptized.  I had no idea what I was supposed to do, feeling like such an utter stranger there myself.  I talked to the psychiatrists during rounds about Robert’s request.   They did not like the idea, as they said it would just create unrest amongst the patients and they wondered if he even knew what he was talking about.   I believed, but of course did not know for sure if he understood. So, I got very hesitant approval and I promised that I would not make a big production or drama about it.  

My teacher, however, felt different. “We need a big baptism for this big guy with enormous problems.”  So instead of having a small, quiet baptism, we invited him and any of his fellow patients he wanted to invite to come outside (in the winter) to the little locked-up yard that they were no longer allowed to go out to after someone snuck out a few months earlier.  Brent, my teacher, had to stand on a chair to reach Robert’s head.  I had a bucket full of warm water.  A motley crew of spectators stood around cheering him on just as if he was quarterbacking another football game: “Good job, Robert, you can do it!”  

He knelt in the dry brown grass as we poured the water over him.  Brent said, “Robert, I baptize you in the name of God the Father, whose own child you are, and Jesus, who is your brother, and who weeps with you every single day, and the Holy Spirit, who made you brave enough to believe that you are an important part of God’s family.  Welcome to this family.”  I can still picture Robert’s face, steaming in the cold air, spit, snot, and tears mixing.  A giant face looking as awake and alive as I had ever seen him.  Hugs and smiles all around—and later even from all of the other patients who had watched through the windows, an orphaned man with a new family.  
