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Baptism 

The first steps

 on a whole of life journey with Jesus.
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“Therefore go and make disciples of all nations, baptising them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, and teaching them to obey everything I have commanded you.”  (Matthew 28:19-20)
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Key Words:


‘Repent’  Literally this means to change your mind.  It involves us accepting that we are sinful and that our relationship with our Father in heaven is broken.  It involves a turning away from what we know to be wrong and turning towards God and his will for our lives.

‘Believe’  This means believing that Jesus died so that we can be re-united with our heavenly Father.  Whilst we cannot earn righteousness in God’s sight, we can respond to what Jesus has done, by coming under his rule, following his teaching and believing that he is God.

‘Saved’  This is the word often used to sum up all the joys and benefits of being a Christian.  These include the gift of eternal life; being free from a fear of death and the day of judgement; becoming a child of God and so knowing the joy of a relationship with God as our heavenly Father who forgives us and cares for us; having a life which has meaning and purpose as we seek to serve God and work for the spread of his kingdom; being part of the world-wide family of God.

‘Following Christ’  This means seeking to live life in a way that pleases Jesus.  If he died for us, we should live for him.  Briefly this means coming under his rule and seeking to obey his commandments.  It also includes worshipping him with his people in Church and telling other people about him and his love for them.

What is baptism?

	Many babies in England are brought to church each year to be baptised.  Often people call this ‘a christening’ but baptism is the word used in the Bible and in the church services.
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Jesus’ commanded it!

Jesus was baptised, and he told his followers to ‘go and make disciples of all nations, baptising them… and teaching them’ (Matthew 28:19-20).

In the early Christian church, baptism was more often for adults.

3,000 in one day!

In the book of Acts, we read that after Peter preached a sermon the crowd said, ‘What shall we do?’, and Peter replied, ‘Repent and be baptised, every one of you, in the name of Jesus Christ for the forgiveness of your sins.  And you will receive the gift of the Holy Spirit…’.  ‘Those who accepted his message were baptised, and about three thousand were added to their number that day’ (Acts 2:37-41).

In prison!

On another occasion the circumstances were quite different.  Two leading Christians, Paul and Silas, had been arrested and put in prison for preaching about Jesus.  But in the middle of the night their jailer wanted to become a Christian.  So he asked them, ‘Sirs, what must I do to be saved?’.  They replied, ‘Believe in the Lord Jesus, and you will be saved—you and your household’.  The Bible continues, ‘Then they spoke the word of the Lord to him and to all the others in his house… then immediately he and all his family were baptised… and he was filled with joy because he had come to believe in God—he and his whole family.’ (Acts 16:30-34).

	For adults then, baptism went with repentance, belief and a willingness to follow Christ.  Baptism itself was a washing with water, often done in rivers, and showed visibly and publicly that a person had joined the Christian Church.
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	Why water?

Water is found all over the world and is rich in significance.  In particular water reminds us of three things:

Waters of washing

The main use of water in any house is for cleaning.  Our bodies and clothes need to be washed regularly and, of course, there is the routine chore of washing up.  The pouring of water in baptism reminds us that we need to be made spiritually clean.  Our selfishness makes us ‘dirty’ in God’s sight.  Often we try to make ourselves clean by ‘turning over a new leaf’, but self-effort is not what God wants and never enough.  You don’t baptise yourself, someone else does it.  This reminds us that it is God himself who cleans us.

Waters of death

Water can also be a very destructive force, as when there are floods or violent storms.  The water of baptism also speaks of a death, a drowning or a dying to a life without God.  Paul, who wrote many of the books in the Bible,  wrote about this in his letter to the Church in  Rome:

‘Don’t you know that all of us who were baptised into Christ Jesus were baptised into his death?  We were therefore buried with him through baptism into death in order that, just as Christ was raised from the dead through the glory of the Father, we too may live a new life.’

Waters of life

Water is also indispensable for life, as we know when some summers our lawns become brown grass and cracked soil.  The water of baptism reminds us that God gives us spiritual life, life which not even physical death can destroy.  This new life in one sense follows from the death of ‘self’ referred to above.  This emphasis on a new life is the reason why baptism is the welcoming ceremony into the church.
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But what about babies?

So far it may seem that baptism is only really for adults.  Some denominations, like the Baptists and the Pentecostals, do think that.  The Church of England, like the Roman Catholics and the Methodists, believes that it is right to baptise the children of Christian parents.
	Before Jesus

We have already seen that baptism is the ceremony for joining the church.  Another name for the Church is ‘God’s covenant community’.  The word ‘covenant’ indicates a commitment based on promises, like in a marriage.  In the time before Jesus there was a different ceremony for joining God’s covenant community.  It was circumcision.  This can be read about in the book of Genesis:


	


Then God said to Abraham… ‘This is my covenant with you and your descendents after you, the covenant you are to keep… You are to undergo circumcision, and it will be a sign of the covenant between me and you.  For the generations to come every male among you who is eight days old must be circumcised.’ (Genesis 17:9-12).

In other words the children of believers in the Old Testament were brought into the membership of God’s people, and so we may expect that God would want this today
In the first century after Jesus birth 

Although in the New Testament there are no accounts of a baby being baptised, there are times when we are told the whole ‘household’ or family was baptised and these may have included children.  Moreover, Christian Jews would have expected their children to be baptised.  However it was only the children of believers who were baptised.  Believing parents naturally want their children to grow up to know God’s love and forgiveness, to love and worship God, and to play a full part in the life of the Church.  It is quite illogical for parents who have no faith to want to bring their children up to have faith.

	Today

That is why the baptism service opens with the responsibilities of being a Christian parent.  For parents who are Christians, these are joyful activities, undertaken with enthusiasm:

· Praying for children, and when older, praying with children
· Teaching them about Jesus and reading Bible stories
· Going to church as a family to worship together
· Setting them an example of Christian living
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When this happens many children do come to their own faith in Jesus.

The Baptism service
All baptisms should take place during a main service, this is because baptism is the ceremony for joining the church.  This is also required by the Laws of the Church of England.  For children the most appropriate service is the family service.  

Comments on the service

The Start.  

The service starts with a prayer about Jesus’ teaching on baptism and the new beginning, the new life, with Jesus that baptism symbolises.
The Middle.  

Responsibilities & Promises

This comes in three bits:

1. Firstly, it states the responsibilities of the person to be baptised, if an adult, and of the congregation, parents and godparents, in the case of an infant and asks whether you are prepared to undertake these responsibilities.  

2. Then, it challenges your personal faith, asking whether you reject the devil, sinfulness and rebellion against God. 

3. Then, it asks you if you are a Christian and whether you have turned to Jesus as your personal saviour, and whether you have brought and will continue to bring your life under his rule.

Signing of the Cross

The minister will then sign the person to be baptised with the cross on their forehead.
Profession of Faith by all

The entire congregation is asked to affirm its faith.
The actual Baptism

The minister then baptises the child or adult.  Water is poured onto the person in the name of God, the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit.
The End.  

· The minister prays for the baptised person on the start of their journey with Jesus.

· The newly baptised person is welcomed by the church.

· A lighted candle may be given to symbolise the light of Christ shining in the darkness.

Godparents
Not much has been said yet about godparents.  This is because parents are the biggest influence on a child.  Nevertheless godparents are important.  They are people invited by the parents to have a special concern for their child, and especially their Christian development.  Godparents should therefore be committed Christians.  Church Law says they must be baptised and this requirement cannot be waived.  They also should usually be confirmed.  However we do not insist on confirmation.  If any godparent is not confirmed they should read and sign the form given later on this page.  If anyone feels they cannot honestly sign this form they should not be a godparent. 

Confirmation

Confirmation takes place when an adult is ready to affirm their own faith in Christ and willingness to follow him.  The same statement of faith and promises is made by someone being confirmed as the parents and godparents make at a baptism.

This is why it makes sense that parents and godparents should have been confirmed.

At a confirmation service, after the promises have been made, the bishop lays his hands on the person’s head and prays that God will strengthen, or ‘confirm’ the person’s faith with the Holy Spirit.

Statement of Belief and intent by those not confirmed

I, _________________________________ am the parent/ godparent of ____________________________.  I am baptised and believe and trust in God, Father Son, and Holy Spirit.  I affirm my allegiance to Jesus and my rejection of all that is evil.  I am willing to give _____________________________ help and encouragement through my prayers, example and teaching, so that he/ she may be brought up as a Christian within the family of the Church. 

Signed ____________________________

Date _______________________________

A big step
You will have realised by now that baptism is a big step in a person’s life.  It is a big step for an adult who gets baptised, and it is a big step when parents have their baby baptised.   
You may be like many people who retain a faith in God, go to church very occasionally, but who are either unaware of what Christianity is really about, or are wary of getting ‘a bit religious’.  We hope that in asking for your child to be baptised you will give serious thought to what Christianity really is and where you stand in relation to it.

Becoming a Christian involves accepting God’s love for you and what Jesus has done through his death for you and responding to that love, by turning away from sin and following Jesus’ way for your life.  We have lots of different ways that you can find out more about Jesus, including leaflets, books, DVDs as well as Sunday services!     
You may feel at this stage that baptism is too big a step to take—in which case a thanksgiving service may be more appropriate.

The Thanksgiving Service

The thanksgiving service is not an alternative to baptism since baptism can still be had later on.  But it may be all that some parents require.

Like baptism, thanksgiving has its roots in the Bible.  You may recall the story of children being brought to Jesus for him to bless them.  He received them gladly because he loves all children very much.  Jesus blessed the children in this story (Mark 10:13-16).  In the service of thanksgiving the Vicar or curate does the same.  The parents will also pray for their child.

This service is often used by parents to publicly say thank you to God for the gift of a child, where they would prefer the child to make his/ her own mind up as to whether to become a Christian when they are older. 

This is not a baptism and the statements made by the parents are not as onerous as in the baptism service.

Adult baptism

We encourage those old enough to answer for themselves as children or adults to come forward for Christian baptism which from the beginning has been the official mark of entry into the Christian Church.  Jesus commanded it and the early church practised it.  Adult baptism can be an exciting public declaration of faith.

Thanksgiving

For those who want their children to wait for Adult Baptism or who are unable to make the strongly Christian promises required of parents and godparents in the Infant Baptism service, the church is happy to offer a pre-baptismal service of Thanksgiving and dedication of a child.  Often and ideally this should take place within one of the main worship services of the church, with Christian friends around to support and pray.

Infant baptism

Infant baptism is not a one-off dose of holy magic.  It’s a commitment of parents and godparents and of the church to pray for the child, to teach the child the Christian faith and to encourage the child in private prayer and public worship and to live out in practice the Christian life.  From God’s side, the clean water is a symbol of his forgiveness and his grace, available to the child because of the work of Jesus on earth for us.  We will never say ‘No’ to parents who would like their children baptised in church.  However, because of the strong promises of faith and belief, that parents and godparents make, parents will be encouraged:

· to attend church or church related activity for at least a few weeks before a date for baptism is agreed.

· to have the Baptism service within a main church service, so that the wider church can welcome the child.

· where they are living together but unmarried and not planning to marry, to consider God’s call for Christians to marry and whether they might feel it more appropriate to give God thanks for their child in a Service of Thanksgiving & Dedication rather than a Baptism Service.  
· where parents come from another parish, to make contact with their own parish priest and conform to the Baptism preparation policy of that parish before seeking final agreement for a baptism in this parish.

· godparents must be present at the baptism service

This policy is not intended to place unnecessary hurdles in the way of people coming to baptism, but to help people to see the seriousness of the promises they will be asked to make. 
Abraham, Sarah & Isaac
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