
CHAPTER SIX 

Baptism 

/ n his letter to the church in Rome, Saint Paul uses lan
guage that at first glance seems exaggerated. He writes, 
"Do you not know that all of us who have been baptized 
into Christ Jesus were baptized into his death? 
Therefore we have been buried with him by baptism into 
death, so that, just as Christ was raised from the dead by 
the glory of the Father, so we too might walk in newness 
of life" (Romans 6:3-4). Doesn't it seem odd that when 
Saint Paul wants to write about Baptism, he describes it 
as an experience of dying and being raised from the 
dead? We have heard this kind of language so often and 
the passage from the letter to the Romans is so familiar 
to us that perhaps the imagery no longer strikes us as 
strange. But consider: when the Christian community 
describes the process, the event, the celebration by 
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which new members enter the community, it does so in 

the language of death and resurrection. I suspect that 

most people do not think of the commitment that we 

made-or in the case of many Catholics, that our parents 

and godparents made for us-as a matter of life and 

death. But our earliest brothers and sisters in the 

Christian community did think of it in precisely that 

way. After all, for almost the first three hundred years of 

Christian history, entering the community was literally 

an act that put one's life on the line. It was a capital 

crime in the Roman empire to declare oneself a Christian 

believer, so when our earliest brothers and sisters in 

the faith were baptized, they faced death as an all-too

possible result. 

In addition to the possibility of execution, those early 

believers faced another kind of death in joining the 

Christian community because they were radically chang

ing their entire way of life prior to baptism. When they 

entered the community they broke with the customs, the 

family traditions, the social and economic conditions 

that had previously shaped their lives. We still possess a 

list that was drawn up in the early third century of occu

pations which the Christian community regarded as 

acceptable for its members. There were many occupa

tions closed to Christians which seem innocuous to us at 

first glance, so many that one might well wonder how 

the early Christians ever managed to make a living. 

Classical paganism was so well established that virtu

ally every aspect of life was connected to pagan religion. 

For example, Christians of the time thought that those 

who wished to enter their community could not be 
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painters or sculptors, presumably because the commis

sions that such artists would receive would likely involve 

depicting pagan gods and goddesses or mythological sto

ries. Christians, they thought, ought not to be architects, 

probably because important architectural commissions 

would involve designing and constructing temples for 

pagan worship. Teaching was not a recommended occu

pation, because teachers would be expected to educate 

their students in classical pagan literature and that, of 

course, would require expounding pagan myths. 

Similarly, a Christian could not be an actor or in any way 

connected with the theater since actors performed plays 

based on classical mythology. A Christian could not even 

be a butcher because butcher shops in ancient cities were 

usually attached to pagan temples (one had to do some

thing with all those sacrificed animals). It is easy to 

imagine how upset pagan parents would be when their 

children who had become Christians told them they 

could no longer attend family celebrations of anniver

saries and births and deaths since such events often 

involved sacrifices to the pagan gods and other non

Christian religious rituals. Think how family members 

must have felt when a son or a daughter, a brother or a 

sister, a wife or a husband became a Christian and 

refused to attend family celebrations or take part in fam

ily holidays. I suppose they responded the way most peo

ple today would on learning that a member of the family 

had joined a bizarre new cult which required members to 

drop their careers and withdraw from their families

with the added fact that membership in the cult was 

against the law and punishable by death. 
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So, when Paul wrote that entering the Christian 
community is like dying, that being baptized is like being 
buried, he and his first readers knew that he was not 
exaggerating. When someone was baptized, his or her 
old life was over and done with, past and finished; when 
the new Christian emerged from the waters of baptism 
he or she was a new person, living a new life with new 
responsibilities, new values, new perspectives and new 
relationships within a new family. The Christian com
munity emphasized this theme oflife and death decision
making in the way it celebrated the ritual of baptism. 

Consider the image of water throughout the 
Scriptures. In Israel's experience water is a double-edged 
sword. On the one hand, water is life-giving, but on the 
other hand it is terribly dangerous, even deadly. To 

understand why this is so, we must recognize that the 

description of Israel as a land flowing with milk and 
honey is an exaggeration, to say the least. In antiquity 
Israel was the edge of a desert, and as people who lived 
on the edge of a desert the Israelites appreciated how 
precious water was. Without a reliable source of water 
the crops failed, the herds died and the people perished. 
The most wonderful description of a truly good place that 
Israelites could imagine, their picture of paradise, the 
garden of Eden, was an oasis with not one but four 
streams flowing through it (Genesis 2:10). Thus water 
was a great blessing. The just person is compared to a 
tree planted near running water (Psalm 1:3). By con
trast, those who are evil are like plants that have no 
water. They dry up and blow away in a day. Water effec
tively equals life. One can easily understand how that 
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would be true for people who live on the verge of a desert. 

One hears much about the Israelite army in the 
Hebrew scriptures but virtually nothing about an 
Israelite navy. This is not surprising: the Israelites were 
not a sea-going people. There was not one good harbor 
on the whole coast of ancient Israel. And like so many 
people who never have occasion to venture out on the 

waters, the Israelites found the sea very frightening. So 
when the biblical authors describe the chaos out of 
which God brings creation they turn to the image of a 
great formless mass of water (Genesis 1:1; Proverbs 
8:22ff). When they describe the near-destruction of the 
world because of its sinfulness, they think of a great 
flood (Genesis 7:17ffl. The greatest sign of God's saving 
action for His people was to part the sea and lead the 
Israelites through it while allowing the sea to roll back 
and destroy the Egyptians (Exodus 14:15ff). And in the 

rather funny story tale of Jonah, the prophet who does 
not want to prophesy, the point of Jonah's desperation to 
avoid fulfilling God's command that he go to Nineveh 
and call that city to repentance is made by the fact that 
Jonah chose to go to sea. That must have been a sure 
sign to any ancient Israelite that Jonah was going to 
come to a bad end. They knew that if you sail out to sea 
something terrible could easily happen to you-like 
being swallowed up by a great fish (Jonah 1-2). Water 
is a double-edged biblical symbol, both life-giving and 
death-dealing. 

That paradoxical double-edged quality is what made 
water so appropriate a symbol for entry into the 
Christian community. This is why, when a candidate was 
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to be brought into the church, he or she descended into 

water. The person was submerged in it, returned to the 

ancient waters of chaos, went back into the destroying 

waters of Noah's flood, drowned in the waters that rolled 

over the Egyptian army; they died. And then they re

emerged from the water, like Israel being led through 

the Red Sea, like Noah being saved in the ark floating on 

the water, like the universe being called out of the 

watery chaos; the new Christian emerged into new life. 

The newly baptized emerged from the waters of the 

church's womb. This is why Christians have spoken of 

"Mother Church"-because we have been brought to life 

in the church's womb, the baptismal font. Thus the 

imagery of the baptismal ceremony tells us that entry 

into the community of faith is a life-and-death moment. 

The old person gone, and a new person has come into 

existence. Thus we customarily give a person a new 

name at baptism because he or she is a new person who 

has emerged from the womb of the baptismal font. The 

person they were has died, and a new person living a 

new life has been brought into being. 

I suspect that few of us reflect on radical quality 

of our baptism. Most of us have no personal memory of 

being baptized since we were christened when we were a 

few days or weeks old. Even when we attend someone 

else's baptism, most often an infant's, we tend to see bap

tism as a celebration of birth rather than a passage from 

death to new life. We might better understand how rad

ical the decision to be baptized is if we think about the 

promises that we make at baptism. 
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After we have been asked to reject evil, the first of 

the baptismal questions that the church asks us may 

seem like a straightforward inquiry about our belief in a 

proposition about God: Do you believe in God the Father, 

the maker of heaven and earth? The real import of that 

question, however, the point at which it becomes difficult 

is when we realize what it implies. Do you believe that 

there is a maker of heaven and earth? That is to say, do 

you believe that there is one who made you, someone 

who gives your life its purpose and meaning? Do you 

believe that there is someone who assigns the end and 

goal of your existence and that you are not that some

one? Do you believe in God, and do you believe that you 

are not that God? That is a very much more challenging 

question than simply whether or not you accept the 

proposition that God exists. It is a question of whether or 

not you accept that your life has purpose but that you are 

not the one who assigns the purpose. The question asks 

whether you can live in a world that is not your world to 

do with as you choose. Can you live in a universe that is 

not designed by you for your own goals and purposes? 

The second baptismal question: Do you believe in 

God the Son who has become flesh and who lived and 

suffered and died and was raised again in glory and now 

reigns with the Father in heaven? Do you believe that, 

although you are not God, the one who is equal to God 

did not think being in the form of God was anything to 

be clung to, but emptied himself, taking on the form of 

a servant and becoming human like all other human 

beings (Philippians 2:6-7)? Can you believe that what 
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you are, a creature, is so powerful, so important, so 
wonderful that God has chosen to be a creature along 
with you? 

And the third question: Do you believe in the Holy 
Spirit and in one holy Catholic church? The fact that the 
Spirit and the church are linked in this third question is 
significant. Do you believe that the Spirit of God is pres
ent in the world, not first and foremost in you or in me, 
but first and foremost in us? This is to ask, do you believe 
that the Spirit dwells primarily not in individuals but 
rather in the community? These are three very sweeping, 
very important questions. And to say "I do" to all three 
questions is to make a very radical statement about who 
God is, who I am, and what my relationship is to you and 
to all other human beings. To respond affirmatively to 
the baptismal questions underscores how radical a deci
sion baptism is. 

Because baptism is the entry into a new and strenu
ous life, the church anoints the newly baptized. 
Anointing in the ancient world was a sign of blessing and 
strengthening by God. Athletes were rubbed down with 
oil before beginning a contest, kings were anointed 
before undertaking their leadership role, and high 
priests in Israel were anointed as a sign of God's bless
ing. The prophets were anointed, at least figuratively, in 
order to prepare them to speak God's word. And we, too, 
have been anointed; we have become "anointed ones," 
"Christs." We become little Christs, literally 
"Christians," through baptism when we are anointed to 
begin the new, strenuous, demanding vocation of living 
the Christian life. 
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That anointing which takes place at baptism is com
pleted, for most of us, some years later at confirmation. 
It is important to recognize that in the sacrament of con
firmation it is not we who confirm anything to God, not 
we who attest to our baptismal promises once again, but 
rather God who reaffirms to us the new life which has 
been given us in baptism. Confirmation reaffirms what 
has already been celebrated in baptism: the presence of 
God in our lives so that we can live the life of God in the 
world, with all the demands, all the challenges and all 
the strength of that new life. Baptism is not a once-and
for-all experience. We are more baptized every day of our 
lives. Again and again we reconfirm our baptismal com
mitment. At the beginning of the eucharistic liturgy the 
rite of the asperges, when we are sprinkled with water, 
is a reminder of our baptism. So, too, it has long been a 
custom for people to bless themselves with holy water 
when entering a church. These are reminders and reaf
firmations of our baptism. We must commit ourselves to 
baptism again and again. At every stage of our lives, in 
every new relationship within our lives, we discover 
anew what baptism really demands of us. We come to 
recognize new challenges, new requirements of the bap
tismal life. We discover what it now costs-and it always 
costs more than we expected-to live as a Christian. 
Fifty years after you were baptized you should be fifty 
years more really baptized then the day the water was 
poured on your head. Our being baptized goes on and on 
and on and is never finished until we have been fully, 
completely, raised with Christ. You see, it turns out Saint 
Paul was very accurate when he described becoming a 
Christian as dying and rising again. 
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For Reflection 

• In the early church, baptism often meant rejection 
in the secular, pagan world. Has your baptism 
ever put you at odds with your culture? 

• Baptism is not a once-and-for-all experience. Have 
you ever had an experience where you felt your 
baptismal commitment was deepened? 

• What does it mean to believe in a God that is not 
you? What does it mean to believe in your own 
holiness and goodness? 
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