
A Contemporary Emphasis
We close this section with one example of how 

recent teaching on the sacraments has focused 
attention on a particular aspect of the Church’s 
faith that is especially helpful to believers today. 
Contemporary theology highlights a very ancient 
notion—that of the Paschal Mystery—as a way of 
inviting deeper reflection on how our participation 
in the sacraments draws us into the mystery of the 
life of the Blessed Trinity. 

For many centuries, emphasis was placed on 
Jesus’ death on the cross as a key way of under-
standing how we were redeemed. Catholic piety 
encouraged our identification with Jesus on the 
cross and many explanations of the sacraments held 
up the cross as the means of our redemption. All of 

that was—and is—certainly true. But contemporary theology 
has recognized that the Resurrection was just as important as 
the death of Jesus in the story of our salvation. The Paschal 
Mystery embraces both the dying and the rising of Jesus, and 
so it seems to be a more balanced and more complete way of 
understanding how Jesus won salvation for us. 

One consequence of this emphasis is that Baptism is now 
explained not just as a share in the death of Jesus. It is also 
seen as a share in his risen life. This more balanced approach 
is very ancient. It is found very explicitly in Saint Paul’s teach-
ing on Baptism in his Letter to the Romans.

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. For if we have been 
united with him in a death like his, we will certainly be united 
with him in a resurrection like his…. So you also must consider 
yourselves dead to sin and alive to God in Christ Jesus.”

  Romans 6:3–5, 11

A similar emphasis on new life in the Church’s understand-
ing of Baptism in contemporary terms is found in an excerpt 
from the Roman Ritual’s General Introduction to Christian 
Initiation. This is an important pastoral and theological docu-
ment that offers an overview of how to understand all of the 
sacraments of Christian Initiation—Baptism, Confirmation, 
and Eucharist. The excerpts below from that document deal 
specifically with Baptism. They summarize much of what 
is important to know about that sacrament. These passages 
also illustrate the contemporary emphasis of the Church on 
how the sacraments offer salvation by giving us a share in the 
Paschal Mystery of Christ.

1.  What is Original Sin?
2.  What are the consequences of 

Original Sin for all humans?
3.  What is sanctifying grace?
4.  What does the Paschal Mystery 

have to do with Baptism?

Quick Check

A  Deacon holding Paschal 
candle with priests and 
congregants in Easter 
procession. 
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Spotlight

1. In the sacraments of Christian initiation we are freed from the 
power of darkness and joined to Christ’s death, burial, and resur-
rection. We receive the Spirit of �lial adoption and are part of the 
entire people of God in the celebration of the memorial of the 
Lord’s death and resurrection.

2. Baptism incorporates us into Christ and forms us into God’s 
people. This �rst sacrament pardons all our sins, rescues us from 
the power of darkness, and brings us to the dignity of adopted 
children, a new creation through water and the Holy Spirit. Hence 
we are called and are indeed the children of God . . . . 

3. Baptism, the door to life and to the kingdom of God, is the �rst 
sacrament of the New Law, which Christ offered to all, that they 
might have eternal life. He later entrusted this sacrament and the 
Gospel to his Church, when he told his apostles: ‘Go, make dis-
ciples of all nations, and baptize them in the name of the Father, 
and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit.’ Baptism is therefore, above 
all, the sacrament of that faith by which, enlightened by the grace of 
the Holy Spirit, we respond to the Gospel of Christ . . . . 

4. Further, baptism is the sacrament by which its recipients are incor-
porated into the Church and are built up together in the Spirit into 
a house where God lives, into a holy nation and a royal priesthood. 
Baptism is a sacramental bond of unity linking all who have been 
signed by it . . . . 

5. Baptism, the cleansing with water by the power of the living word, 
washes away every stain of sin, original and personal, and makes us 
sharers in God’s own life and his adopted children. As proclaimed in 
the prayers for the blessing of water, baptism is a cleansing water of 
rebirth that makes us God’s children born from on high. The blessed 
Trinity is invoked over those who are to be baptized, so that all who 
are signed in this name are consecrated to the Trinity and enter into 
communion with the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit . . . . 

6. Far superior to the puri�cations of the Old Law, baptism produces 
these effects by the power of the mystery of the Lord’s passion and 
resurrection. Those who are baptized are united to Christ in a death 
like his; buried with him in death, they are given life again with him, 
and with him they rise again. For baptism recalls and makes pres-
ent the paschal mystery itself, because in baptism we pass from the 
death of sin into life.
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