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The Community of the Good Shepherd 

Guidelines for the 

Sacrament of Baptism 
 
 
 
 

In the Rite of Baptism for Children, parents acknowledge their 

role as primary teachers and providers for their children, even 

before children are able to ask for what is good for them.  Three 

elements are particularly important in this sacrament: 
 
1.  The introduction of the child to God’s life, and the 

realization that God loves and provides for His 

people at all times. 

 
2.  The responsibility of the parents to accept their 

role as primary teachers, and their commitment to 

helping their child live the promises made at his or 

her Baptism, since Baptism is not merely an 

event, but the beginning of your child's faith 

journey. 

 
3.   Baptism is not a private event; it is introduction 

into the life of the Christian community. This 

presumes parents' active participation within the 

community, and an acknowledgment of the 

community in the celebration of the sacrament. 



 
 

Requirements for the Baptism of a Child 

at Good Shepherd Parish 
 
 
 
 
 

1. Parents must be members of Good Shepherd Parish. 

A "parish member" is a Catholic who is registered 

and active in the parish or lives in the parish 

territorial boundaries.  In some instances, Baptism 

may be celebrated at Good Shepherd for a 

grandchild of a parishioner, provided the parents of 

the child are registered in a parish, and have the 

written permission of their pastor for the Baptism to 

take place here. 

 

2. Parents must attend the parish baptismal 

program, which is offered on the first Sunday of 

every month, at 1:30 p.m. It is recommended that 

parents attend this session before the baby is born. 

 

3. Baptisms are celebrated on the second and fourth 

Sundays of the month, at 1:30 p.m.  Because 

Baptism is a community event, the idea of a 

"private" Baptism is highly discouraged. 

 

4. The choice of godparents is crucial. They should 

be persons who can be relied upon to encourage the 

child and parents in faith. For that reason, the 

sponsors must be themselves exemplary, 

practicing Christians, and not simply relatives or 

good friends. At least one god-parent (male or 

female) must be a fully initiated (confirmed), 

practicing Catholic, and at least 16 years of age.  

The other may be a baptized, practicing Christian 

of another faith.   Ideally, the godparent at Baptism 

ought to be able to follow through as sponsor at 

Confirmation. 

 

5. Our recommendation is that a baby be baptized 

around the age of three months. 

 

6. There is a different program for baptism of 

children who are of the age of four years and older. 

Arrangements for this program can be made through 

the parish office. 



 
 

We have included this page of questions for you, so that each of you understand a little 

more about each other's desires for your child and to make sure that you are both 

aware of the undertaking of having a child baptized. Discuss your responses to help 

understand where each of you are with the Church and the Sacrament of Baptism.  

Please read and respond to these questions before reading any of the material. 
 

1. I want to have our child baptized because 
 

 
 
 

2. I am of the Christian faith today because 
 

 
 
 

3. My faith or my religious practices have changed in the following ways since I was a 
child. 

 

 
 
 

4. Three things we might do to make religion more important in our lives are 
 

 
 
 

5. We see the difference between a Christian and a Catholic Christian as 
 

 
 
 

6.  The baptism of our child means to us 
 

 
 
 

7.  As our child grows older, we would like them to better understand the Catholic faith   

as 
 

 
 
 

8. My hope and dream for my child's future in the world and the Catholic faith is 
 

 
 
 

9. You, as parents are responsible for the primary religious education of your child; 
what will you need to carry that responsibility in the coming years? 

 

 
 
 

10. Because you as parents will lead by example, how do you see yourselves becoming 
more involved in our parish community? 



 

 
 
 
 
 

 

1. Some parents wonder why they must attend a preparation 

class for the sacrament of Baptism. Since they themselves 

are Christians, it seems only natural to them that they would 

have their children baptized. 

 

2. Even though efforts at baptismal catechesis for parents who 

wish to present their children for baptism have become 

widespread, many parents still puzzle over the practice.  They 

wonder what more they need in the way of preparation than the 

instruction and formation they have already had. 

 
3. Baptismal catechesis should be approached as an occasion 

for all the participants to deepen their appreciation of the 

mystery of God's love for us which is ever new.  It should be a 

time for parents of newborn children, catechists, and 

godparents to share with each other their own grasp of that 

mystery and to pray for each other for the strength and 

commitment to guide these children on their faith journey. 

 
4. In addition, baptismal preparation serves as a means for 

interfaith marriages to share the meaning· and ritual of this 

unifying sacrament. 
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All cultures have some form of initiation by which a person becomes a member. The 
sacrament of Baptism is the initiation rite by which a person becomes a member of the 
Church. 

 
 

In Baptism, Jesus, through the sign of water, welcomes the baptized person into His 

Family—the Body of Christ.   Because of the permanence of this sacrament, no one 

needs to be baptized twice. 

 
The Family Jesus welcomes us into at Baptism, is really a priesthood whose members 

share Christ's mission. The baptized, all of whom are priests of Christ, reveal God by 

serving others and by mirroring Jesus in other ways.  This Family of God is the unity of 

the Church. 

 
In Baptism, Jesus gives His grace, a miracle beyond our understanding.   Grace is 

Jesus actually present, giving Himself—giving the baptized all the power and help he or 

she needs, all the strength he or she requires, to carry on God's work in this world.  

Grace means that God loves us so much that God gives us everything necessary to reach 

our goal. Jesus gives His Family grace in all His sacraments. 
 
 
 

Symbols and Rites in Baptism 
 

 

Water is the most prominent element in the baptismal rite. We should refer 

to the Scripture to see the full significance of water.  It is referred to often 

as a symbol of new life. In Genesis, we find that God parted the waters to 

create life. The account of Noah and the Flood shows water as purifying and 

as giving rise  to a new people—new life.  The story of Moses leading the 

Israelites through the Red Sea (or Sea of Reeds) portrays water as saving 

and recreating the Israelite people as a nation. John the Baptist used the 

water of the Jordan River to help people mark a personal decision to repent 

and accept a new life. 
 

Baptism can be received either by being immersed in water or by having 

the water poured or sprinkled on one's head. Immersion was most common 

in the early Church; it symbolized, for the early Christians, the person's 

death to sin (going down under the water) and resurrection (coming up out 

of the water) to a new life in Christ. 
 

The newly baptized is also clothed in a white robe or cloth. This practice 

is carried over from the early Church when baptized adults were dressed in 

white.  The robe symbolizes the new life the baptized now shares in the Body 

of Christ. 
 

 

The baptized is anointed with chrism, a symbol of priesthood.  The baptized 
person is now a priest for Christ:  he or she must mirror Christ and reveal the 
Father.

 

 

 



Y 
The last symbol of the Sacrament of Baptism is the baptismal candle. This will 
be lighted from the Easter Candle as a symbol of Christ's light and the light 

of faith in our life. 
 

Thus, the initiation rite of Baptism marks a personal decision to accept 

purification from sin and selfishness, to be saved from slavery to the ways of 

the world, and to enter upon a new way of life:  serving others.  It means 

being incorporated into the Body of Christ. 

 

We should reflect often—even daily—on this awesome commitment. We 

should ask, "Does my life reflect this commitment?" The Eucharist, when 

fellow Christians gather to celebrate their common dedication, and to ask 

for strength as they attempt to live a life of love and service, would be an 

excellent time to renew our Baptismal vows. 
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In order to understand anything completely, it is important to know where it came from 

and how it came to be. The Sacrament of Baptism is no different; to understand what it 

means for us in the twentieth century, we must understand what it meant for our 

ancestors in the faith. It is through the study of the rites they used that we can best 

grasp their insights into baptism. 

 
The first mention of baptism in the Scriptures is the account of John baptizing in the 

Jordan.  Baptism was not unknown to the Jews before John, because in certain places 

proselyte (converts to Judaism) baptism as a ritual cleansing after circumcision took place, 

as well as the. baptismal practice of daily purifications by the Essene community of 

Jewish monks at Qumran. For John's followers, however, baptism had a deeper 

prophetic dimension; it symbolized the preparation for a new age, a repentance from sin, 

and a conversion to a way of life that would be characteristic of the new age—a life of 

justice and integrity (Lk 3, Mt 3:7-12). 
 

It was this baptism that Jesus himself experienced at the hands of John.  (The Synoptic 

Gospels-Mt, Mk, and Lk--testify to his baptism; John alludes to it.) Jesus was baptized 

not because he was a sinner in need of repentance, but because he who is sinless 

wished to show solidarity with sinners, to make a commitment to love those he was sent to 

save. Jesus' baptism, therefore, was an inauguration of the Journey to the great act that 

bears witness to his great love; his public ministry, begun at his baptism, would lead to his 

death and resurrection.  In Mt 10:38 and Lk 12:50, we find references to Jesus' baptism 

being connected to his passion and death.  Jesus' baptism then, was not just one of 

many actions in his life, but a decisive act that gave expression to his ministry, passion, 

death, and resurrection. 

 
By the end of the first century and into the second, the Church began to develop a 

pattern of preparation and ritual for initiation in the Church. The first six chapters of the 

Syrian church order (book of religious practices) Didache are concerned with "the way of 

life and the way of death." The Christian-to-be was to know these two ways and spend 

time in fasting and prayer. The baptismal ceremony was quite simple; the candidate was 

baptized by immersion (going into the water) in the name of the Father, the Son and the 

Holy Spirit. If immersion was not possible, infusion (pouring water) was permitted.  Oddly, 

the Didache does not mention a rite for conferring the Spirit, even though reference was 

made to it in the New Testament.  

 
In 160 AD, Justin Martyr, writing to the Emperor Antonius Pius, explained the preparation 

and Rite of Baptism for his time. After lessons, prayer, and fasting by the community as 

well as the candidate, the candidate went into the water being baptized in the trinitarian 

formula. The new Christian was greeted with the sign of peace and shared in the 

Eucharist for the first time.  (Justin did not mention the rite of the bestowal of the Spirit, 

but this might be because he is writing to a pagan who could not understand the 

meaning of that rite. Justin's intention is merely to show the harmlessness of Christian 

life.) 
 



 
The third century African priest Tertullian wrote that ideally people were to be baptized at 

Easter by the bishop or priests and deacons delegated to assist him.  After fasting, 

prayer, night vigils, the renunciation of Satan, and profession of faith by the candidates, 

the bishop blessed the water and the candidates were submerged three times as the 

names of the Trinity were invoked. Coming out of the water the newly baptized were 

anointed, dressed, and brought before the bishop who laid hands upon their heads, 

welcoming the Holy Spirit. The newly baptized then shared in the Eucharist for the first 

time. 

 

Though no writer specifically mentions the baptism of children, it is inferred in the New 

Testament. (Acts 16:31 seems to imply that a whole household was baptized.)  It is 

obvious that by the time of Tertullian infant baptism was being practiced, and not only by 

exception. Tertullian did not believe in infant baptism and admonished the faithful not to 

baptize children. He would not have mentioned this had the practice not occurred. 

 
Another invaluable source for understanding the development of the practice of the 

sacraments of initiation is the Apostolic Tradition, written by a reactionary bishop of Rome, 

Hippolytus. Concerned that the Church was losing its ties with tradition, Hippolytus wrote 

a Church Order to inform Christians of the traditional manner of celebrating Christian faith 

and living Christian life. Concerning baptism he wrote that one must present himself to the 

Christian community, be examined as to his lifestyle and profession (both of which must be 

compatible to Christian faith), and then be enrolled in the "catechumente," a three year 

program of learning, prayer, and Christian living. During this time, the "catechumen" was 

helped by a sponsor who served as a friend and guide, and who would vouch for the good 

character of the "catechumen" before baptism. Immediately before baptism the candidate 

spent time in prayer, and fasting.  The ceremony of baptism was much the same as in 

other sources mentioned above; the water was blessed, exorcisms pronounced, baptism 

by triple immersion as the person acknowledged his belief in the Trinity, a post-baptismal 

anointing and laying on of hands through which the Holy Spirit was called forth. Another 

anointing and the sealing with the Holy Spirit took place. The celebration of the Eucharist 

followed. 

 
In summation of the first three centuries, there are several points that are important to 

realize. Firstly, there seems to be a definite development of the rites through time in order 

to meet the needs of the people. From a simple and informal celebration of initiation there 

developed a sophisticated preparation and celebration of the sacrament. Secondly, the 

role of the baptismal both remains central to the celebration of the sacrament primarily 

because it represents a sharing in the death of the Lord (going down into water, burial, 

drowning, cleansing) and in the resurrection of the Lord (rising, the waters of rebirth, new 

life as a son or daughter of the Father). Thirdly, the role of the Holy Spirit is intimately 

connected with the Rite of Baptism. Invoked at the time of the baptismal bath, in most rites 

he is welcomed through prayer, anointing, and the laying on of hands by the bishop, 

confirming within the person the presence and power of God. Fourthly, the role of the 

community is important. The bishop, as head and symbol of unity, presided over the rites; 

the community met with the candidates throughout their preparation, praying with them 

and supporting them in word and deed. Finally, as shown through the interest and 

concern of the moral life during the "catechumenate", baptism was not seen as a mere 

initiation rite into a community, but the entrance into a life where evil was rejected and 



moral goodness and the love of God embraced. A true transformation was sealed in the 

waters of baptism and the conferring of the Spirit. 

 
The basic rites used throughout the third century did not change in the fourth, though the 

situation of the Church drastically did. In 312 A.D. the Emperor Constantine declared that 

Christian faith was no longer an outlawed religion.  Within the next 70 years, it was 

pronounced the official religion of the Roman Empire. This drastic change from a Church 

persecuted to an imperial Church presented many problems for the communities of faith. 

The Church of old was a Church where people were automatically committed to the 

cause of Christ because they laid their lives on the line to enter the Church. A person of 

weak faith would have never considered joining a group in which he could lose his life. 

With the approval of Christian faith, however, the weak could now join, and men and 

women who sought the status of belonging to the state religion would seek entrance, 

even if little or no faith was present on their part.  It was through the work of gifted leaders 

that the Church maintained as much as possible a criterion of faith and moral 

conversion. The homilies of the Doctors of the Church—excellent theologians and 

preachers—brought to the fore even more clearly the connection of the sacraments of 

initiation with the saving plan of God and the life of the Christian. 

 
The fifth century began to bring about another change.  More and more people began to 

bring infants and children to be baptized. The teaching of St. Augustine regarding original 

sin began to outweigh the fear of children growing up and sinning seriously, thus being 

liable to strict discipline of the Order of Penitents.  Before this time, while some people 

had their children baptized, others simply enrolled their children in the catechumenate, 

deferring baptism until adulthood. The reason for this was twofold:  one could only 

experience the sacrament of Reconciliation once in his life, and until the penance was 

totally fulfilled (this could take years) he was to share in the communion of the Church. 

Secondly, many felt that faith involved a complexity too great for children to encounter. 

Because many people were baptized as infants during this century, and the Church had 

been accepted by most people, the baptism of adults began to dwindle. This had 

tremendous ramifications for the sacraments of initiation. 

 
The sixth century inherited a new pastoral problem in light of the previous developments 

in the Church. Faith had spread to towns without bishops; children were now the normal 

recipients of Baptism, which was celebrated at Easter and Pentecost except in the danger 

of death. Fear of infant death brought about the practice of baptizing shortly after birth, 

thus destroying the Paschal character of baptism.  The bishop, unable to preside at the 

ceremony permitted the local priest to baptize, but reserved for himself the confirmation 

with the Spirit (post-baptismal anointing and laying on of hands) until a convenient time. 

Eucharist was not received until after the confirmation with the Spirit, so baptism began 

to lose its connection with Eucharist. The community was no longer necessarily present 

and the preparatory rites were telescoped into one ceremony.  Thus, in less than two 

hundred years the understanding of baptism was greatly changed. 

 
What was once a celebration of Paschal Mystery (death and resurrection) entrance into 

a community, and life in the Spirit simply became a celebration of the removal of original 

sin. Though these former aspects were not denied, they lost their position of being 

conscious in the minds of the community. For the next 1300 years, the Rite of Baptism 

would remain in this condition. 
 



 
 

In short, the sacraments of initiation-Baptism, Confirmation, and Eucharist became 

separated from one another. Baptism, bestowed at infancy, was not followed by the 

imposition of hands and anointing with chrism (Confirmation) and Eucharist until early 

adulthood, which was considered to be about the age of twelve in the Middle Ages. Thus, 

the gift of the spirit who enables Christians to live out the call to service and faith was no 

longer related to Baptism; Eucharist, too, seemed to lose its connection with Baptism as 

the strengthening of our life begun with water and the Spirit.· 

 

In 1910, Pius X moved the age of full participation in the Eucharist from an age after 

Confirmation (or at least near to it) to the age of reason, at that time considered to be 

about seven years of age. 

 
The Second Vatican Council opened the doors of renewal of the sacramental life of the 

Church.  New understanding in history and archaeology, along with the discovery of ancient 

liturgical documents, brought about a seemingly new understanding of Baptism, Confirma 

tion, and Eucharist which, in reality was really quite old. In 1969 Paul VI promulgated the new 

rites of Christian initiation, preserving the best aspects of the initiation practices of the 

Church throughout history. He reinstated the ancient rites of Christian initiation for adults, 

modifying them to fit a modern world. He also gave to the Church a Rite of Baptism for 

children.  Until this time, the Rite of Baptism used for infants was the same as that which was 

used for adults. The new rite calls for the recognition of the fact that children are unable to 

profess their faith, but that the example of their parents and other Christians will help lead 

them to the faith of the Church,   The role of the community is restored, for Baptism is to 

be celebrated with the community whenever possible (General Instruction, #4).  The 

connection of Baptism with Confirmation and Eucharist is restored by the nature of the 

prayer used at the anointing with chrism and the Lord's Prayer recited at the altar. The 

connection with Eucharist is all the more strengthened by the encouragement to celebrate 

Baptism at the Sunday Eucharist (G.I. #9). The new rite also calls for the preparation of 

parents in their responsibility to create a truly Christian environment so that their child 

may grow strong in faith and love of God and the Church. This was not always necessary 

in the past, when the values of the Gospel were an integral part of Medieval culture. 

 
The new Rite of Baptism offers to the Church an opportunity to experience the core of 

Christian faith and grow in a spirit of love and concern as a community committed to 

Christ. The Church no longer simply wipes away original sin, or enrolls an infant in the 

society called the Church. The Church once again understands these ancient acts as the 

beginning of a spiritual journey to the Kingdom of Heaven in which all who share in the 

life of Christ must walk. It is the foretaste and the promise of eternal life. 
 
 
 
 
 

 



 
 

 

 
 

 
 
 

BAPTISM:  -A SACRAMENT OF L!FE 

-A SACRAMENT OF BELONGING 

 -A SACRAMENT OF GRACE  

 

If one were to ask the parents of a child the reason they wanted to have their baby 

baptized, it would not be surprising to hear the simple statements:  "so that our child will 

not have original sin" or "so that our child can be a member of the Church." These simple 

statements have a great depth to them.  In a few words, the parents have expressed 

(maybe unbeknownst to themselves) the love they have for a child whose life is more 

than biological. This essay will examine the meaning of Baptism of initiation into the 

Church. 

 
To understand baptism, it is necessary to understand the concept of the sacrament 

itself. There are many definitions of sacrament, but one with which most American 

Christian adults are familiar is the one from the Baltimore Catechism:  a sacrament is an 

outward sign instituted by Christ to give grace.  A sign is something that points to a 

greater reality.  A wedding band, for instance, points to a reality much greater than a gold 

circle; it points to the love and permanence of marriage. To say that a sign is outward 

means that it does not originate within our minds, but starts from the world around us and 

gains meaning as we perceive it and reflect upon it. Thus, the symbol of water, so common 

and necessary to daily existence and experienced through the senses is a symbol to all 

people of life and death.  It quenches thirst, gives life and growth, refreshes and 

cleanses; it floods, erodes and drowns. Water is much more than wet stuff; it is a source 

of contact with the deeper meaning of life. 

 
When the Church claims that the sacraments were instituted by Christ, it does not 

mean that the Lord commands each and every sacrament to be celebrated by the 

Church (although there are direct commands in the Gospel to baptize, forgive sins, 

and celebrate Eucharist). What the Church means when it says that sacraments are 

instituted by Christ is that they spring from the values of Jesus. They are the symbolic 

expression of the concerns and the actions of Jesus as He walked the earth. The 

Church, the Body of Christ, carries on the work of Christ in many ways. The Church 

makes Him visible in the world today. In a prayerful, ritual way, the Church makes the 

values of Christ real in the modern world. Just as Jesus came to give life by His death 

and resurrection, so ·the Church continues that work through baptism; as Christ 

nourished the hungry of mind and body by His word and the loaves and fishes on the 

hillside, so too does the Church nourish through the Eucharist.  It would be a gross 

misconception if Christians saw the work of the Church limited to the practice of the 

sacraments. The sacraments  have meaning because as outward signs, they ·are 

ordinary actions of the Church reaching out to give life in countless "secular" ways 

(feeding the hungry, working for the life of the sick and the weak, reconciling  the 

outcasts of society) put in a context of conscious union with God and the meaning of 

Christian existence. 

 
 



Finally, sacraments are said to give grace. The word "grace" comes from Latin, meaning 

"gift." Grace is the gift of the relationship of life and love with the Father. For a relationship 

to truly exist on a meaningful level, a dialogue must take place. Relationships are built 

and expressed through communication.  The sacraments as sources of grace are 

encounters with the living God. These encounters effect and change the Christian's 

relationship with the Lord. Just as the act of parents signing adoption papers changes (or 

even starts) a relationship of father-mother-child, so too the act of baptism brings about a 

new and permanent relationship with the Father in heaven. Just as a quiet, relaxing meal 

can strengthen the love between husband and wife, so too can Eucharist strengthen the 

bond of love between the Father and the children of His Kingdom. The sacraments, 

therefore, are not just signs of God's love for us; they are effective in bringing the 

relationship to perfection. 

 

The Church speaks of Baptism in many ways, but one of the most common and pervasive 

concept of this sacrament is that of initiation. At Baptism, a person stands on the threshold of 

a new level of existence; one is no longer simply a child of the world, but now is about to 

become a child of grace. This grace of which the Church speaks is not a static condition, 

but a dynamic relationship with the Father in which the person baptized becomes a child of 

God, a member of the Church because this person is a sharer in the Paschal Mystery of 

Christ the Lord. 
 
 
 
INITIATION INTO THE PASCHAL MYSTERY 

 

For the Catholic, as for all Christians, the central event of the life of faith is the fact that at a 

certain time the Son of God laid down His life for our salvation, only to take it up again on the 

third day. This is more than an historical event. For the believer it is the catalyst that put all of 

creation into a new relationship with God the Father. All of creation is redeemed by this one 

saving act, and all the events that led up to it and all that will follow it. The person called to the 

waters of baptism is invited to experience this Paschal Mystery not as an observer but as a 

participant in the very life of Christ. To share in Christ's life means to journey with Him to His 

death in order to experience a transformed life through His resurrection. What Christ the Lord 

experienced over 1900 years ago the Christian experiences in the waters of baptism.   

By dying to the sinfulness within oneself as a person descends into the waters and rises from 

the waters of rebirth a grace-filled person, the Christian enters into a journey of death and 

resurrection that is not completed in baptism, but only begun. The pattern of dying and rising 

is the pattern of Christian life and of all life created by God for that matter. There are those 

experiences of dying that a person chooses: the death of a certain independence when one 

marries in order to rise to a love that is more fulfilling than the independence itself. There is 

the death of a certain freedom when one chooses to bring children into the world, producing 

a love that makes it possible to bear the crosses of late nights with sick babies and light 

budgets produced by the cost of raising children.  There is the cross of doing without so 

that the poor might have a chance to put a meal on the table. There are also those crosses 

that one does not choose, the crosses of growth thrust upon us (the pain of adolescence, the 

pain of seeing one's children grow up, the pain of sickness, unemployment, or one's 

limitations in life).  Even these deaths are rooted in the Paschal Mystery because one can 

choose to succumb to a permanent death in which evil conquers, or one can confront these 

crosses and rise to a new level of life.  In all the deaths the Christian will face in life, there 

is the option to choose or reject life. The true Christian chooses life as Christ chose life 

through a willingness to confront death. This sharing in the Paschal Mystery is what we mean 



by being initiated into grace.  By living as Christ lives we are in an active unity of mind and 

heart. By sharing in the Paschal Mystery, the Christian does not simply follow the rules of 

God and the Church, but lives every moment in union with the Redeemer. Life goes beyond 

the observance of faith to a complete identification of Gospel values. What Christ lives, the 

Christian lives. What Christ died, the Christian dies, and so is raised up as the new 

creation. Thus, on the last day Christians can enter into the fullness of the Kingdom of 

God because they are one with the King while on earth. 

 
It might be valuable to speak of the concept of original sin at this point. Since the time of 

Saint Augustine in the fifth century, the Church has articulated the state of existence of the 

non-baptized person as "being in original sin." Original sin is not a sin of guilt in the sense 

of a responsible choice by the individual, nor is it properly understood to be the punishment 

laid upon us for the sins of our ancestors. Original sin is better understood to be the logical 

consequence of the sins of the human race.  In one sense it can be understood as the 

evil that pervades the world, whether within the human heart or outside of it; it is the evil that 

is greater than humanity-the phenomenon which we appropriately refer to as Satan.  It 

is also to be understood as the sinfulness that directly affects the person, the evil that 

alienates the person from himself/herself, others, and God. It is the evil that drives one from 

goodness to evil acts. Finally, it can be understood as the kingdom of darkness that 

pervades life itself, keeping the person from realizing the love of God visible in the world. 

Through baptism (and the subsequent living of the Paschal Mystery) one is thrust out of 

the slavery of sin and into a life of freedom. As Christ conquered sin and death through 

the Paschal events, so the Christian accepts (with more than mental approval) the 

conquest of sin and death in his/her own life. Because of the Paschal Mystery and its 

connection with baptism the Church can state with certainty: "Once you were not people, 

now you are God's people; once you had not received God's mercy but now you have 

received his mercy." (1 Peter 2:10) 
 
 
 
INITIATION INTO THE FAMILY OF GOD 
 
 
Baptism is not related simply to the Paschal Mystery. Because of the saving action of 

Christ Jesus, the Christian becomes not only a sharer in the Paschal Mystery, but also a 

son or a daughter of the living God. Just as in natural life a person shares in the inheritance 

of the characteristics, rights, privileges, and responsibilities of being a family member, so 

does the adopted child of God the Father. The Christian inherits the gift of eternal life, the 

love of God is realized within, and the Christian "inherits" the characteristics of the Father: 

mercy, forgiveness, care of the poor and the oppressed, and an unending love for all of 

creation.  In this series the Christian is truly made in the image of God. With Christ the only 

Son of the Father, the Christian lives as a member of the household of the Father. The 

Christian does not live for the things of this world, but ultimately for life in the presence of 

the Father. 

 
INITIATION INTO THE CHURH 

 
Inseparable from the concept of being a child of God is the concept of membership in the 

Church, for the Church is the family of God active in the world today. Saint Paul brings the 

nature of the Church into a clearer perspective. He compares the Church to a body in which 

Christ is the head. All the parts or members of the body are united to the other parts, each 

dependent upon the others, all under the guidance of Christ. The Church is not simply a group 



of people under the rule of a hierarchy, nor a group of the well-intentioned of the world; it is 

the presence of Christ in the world today. The Christian, as part of the Church, which is 

born and strengthened by the Spirit who came upon the Lord in baptism, now acts as a 

sign and reality of Christ in today's world. Through Baptism a Christian participates with the 

Body of Christ in offering praise and supplication to the Father, proclaiming the Good 

News of salvation, and serving the human family in preparation for the Kingdom.  In 

this sense, the Church is a sacrament, an outward sign, of Christ present in the world. It is 

necessary to understand, that while the Church is a sacrament of Christ, it is a sacrament 

that is in need of strengthening, healing, reconciling, and nourishing. It is into a Church that 

is broken yet reconciled, wounded yet healed, that a new Christian is born. It is to do for 

others what Christ does for the Church that a Christian is commissioned. Initiated into the 

Church, a mission is given and the plan of salvation brought closer to fulfillment. 
 
 
 

THE QUESTION OF INFANT BAPTISM 
 

 

In the light of the understanding of Baptism as given above, many ask whether it is 

possible to initiate an infant into the Church.  At this time in life, the infant has neither 

the ability to choose nor the capability of living the commitment of the sacrament. While 

this is true, it is important to realize that Baptism is the action of God calling a person to a 

life of faith and the response to that call. The important action is on the part of the Lord 

who takes the initiative to love.  Just as parents love their child before the child is capable 

of responding to that love, so God has an unconditional love for His people. Secondly, 

Baptism is not a private action between God and the individual but, as with all 

sacraments, is a communal action. Born into a community by the fact that a person is 

born as a son or a daughter of God, the Church professes its faith.  In a very certain 

sense, the Baptism of an infant is as much a grace-filled event for the Church as for the 

child. Baptism is not simply an expression of call and commitment but an expression of 

the action of a loving God which surpasses the human ability to grasp and control it by a 

human choice or rejection of it. 

 

THE QUESTION OF LIMBO 
 
 
In the tradition of the Church which so many Catholics today had experienced as children, 

it was commonly accepted that the unbaptized, because they lacked the relationship of 

childhood of the Father, could not share in the saving effects of the Lord's death and 

resurrection.  In symbolic terms, this was expressed through the image of limbo, a place 

of natural (earthly) happiness, but lacking the vision of God that would bring total fulfillment 

to human existence. This concept, widely accepted by the Church has always been seen as 

a speculation (a possibility) but never defined as reality. In light of a deeper understanding of 

the saving effects of the cross and resurrection, the Church understands that Christ 

came to save all people. With this in mind, it is clearer that many might well be saved who 

do not know of Christ (or with clear conscience cannot accept Him) as long as they live 

by what they honestly discern to be the true way of life.   In other words, Christian life 

is not simply a means to heaven; for those who are called, Christian life is the gift to 

which we must respond, for through it we are drawn into a deeper unity with the Lord on 

earth. 



 
 

 

 
 

So that you will feel comfortable participating in the celebration of your baby's baptism, 

here is an outline of the manner in which the celebration will unfold. 

 

1. The reception of the child 

A parish greeter will meet you when you arrive for the celebration. They will 

explain where your relatives and friends may be seated and where you, your 

child's godparents and your new baby will gather for the opening procession. 

 

The celebrant will ask you three questions.  He will ask what name you have 

given your child. You answer with the name you have chosen. Then he will ask 

what you ask of God's Church for your child. You may answer with words such as 

"baptism," "faith," or "entrance into the Church."  Finally, the celebrant will ask if 

you accept the responsibility of bringing your child up as Christ taught us.  You 

respond with the words:  "We do." 

 
Then the celebrant asks the godparents of your child if they are ready to help you 

fulfill your responsibilities.  They answer:  "We are." 

 
Finally, the celebrant signs your child on the forehead with his thumb in the 

sign of the cross and invites you and the godparents to do so as well. 
 
 

2. The liturgy of the word 

The celebration of God's word will include readings of appropriate texts from the 

Bible and a brief homily by the celebrant that relates those readings to the joyful 

event you celebrate. 

 
After a period of silence for reflection and personal prayer, you and the 

members of the congregation will join in prayer of the faithful. 

 
3. The celebration of the sacrament 

 

After the blessing of the water, the celebrant will invite you, the godparents 
and perhaps the other members of the congregation to renounce sin and 
profess faith in God.  Each person who takes part in this renunciation and 
profession responds, "I do" to each statement the celebrant makes and joins in 
the Amen or other acclamation that concludes the profession. 

 
Then the celebrant will invite you and the godparents to the baptismal font. He 

will ask you if it is your will to have your child baptized in the faith of the Church.  

You respond: "It is." The celebrant baptizes your child. Either parent may hold 

the baby during the Baptism. 

 
After the Baptism in water, the celebrant will anoint your child on the forehead 

with the oil of chrism as he prays that your child live always as a member of 

Christ's body sharing everlasting life. Then your child will be clothed in a white 

garment signifying his or her share in the new life of Christ. 

 



The celebrant will then present you with a candle lit from the Easter candle. The 

baptismal candle will remind you of your responsibility to keep the flame of 

faith alive in your child's heart.  The congregation will join with you at this point 

in praying the Our Father and the celebrant will bless the mothers, the fathers 

and the whole assembly. 



 

 
 

The role of sponsors, or godparents, in infant Baptism has often been presented to parents 

as that of stepping in and ensuring the Christian upbringing of the child in case 

"something happens" to the parents. Though many parents have given lip service to 

that understanding of sponsorship, they realize that in the rare case that neither parent is 

able to fulfill the responsibility of providing a post-baptismal Christian education for a child, 

close relatives are the ones who assume such responsibilities toward the child. Further, 

many parents have in fact approached the role of sponsorship as an honorary one 

which they sometimes bestow on individuals who live at a distance and who may have 

little direct contact with them or their child. 

 
The early Church knew a much richer role for sponsors. Sponsorship originated in the 

catechumenate which has already been described in some detail. Sponsors were those 

committed Christians who persuaded friends or acquaintances to seek entrance into the 

Church. If their friends accepted their invitation, sponsors presented them to the leaders of 

the Church and guaranteed that the prospective converts were sincere in their 

intentions.   Once the prospective converts began the catechumenate, their sponsors 

encouraged them by word and example and joined the other members of the 

community in offering prayers for them. Sponsors stood witness at the Baptism itself 

and pledged continued support to the newly baptized as they entered the Christian 

mysteries more deeply. 

 
Originally Christian parents fulfilled the role of sponsorship when their own child was 

baptized.  Parents made the decision to their faith with their child through Baptism. 

They presented their child to the minister during the ceremony of Baptism and professed 

the faith in which the child was to be baptized. And they promised to provide the post-

baptismal education that would help their child appropriate Baptism's meaning. 

 
Only in special circumstances, as when children had no Christian parents, did others fulfill 

the role of sponsoring children for Baptism.  For example, the Christian master 

presented the infants of his slaves for Baptism.  Individuals to whom the care of 

orphans or abandoned children had been entrusted presented them for Baptism. 

 

In time the erroneous idea that those who were the physical parents of a child could not 

also be its spiritual parents arose and took hold. This unhappy opposition between 

physical and spiritual parenthood was eventually codified in Church law which prevented 

Christian parents from presenting their children during the ceremony of Baptism. That 

function was to be fulfilled instead by spiritual parents, or godparents. 
 

The Rite of Baptism for Children restores to parents their rightful role in the Baptism of 

their own children. According to the introduction to the rite: 
 

Because of their natural relationships, parents have a more 

important role and ministry in the baptism of infants than the 

godparents (n. 5). 



The introduction describes that role in some detail. 
 
 

Before the celebration of the sacrament, it is of great 

importance that parents, moved by their own faith or with the 

help of friends or other members of the community, should 

prepare to take part in the rite with understanding. 
 

In the celebration of Baptism, the father and mother have 

special roles to play. They listen to the words addressed to 

them by the celebrant, they join in prayer  along with the 

congregation, and they exercise a special function when:  (a) 

they publicly ask that the child be baptized; (b) they sign their 

child with the sign of the cross after the celebrant; (c) they 

renounce Satan and make their profession of faith; (d) they 

(and especially the mother) carry the child to the font; (e) they 

hold the lighted candle; (f) they are blessed with the special 

prayers for the mothers and fathers (n. 5). 

 
The parents' role does not cease when the ceremony of Baptism concludes. 

 
 

After Baptism it is the responsibility of the parents, in their 

gratitude to God and in fidelity to the duty they have 

undertaken, to enable the child to know God whose adopted 

child it has become, to receive Confirmation, and to 

participate in the Holy Eucharist (n. 5). 

 
The Rite of Baptism for Children does not do away with the role of godparents. The 

general introduction to the rite acknowledges the origin of sponsorship in the early 

Church's practice of the catechumenate. 

 
It is a very ancient custom of the Church that an adult is not 

admitted to Baptism  without a godparent, a member  of the 

Christian community who will assist him at least in the final 

preparation for Baptism and after Baptism will help him 

persevere in the faith and in his life as a Christian (n. 8). 

 
Regarding the Baptism of children, the general introduction notes: 

 
 

In the Baptism of children, too, the godparents should be 

present to be added spiritually to the immediate family of 

the one to be baptized and to represent Mother Church. As 

occasion offers, he will be ready to help the parents bring up 

their child to profess the faith and to show this by living it  

(n. 8). 

 



At least in the final rites of the catechumenate and in the 

actual celebration of Baptism, the godparent is present to 

testify to the faith of the adult candidate or, together with 

the parents, to profess the Church's faith in which the child 

is being baptized (n. 9). 

The role of godparents in infant Baptism, then, is primarily twofold. Godparents are called 

to represent what ought to be the concern of the whole Church that the child to be 

baptized is brought up in the ways of faith. In this sense, godparents express the 

sponsoring responsibility of the entire community. Godparents are also called to 

encourage and support parents in the fulfillment of the responsibilities that belong to 

parents.  The single question addressed directly to godparents during the ceremony for 

the Baptism of infants underlines that part of the godparent's responsibility. 

 
Are you ready to help these parents in their duty as 

Christian mothers and fathers? 

 
Godparents, then, relate directly to parents in the fulfillment of their role and in that way to 

the children to be baptized.  In choosing godparents, parents should seek Christians upon 

whom they can rely for the support they need in teaching their children the ways of faith. 

They should choose godparents whose own way of life will be a source of inspiration 

to them and their children. 
 

 


