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Baptism

Can you remember your first day of school? Your first date? 

Your first day on the job?

Your experiences will help you teach baptism because bap-

tism is about new beginnings, the death of the old, the shock 

of the new. If you remember the shock of these deaths/new 

beginnings you will capture something very important about 

the sacrament of baptism.

Water, fire, and new beginnings

In the life of the Jewish community the Passover mystery 

is central, and we get our experience of baptism from these 

people of the first covenant. They start out from slavery led 

by Moses, with the army of Pharaoh right behind them, and 

then they run up against a huge body of water blocking their 

way. They go through it! That is the very definition of a new 

beginning. When Jesus is baptized, dunked in the waters of 

the Jordan by John, he repeats the experience of Israel going 
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through the waters. We know this for sure because, right after, 

he continues the journey by going out into the desert just as 

Israel did. The shock of a new beginning is just that—a new 

beginning. It is not arrival. Everyone getting baptized is just 

beginning, but what a beginning!

We have lots of images of shocking new beginnings. People 

will talk about going through a baptism of fire. Soldiers cer-

tainly do, but anyone who has tried to do something new gets 

scorched too. In baptism, the fire is real. It is the fire of the 

Holy Spirit. It burns away something but also creates some-

thing new.

But baptism is supposed to be about water! It is about 

water, but it is also about fire.

Saint Thérèse, the “Little Flower,” who is portrayed usually 

as someone rather fragile and sweet, said, “I would go through 

fire to get to Jesus.” You are inviting your young Christians to 

do the same.

I used to live and teach in Hawaii. These islands are really 

huge mountains, huge volcanoes that spewed fire and molten 

lava under water. Finally an island appeared above water: a 

new beginning out of water and fire. Baptism is, if anything, 

more dramatic, more thrilling. A fragile human being is united 

to God. It is the whole story of creation all over again, only 

this time the Holy Spirit re-creates a human being. Easter is 

Day One. Baptism is the sacrament of Day One.
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A complete transformation

Before we go any further, please look at these two samples 

from prayers used at baptism: “We pray for these children; set 

them free from original sin, make them temples of your glory, 

and send your Holy Spirit to dwell within them.” Another 

prayer in the ritual says that Jesus “gives us the freedom only 

[God’s] sons and daughters enjoy.” Are these just words? Can 

you see the freedom that flows out of the baptized? Can you 

see the young people in front of you in their “glory”?

Nothing compares to baptism. We can join a club, become 

a citizen of another country, change political parties, become 

famous, but nothing will ever come close to the transforma-

tion caused by being baptized. We could even go to the depths 

of hell, as far from God as we possibly could will ourselves, 

but it would not change the reality that we are baptized and 

that baptism changed the person we are, even if we do not 

want to be that person. We are all created by God, but after 

baptism we have been re-created.

That re-creation, that transformation, that kind of radical 

evolution—that is the heart of teaching baptism and continues 

on through all the other sacraments. There is a prayer that re-

minds us of this that is said by the priest silently at Mass when 

he adds the water to the wine in the chalice: “By the mystery 

of this water and wine may we come to share in the divinity of 

Christ who humbled himself to share in our humanity.” It is 

in baptism that we first come to share in the divinity of Jesus, 

who commanded us to make disciples and baptize them in 

the name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit.
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Creating divine life

Baptism is the sacrament of beginning, and once we begin, 

we can try to turn back, but God will never un-baptize us. 

We are always changed by this sacrament. We are always bap-

tized. Often we might say, “I was baptized.” Instead we should 

say, “I am baptized.” Sometimes baptism was said to confer 

an “indelible mark.” But it is much more than that, of course, 

because it is the irrevocable creation of divine life in us. That’s 

why baptism is unrepeatable. Once created, we cannot do 

anything to un-create ourselves. Once re-created, we cannot 

do anything to reverse it. Hell is possible for sure, if human 

freedom means anything, but the gate is locked from inside. 

God never once gave up on us, never reversed the creation 

and the re-creation that made us who we are before God and 

in God.

Baptism is so important, it is the only sacrament that can 

be conferred by a non-baptized person. Anyone can baptize 

if they have the intention to do what the Church intends and 

they say the words using the name of the Trinity. We should 

meditate on the fact that the two sacraments that sustain 

most of the Church most of the time are either not conferred 

by clergy (marriage) or need not be conferred by clergy (bap-

tism). These two great sacraments have sustained the Church 

in the darkest times of persecution not only when clergy were 

scarce, but when no other structures in the Church survived 

except the family.
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Beyond the signs of washing

Baptism in the New Testament is a word that means dunking 

or immersing. That practice never was given up in the east-

ern or Byzantine churches. It can shock a western Catholic 

to attend a baptism where the child is really dunked. But the 

shock is good for us because it reminds us of something that 

the celebrant prays: “We ask you, Father, with your Son to send 

the Holy Spirit upon the water of this font. May all who are 

buried with Christ in the death of baptism rise also with him 

to the newness of life.” Besides “washing,” the water is a sign 

of dying and rising to new life.

As a former Southern Baptist, I can tell you that my bap-

tism was something dramatic and easily remembered: Down 

the steps into the tank and down into the water I went, with 

one of my pastor’s strong arms behind my head and the other 

behind my shoulder. Down I went and up I came. I can close 

my eyes and feel that all over again even though it was de-

cades ago. I really did feel, as a dunked Southern Baptist, the 

dying and rising to new life that the Catholic prayer speaks 

about.

For the last thirty years at Easter, adults being baptized in 

the Catholic Church get the chance to experience this dramat-

ic dying and rising in water. Some lucky babies get the same 

chance in the western Church because the rite (since 1969) 

calls for immersion as the first option. After all, baptism in 

Greek means to dunk. Of course, this dramatic action impacts 

the community more than the baby, who will not remember 

it, but it is good for the community to see this dying and rising 

to new life. At children’s liturgies and Sunday Masses, the real-
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ity of baptism often sinks into the hearts of people when they 

are confronted with more than a little pouring of water, a little 

dab of oil, the usual abbreviations and shortcuts of a once-rich 

celebration of splendidly clear and generous elements provid-

ed by God’s creation.

From day one to the last day

Baptism is the sacrament of letting go, leaving behind, plung-

ing into a reality that only faith sustains. That is to say, it 

is like death! All catechists should know that this reality of 

dying and rising to new life certainly comes roaring back at 

funerals. At baptism, we were anointed with chrism so we 

might “live always as members of his body, sharing everlast-

ing life.” This baptismal prayer and many others that speak 

of “everlasting life” show how related the baptismal rite is to 

the funeral rite.

 So at baptism we receive the white garment, the sign of 

new creation, which comes with the admonition that the dig-

nity we receive at baptism be brought—with the word and 

example of family and friends—into the everlasting life of 

heaven. In the same way, the last white garment we receive 

will be the pall covering our coffin. Rich or poor, expensive or 

not so expensive, the coffin gets hidden under the white cov-

ering, a sign of our baptism. We are, by baptism, all equal, all 

hidden in Christ.

Then there is a presentation of a lighted candle. We light 

this small candle for the newly baptized from the Easter 

Candle, the light of Christ shining in the darkness of death. 

This Easter candle also will be at the funeral, burning brightly 
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up front. And the prayer at baptism is: “may these children 

keep the flame of faith alive in their hearts. When the Lord 

comes, may they go out to meet him with all the saints in the 

heavenly kingdom.” When the saints go marching in we hope 

to be in that number. The sacrament of baptism is the sac-

rament of beginnings, and when we arrive at the end of the 

beginning, and begin the ending, then we shall rejoice to say, 

“I am baptized.”

For reFlection and discussion

1. What experiences have you had that helped you appreciate 

the natural, life-giving power of water? What has happened 

in your life that helped you understand how dangerous 

water can be? Even if you are not a morning person, can 

you see the dawn as an experience of creation being invit-

ed back just as it was on the “first day”?

2. We experience water as something safe and easily available, 

but what else is necessary but not safe, not easily found? 

What has this necessity got to do with baptism?

3. What experiences have you had that were beginnings? 

What were your first experiences of friendship? What 

impact have children had on your life?
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4. Granted that babies always draw our attention, what ex-

periences of infant baptism have meant the most to you? 

What adult baptisms have you been a part of? How have 

you shared these experiences with others?

5. Have you been at the funeral of an infant or known some-

one whose child has died? How has your faith influenced 

your response?

6. What experiences of funerals have impacted you the most? 

Did any of the baptismal symbols at the Catholic funerals 

communicate something?

Prayer

Let the glory of your life, O God, shine in us always, 

but especially now as we prepare to share our faith in 

what you have done to make us your own in the life 

of the Church. Even when the darkness is very dark 

and sin threatens your children, let us take refuge in 

the glory given us in Jesus, the light of the world. Help 

us to keep the light you have given us shining through 

until we meet the Lord with all the angels and saints 

in the heavenly kingdom. We ask this, Father, in the 

name of Jesus by the power of the Holy Spirit.


