ELUSTAATHONG OY MAHY ALFIER

by Thomas Richstatte

ur understanding of infanl Bap-
tism has been changing. During
a recent conversation with a
parishioner. I asked him why he
had his children baptized, “They told us
we had to, Father” he answered. “Origi-
nal Sin. We all saw the special place in
the cemetery where unbaptized infanis
were buried.” Yet Bill went on 1o explain
that his grandchildren would be baptized
becanse their parents have a sense of
commitment to the Church: “Original Sin
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15 sull important,” Bill told me, “but 1
have a lot more trust in God's love and
mercy than 1 used 10"

Bill’s thinking about infant Baptism
s typical of many Roman Catholics
today, You don’t have to be a speramental
thealogian to know that some very impor-
tant changes in our understanding have
taken place, These changes are so impor-
tant aned so fundamental 1o our Christian
life that they concern cvery member of
the parish—even those of us who may
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see no reason Lo oread an article about
infamt Baptism!

Baptism 15 not merely something for
the baby or a family celebration, nor a
thanksgiving lor birth; it is a4 sacrament.
Sacraments, as Vatican IT teaches, have
three functions: “to make people holy, to
build up the Body of Chrst, and finally
o give worship o God™ (Consrirntion an
the Livergy, #5391, How docs an infant's
Baptism build up the Body of Christ?
How does it give worship to God? How
does the parish celebration of a Baptism
make the parish holy? Original Sin is sill
a factor, but our understanding of infant
Baptism has broadened.

Original Sin in context

he Carechism of the Catholic

Chureh teaches that Original Sin

is "an essential truth of the fith”

(H3RR), vet it is not a truth which
can or should be understond inosalation,
apart from other essential tuths, The doc-
trine of Original Sin is not simply a
“divine threat,” a way W0 s¢are us inlo
baptizing babies,

When 1 was o senior in high school |
had a beilliant physics eacher, T remem-
ber the day be explained vacunm. On a
platform, the priest had set up a bell jar
with a valve in the twop, connected 1o a
pump, After pumping the air ool of the
jar, Father Bran demonstrated how
“nature abhors a vacuum” by allowing
smoke and other colored gases and parti-
cles to be sucked into the jar through the
vitlve.

He explained how this principle func-
tions in ordinary things around the house,
for example. how a vacuum cleaner sucks
up dirt by establishing a partial vacuum
Adfter a while 1 found mysell thinking and
talking as though a vacuum were a thing
in itself. Bur a vacuum is nol something:
it is actually the absence af something.

Original Sin is like that; It is the
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absenee of something. The theology of
Original Sin was developed as a way to
speak about ewr need for salvation in
Christ Jesus. Like the vacuum, Original
Sin can best be understood “not by look-
ing at what itis"™ but by [ooking at what it
is the absence of, or the need for. As the
Carechism cxplains. “The doctrine of
Original 5in is. so to speak. the ‘reverse
side’ of the Good News that Jesus is the
Savior of all” (389},

Just as you “take away™ the vacuum
in the bell jar by filling the jar with air, so
Original Sin is removed when the person
is filled with the Holy Spirit, the saving
love and grace of Christ. *“We must there-
fore approach the gquestion of the origin
of evil by fixing the eyes of our faith on
him who alone is its congueror™ { Care-
chism, #385). | fear that many Catholics
have tried to understand Original Sin
apart from understanding grace. *We
niust know Christ as the source of grace
in order to know Adam as the source of
sin™ (#388).

Conseguently when we speak of
infant Baptism and Original Sin il is
important o remember that Cathalfes
heprize infarts not primearly for what
Baptism rakes iy but for what ft ghves!
After all, the Church baplized infants
long belfore 51 Augustine helped develop
the doctring of Original Sin at the wrn of

What happens to
babies who die
without Baptism?

God's love is a mystery, a love
not easily figured out. There is
an ancient axiom: “Tha way wea
pray reveals what we believe
Listen carefully in the following
prayer from the funeral rite to
what the Church is teaching us
about God’s regard for children
who have not been baplized;

“0 God, you are our final home
We commend ta you M., our
child. Trusting in your mercy and
in your all-embracing love, we
pray thal you give himfher happi-
ness lorever”

{Ordar of Chnstian Funerals, #282)

the fifth century. When parenis look into
the smiling face of their newborn and feel
the love they have for it they know deep
in their hearts that God loves this inno-
cent child and has created it for eternal
happiness.

Is it right to make decisions
for a baby?

ertainly there are some things

that parents shoredd let o child

decide: whom he will marry or

mer marry, whal profession she
will pursue or not pursue, But there are
things that good parents don't ler a child
decide, for example; whether or not she
can run into the street when a car is com-
ing, whether he will go to school on days
be doesn’t want o go.

There are subtle decisions parents
make for their children, Even before the
birth of the infant & mother makes a deci-
sion regarding the baby’s health by regu-
lating her own alcohol, caffeine or other
drug use during pregnancy. Another
example: No matter where the child even-
twally chooses w live, or what language
he or she eventually chooses to speak,
parents feel that it is good that the child
know their language. They don't wal
until the baby is 15 or 21 before speaking
1o the child!

But the discussion about “who
decides™ and “free choice” misses the
point! Gad iy the one whe choeses. 1 am
a Christian. not because [ have chosen
God, but because God has chosen me!
The Baptism of an infant is not primarily
about a decizion we have made for Ged,
it is about @ decision et God fas maode

Sor s AL Baptism, we celebrate God's

free gift of grace and salvation. This
essential truth about Baptism is all the
more striking at the Bapiism of an infant,

The infant's gift to the parish

hen we think of infam Bap-
tism our amention is vsually
on what the infant receives.
But have you ever thought
of what the infant givew 1w you and o the
parish? Infants and children can give us
special insights into the nature of God.
Al least five times in the Gospels,
Jesus tells us that we must become “chil-
dren” Recall the incidem in Luke’s

Giospel when people were bringing
infants to Jesus over the disciples’ objec-
tioms. Jesus wells the disciples, ~Let the
children come o me and do not prevent
them; for the kingdom of God belongs o
such as these....[Wlhocver does not
accept the kingdom of God like a child
will not enmter it” (18:15-170.

What does Jesus mean when he says
that we must become like children? We
are proud o live in a land of personal
freedom and individual responsibilities,
We stress prowth and maturity; we sirive
wr be “all that we can be.” And Jesus
wimnls us 1o be like children? Surely lesus
doesn’t want us to remain forever in dia-
pers. speechless and helpless!

When [ see the infant held in the
arms of its father or mother at a Baptism,
I can see beyond the visible and experi-
ence something of the love of the parents
for the child and the trust of the child in
ils parents. The infant loving 1s parents,
trusting them, having Faith in them is a
modlel of our faith, hope and love of God—
and God's faith, hope and love for us,

Tor see a child held in the arms of its
father or mother is o get a glimpse of
what God is like, to see an image of the
relationship between the human riece and
the Cremtor. The infant “mukes present”
the reality of who we are before God:
creation, radically dependent on our lov-
ing Parent. This is our most honest, deep-
estand truest stance belore God.

Thas 15 whal sacraments are about:



coming inle loving contact with who-
Ciowl-is-Tor-us and acknowledging that
reality in wonder and awe and thanksgiv-
ing. As the infant is baptized, alrcady it is
notl only a member of the Church, it is &
disgiple! By its very being the infam
preaches Good News, telling us of the
wonders of God's love.

If only we could preserve that stance
hefore God, that trust a child has for its
parent. Too quickly we Chrisims lose
the attitude of chaldren and begin o act
independently of God. Instead of coming
10 Church to be “held in the arms of our
loving God.” who loves vs like a Father or
mother, we come in order to el God
what we think God should be doing for
us. 11 God does what we want, we ane
happy with God; if God doesn’t, we
become turned off by religion! A baby
indecd offers a great gift (o the parish
COMMunicy,

Infant Baptism
at Sunday Mass

i order for the parish o receive this

gifl it is important for us, the already

baptized, 10 be present during the

celebration of the sacrament. This is
why an increasing number of parishes
celebrate infant Baptism at Sunday Mass,
If wour parish s nol celebrating Baptisms
at Mass now, chances are yours will be in
the Tuture, or that you will be hearing
about the practice from friends or family
in other parishes. All of us can learn some-
thing by considering how the sacraments
of Baptism and Eucharist are linked.

To sit in church passively and watch
the Baptism of a baby T don’t even know
will hardly make it worth my while to
apend the extra lime the Baptism adds 1o
Eucharist! But we don’t come to liturgy
s passive spectators, Vatican 1 eaches
that the sacramems are 1o be celebrated in
4 way that “the Christian people. as far as
possible, are able 10 understand them
wilh ease and 1o ke part in the rites
fully, sctively and as befits a community™
{Lieergy, #21). What arc some ways in
which the parish community can partici-
pate more actively in the Baptism of
infants?

The Gathering Rites. Each Sunday
Eucharist begins with rites which arc
directed oward bringing us together as

the Body of Christ, toward preparing us
to hear the word of God and celebrate the
Eucharist. When Baptisms are celebrated
al Eucharist, the parents and the children
10 be baptized are presented to the parish
during the Gathering Rites.

The parents are asked what names
they have given their children, That is o
good time for everyene (o reflect; Wha
name was given at your Baptism? Has
this name mfluenced you in any way? Al
vour Baptism you received the name
Christian; has there been a price (o pay
for this name?

Parents and sponsors are reminded
that they “are accepting the responsibility
of training them in the practice of the
faith,” as the Rite of Baptism for Childven
savs. This reminder is important for the
whole parish. The family, including the
parish family, is the context in which the
faith of the infant will grow and be nur-
tured.

Look around you. Is this a good place
for these children o grow up Catholic?
Why would anyone want 1o join this
parish? Is there a real community into
which these children are being initiated?
As a member of the parish family, the
answers 10 these questions should involve
you personally. What are you doing o
muke this parish a community which peo-
ple would want 1o join? Are vou living
vour Cathelic Christian life in such 2 way
that 4 young person growing up i the
parish would want 1o imitate i?

In a certain sense, the whole parish
should lock upon itselt as the children’s
godparents! Christian witness is a serious
responsibility that must be accepted by
the parish in order for infant Baptism 1o
be all that it promises,

Mext, the Sign of the Cross is traced
on the foreheads of those (o be baptized. |
was marked with that cross at my Bap-
tism and my parents continued o mark
me with it each evening when | went to
bed until T was old enough to make the
Sign of the Cross mysclf.

Remember what it means to be
marked with the cross of Jesus, Each
Muss beging with the Sign of the Cross:
Does this action remind you of your Bap-
tism? Is it not becavse vou have been
baptized that vou come to Sunday Mass?

Freparing for the Baptism. At the con-
clusion of the Gathering Rites, just like at

Six Practical Tips

If your parish has a program to
help prepare parents for the
Baptism of their child, participate in
the program early in the pregnancy.
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Ii not, see your pastor or parish

staff three ar four months before
the child’s birth. Study, prayerfully,
the Baplism caremony and its rich
symbals,
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Choose godparents who will ba

a real and long-lasting help in
the Christian formation of your
child. Check to see if the parish
requires them 1o participate in the
baptismal preparation with you.
They are meant to be mare than
honorary sponsors.
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Encourage relatives and friends

to be prezent for the Baptism
(not just the party) and to partici-
pate in the liturgy, perhaps by serv-
ing, reading or singing.
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Consider making or decorating

the baptismal garment the child
will wear after Baptism. Perhaps a
friend, relative or sponsar will volun-
leer lo make it You may wish to dis-
cuss this in advance with the priest
or deacon who will preside at the
Baptism.
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Decorate the child's candle with

baptismal symbols (with acrylic
paints or nail polish), obtain a bap-
tismal certificate and, if parish cus-
tom permits, take pictures of the
evant. All these things can be sat
aside for the child as souvenirs and
kept as touching reminders of the
ongaing importance of the avent.




every other Sunday Mass, we are scated
to lisien Lo the readings from Sacred
Scripture, the stories which tell us of the
implications of our Baptism and our
Christian commitmend, The Rite of Bap-
tism Toflows the readings because a sacra-
mental celebration is a response to God's
wiord,

Afier the readings and the homily our
attention is directed to the baptismal font,
the womb of Mother Church, We bless
Giowd for the wonderful gift of water and
remember how the invisible God graces
us through visible signs. We remember
how God has saved us through water in
the past {the great ool the waters of the
Red Sea, the waters of the Jordan where
Jesus was baptized) and we ask that the
Holy Spirit make froitful the waters of
this womb so that these infants may
become sons and daughters of the
Church,

The parents and godparents are then
asked 10 reject sin and profess their faith.
The parish joins with them in these
promises, for our baptismal promises
need 10 be renewed each day of our lives.
I's like the vows a husband and wife
make to cach other on their wedding day:
They must be renewed daily and strength-
encd if the marriage is to grow and
TaLure.

What do we promise at Baptism? We
promise to renounce Satan, to “reject the
glamour of evil and refuse to be mastered
by sin.” To turn from sin | must know
what sins 1 fave. Many are to be found in
the “ism" family: consumerism, egoism,
escapism, materialism, militarism, narcis-
sism, nationalism, racism, sexism.

We are then asked 1o profess our
faith. Just as the infant loves and troses its
parents, it has faith in the God of its par-
ents, To believe that the infant cannot
have faith hecause it cannot recite
answers Lo catechism questions or make
“a rational assent to revealed truths™ is o

Question Box

1. How is Baptism a parish
event rather than a :
private one?

2.What case can you make
for Baptisms at Sunday
Mass?

3. Name some ways you
can actively participate
in an infant’s Baptism.

understand faith in a very limited way. IF
a child can have faith in its parents, a
child can have faith in God. It is this lov-
ing, childlike trust in our creator God that
we profess in the Creed, which is pro-
fessed as part of our renewal of baptismal
promises,

Baptism. After our Profession of Faith,
the children 1o be baptized are then
plunged into the water and are taken from
the womb, dripping wet. Now they are
born again, born of the Spirit, adopted
children of God, members of the Church
alive in Christ,

The newly haptized are then anointed
with oil. In the Roman culture al the time
when our baptismal rites were being
formed, it was normal practice to anoin
with oil after bathing. At Baptism, the
water became associated with the
removal of sin and the oil became a sign
of being filled with the Spirit {remember-
ing. of course, that the two actions hap-
pen together—as vacuum is removed by
the jar being flled with air), In the course
of time these two rites became scparated
and the anvinting with oil became the
Sacrament of Confirmation. It remains in
the baptismal rite as a link between these
two sacraments of initiation,

Ay the parents and godparents dress
the infant, remember the words of St
Paul, “For all of you who were haptized
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into Christ have clothed yourselves with
Christ” (Galatians 3:27), The parents are
then given o candle lighted from the Eas-
ter candle and are instructed (o keep the
light of Christ burning brightly for their
children so that they may “keep the flame
of faith alive in their hearts,”

Once again, we are not to be silent
spectators, The meaning of what 15 hap-
pening to the infants is operative in our
lives, We are born again; we are clothed
with Christ; we are to walk in the light of
the gospel. Are vour life decisions made
“in the light of Christ™! Does your life
spread more light than darkness?

Fullness of initiation. Following the
Baptism, Mass continues as usual. Before
holy Communion, immediately before the
Lord's Prayer, the priest addresses the
community. reminding all of us of the
presence of our newest Christians, and the
fullness of initaion that will eventually
come with Confirmation and Eucharist,
As you pray the Lord's Prayer, sce
once again the image of “Our Father, who
art in heaven™ in these fathers here on
earth. See in the love of these mothers for
their infants the love of God for you! See
in the trust of the infants for their parents
the model of our Christian life, We have
come o church as children, wanting to
be embraced in the protective arms of our
loving God, whom Jesus called Father,
who loves us, as the Bible says, like a
Mother. And now that Gl feeds us with
the Eucharist—the greatest amd ultimate
Ciift,
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