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THEOLOGY
What Is Baptism?

» Infa ism is under fire. The most
recent attack on this traditional Chris-
tian practice comes from West Ger-
many, where 350 Evangelical (Luther-
an) churchmen have petitioned the
Rhineland synod to abandon the rubric
requiring infant baptism aad—tet—par-
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-To give the de-
mand more weight, 50 pastors in Ger-
many have publicly indicated that they
will not baptize their own children.

[

Some of the protesters merely object
to the abuses of infant baptism, but oth-
ers go much farther, saying that bap-
tism is only meaningful when the in-
dividual involved understands the sig-
nificance of the ritual—a viewpoint that
has lately been adopted by a number
of -other Protestant and even Catholic
thinkers. In the Roman Catholi¢ Church
—which requires parents to have their
children baptized as soon as possible—
several progressive theologians have se-
riously’ suggested that the ceremony be
postponed until puberty, when a youth
presumably is mature enough to accept
or reject his faith #Perhaps the most for.

idable challenge to infant baptism a4

ade .recently by Switzerland’s vener-
able Karl Barth, in Part 4 of Volume
IV of his evei—expanding masterwork,
Church Dogmatics. da-his—tatest-beok,
Barth argues that there is no Biblical
basis for infant baptism and that the rit-
ual is not an act of God’s grace but a
human response to it—which means
that the individual must be mature
enough to understand the meaning of
such a decision. The traditional under-
standing of the sacrament, he says, is
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simply “an old error of the church.”
Limbo-Bound. Error or not, infant

baptism has its roots in antiquity. St.

Irenaeus in the 2nd century referred to

- {rather than a damning individual faulf

the practice, and it apparently had be-
come the norm of the Church by the

oomy theology of baptism that wa
to remain current in the Church fo
early 1,000 years: that the ritual wa
ecessary to cleanse an individual o
he stain of original sin, and that the u
aptized were doomed to hell. Some-
what more merciful in his thinkin
Thomas Aquinas later suggested th
the unbaptized would go not to hell
but to limbo, though origi in woul
still deny them heaven) During the [6th

century, the tadical reformers knownl
as ‘h abaptists returned on Biblical

grounds to the primitive Christian prac-
ice of baptizing only adult believers.
ut Luther, Calvin and the majori
f Protestant leaders stood largely b
itradition. <
The modern challenge to infant bap-

tism stems from several different argy-
ments. ‘W
Catholic thinkers now look on driginal

sin as the universal weakness of man

—which cuts the ground out complete
ly from the need for infant baptism|
Still others object to the “magical” im-
plications of the baptism ceremony—
namely, that a spiritual cleansing
achieved by the physical act of pourin

a_few drops ater on the infant’
hgmmrgue tha

has in effect been made a mockery by
unchurched parents who want their
child baptized as a matter of form but
have no intention whatsoever of raising

the infant as a Christian.




Into the Community. Insteaa or au-
tomatically baptizing children in infan-
cy, Jesuit Theologian Joseph Powers of
California’s Alma College would post-
pone the ceremony until the age of ten
or twelve. “The whole meaning of bap-
tism,” he says, “is not to make a Chris-
tian out of a child but to incorporate
the individual, at some time in life,
into the community of the church.”
Thus he believes it makes more sense
for a child raised in a Christian home
to undergo baptism at an age when he-
can really start believing in the church.
This procedure would effectively an-
swer the objection of one Anglican
priest, who complains that “infant bap-
tism is producing little conscripts for
the Christian army when God really
wants volunteers.”

Nonetheless, there are some serious
objections to total abolition of infant
baptism. Philip Hefner of Chicago’s Lu-
theran School of Theology argues that
the ceremony marks the entrance of
the Christian into the community of
faith, and that by baptizing infants the
church shows that he is acceptable even
when defenseless before God and man.
Presbyterian Leader Rev. Henry An-
derson of Illinois defends baptism as a
genuine covenant, a “real and authen-
tic religious act, the grace of God’s
concern for his people through the par-
ents as mediators.”
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