Pick a sacrament we have discussed in class. Discuss its significance and importance for contempory Christian practice.

In my essay, I will be discussing the significance and importance that Baptism holds on contempory Christian practice. I’ve chosen to focus on Baptism as for Christians, Baptism ‘‘is the initiation of the life-long process of becoming Christian’’[footnoteRef:1], so Baptism is an important factor for joining the Christian community, but also the sacrament of baptism is a shared common practice between all the Christian denominations.  However, I’ll be highlighting the fundamental importance of Baptism from the perspective of Roman Catholicism. I’m focusing on the view of Roman Catholics as this denomination practices the initiation of infants and adults as a way for salvation and joining the church. [1:  Bernard Cooke and Gary Macy, Christian Symbol and Ritual: An Introduction (Oxford Scholarship online, 2015), chapter 5.] 

                       A sacrament is an ‘outward and visible sign of inward and spiritual grace’[footnoteRef:2] and is a term used by Christians to define the most important rituals they practice and perform. A sacrament is an efficient sign of grace and is ‘instituted by Christ’[footnoteRef:3], so we must do what Christ did. The dogmatic definition is that it’s the precise moment of efficiency of grace; exact form, number and effect of sacraments. The Roman Catholic church has seven sacraments, and these are important as sacraments ‘strengthen your faith and form a deeper understanding with God’[footnoteRef:4]. However, to achieve the signs of grace it must be performed in Church as Roman Catholics believe that Christ entrusted the Roman Catholic Church with sacraments, so this would be the only way salvation can be accessed. The performance of each sacrament is different, so there are various ways to grace and the performance of a sacrament is significant way to cause change to person’s actions due to the grace of God. In Roman Catholicism, there are seven sacraments, which are Baptism, Extreme unction, Confirmation, Eucharist, Holy Matrimony, Penance, and Ordination. The seven sacraments are essential and significant for salvation and feeling closer to God, but I’ll be focusing on the sacrament, Baptism. The significance of Baptism is that it confirms initiation between a person and their church community and also the relationship between God and that person. Baptism has been a part of Christian tradition since the beginning as Jesus was baptised in the river Jordan by John ‘the Baptist’, which lead to Jesus’ followers being baptised, so they are symbolically washed of sin and feel closer to Jesus. As when his followers were baptised, according to the gospel of Matthew, Jesus told his followers “Go, therefore and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit” (Matthew. 28:19). The symbolic washing of Sins and spreading the name of God, Jesus and the Holy Spirit still have importance in contempory Christian practice. Also, with sacraments there are elements of symbolism has a fundamental importance as symbolism interprets what the practice includes, for example, water symbolises purification in Baptism, so the initiation has a physical and spiritual element to the practice also, which leads to a better understanding and closeness to God. [2:  Douglas Harper, online etymology dictionary, 2001 <Etymonline.com> (accessed on 2nd November 2019)]  [3: Beginning Catholic team, Catholic Sacraments: Vehicles of Grace (2016)  <http://www.beginningcatholic.com/sacraments> (accessed on 2nd November 2019)]  [4:  Erica Daniels, The seven sacraments of the Catholic Church, 2017. Http://www.personalcreations.com (accessed on 2nd November 2019)] 

           The sacrament of Baptism is significant as it leaves a ‘spiritual mark of belonging to Christ on the soul’[footnoteRef:5], so the feeling of belonging to not only a church community that share a common belief, but also feeling the presence and belonging to Christ, initially feeling closer to God. In Roman Catholicism, there is infant baptism and adult baptism. The significance of infant baptism is to symbolically join Christianity from the beginning, it’s ‘a symbol of washing away (original) sin and the start of a new life’[footnoteRef:6], also, it purifies the infant as when a baby is born, they have impurities because of the original sin. This is where the priest does aspersion, which is where a cross is drawn on the infant’s forehead with Holy water to symbolise the washing of the original sin. However, even though it’s for an infant to be welcomed into the Christian faith, but the performance of baptism is also significantly important for the infant’s God-parents as the God-parents are confirming their commitment to Christianity and also to help their God-child follow the Christian faith as they develop and grow, basically ‘nurturing the child into the faith’.[footnoteRef:7] The practice of infant baptism, in early Christianity, was down to parents being afraid that their child would not be saved, if their child died, due to high percentage of infant immorality and didn’t get baptised, they believed that the child wouldn’t go to hell, but certainly not Heaven, the belief is that the infant would go to ‘ ‘limbo’, which means ‘the boarder’’ ‘.[footnoteRef:8] But in today’s contempory Christian practice, parents tends to leave baptising their infant until the infant is a couple of months old as the percentage of infant immorality is low, so there’s less of a risk. However, in today’s society, some people may be opposed to infant baptism as it can be seen as ‘if ritual baptism becomes a standard practice in a culture, many people can tend to observe it as a cultural dictate rather than focusing on its deep religious meaning’[footnoteRef:9]. So, that’s why some denominations would prefer to practice adult baptism as it’s more of a deeper meaning, but Roman Catholicism practices infant baptism to welcome the infant into the community from the beginning. [5:  About Catholics team, A guide to catholic baptism, (2001) <http;//aboutcatholics.com> (accessed on 2nd November 2019) ]  [6:  BBC Bitesize team, Rites of passage, (2019) < https://www.bbc.co.uk/bitesize/guides/zd9whyc/revision/1> (accessed on 1st November 2019)]  [7:  Bernard Cooke and Gary Macy, Christian Symbol and Ritual: An Introduction (Oxford Scholarship online, 2015), chapter 5.]  [8:  Bernard Cooke and Gary Macy, Christian Symbol and Ritual: An Introduction (Oxford Scholarship online, 2015), chapter 5.]  [9:  Bernard Cooke and Gary Macy, Christian Symbol and Ritual: An Introduction (Oxford Scholarship online, 2015), chapter 5.] 

          Furthermore, once the person has developed and grown, the person has a choice to willingly commit and follow God, so they go through an Adult Baptism. The practice of adult baptism is significant as it shows the adult wants to show commitment to God and have a deeper and meaningful relationship with God. Roman Catholics pour water over the adults head, which is important as the symbolism of the water, as the water symbolises purification and washing away of sin, so it signifies ‘the purification of the person from sin, both the evil situation into which all people are born (original sin in traditional language) and any personal sins committed before baptism.’[footnoteRef:10]So, adult baptism is important as it  symbolises a fresh start in life and getting rid of Sin committed before being Baptised as an adult. Also, with adult baptism ‘the anointing after baptism is replaced by the more formal confirmation anointing with chrism, a mixture of oil and balsam.’[footnoteRef:11]There are two gestures, which is where the priest performing the baptism is ‘anointing with blessed oil and placing one's hand on a person's head in blessing’[footnoteRef:12], which is a symbolisation of the Holy spirit, but in present day the two gestures are performed together, so anoints the forehead with the chrism and oils. This would be the standard practice in a Roman Catholic Baptism today. [10:  Bernard Cooke and Gary Macy, Christian Symbol and Ritual: An Introduction (Oxford Scholarship online, 2015), chapter 5.]  [11:  Bernard Cooke and Gary Macy, Christian Symbol and Ritual: An Introduction (Oxford Scholarship online, 2015), chapter 5.]  [12:  Bernard Cooke and Gary Macy, Christian Symbol and Ritual: An Introduction (Oxford Scholarship online, 2015), chapter 5.] 

              To follow on, a Roman Catholic initiation ritual relates to aspects of the sacraments. Initiation rituals that relates to aspects of the sacraments are significant as the five elements of the ritual shows the importance of sacraments and the meaning behind why sacraments are performed. This includes five elements of ritual, which are Hermeneutic of Experience, presence, maturation, service and friendship. The Hermeneutic of Experience explains that ‘through baptism a new person has been born’[footnoteRef:13], so it is symbolising that a person has a fresh start, with no sin after baptism as an adult and seeing the world differently, seeing the world in a Christian way. So, initially the practice of baptism by symbolically washing away their sins and giving someone chance of a new start will help develop their goodness as Paul mentions ‘a passage from Ephesians ‘Christians ought no longer to see people in their social ranks, poor or rich, slave or free, men or women. All are equal before God. Christians ought to look for the loving selfless response in each situation in which they find themselves’.[footnoteRef:14] Basically, being initiated into the Christian community develops a new way of looking at the world and as a person they will develop a want to help and an unselfish nature. Also, the maturation is significant as it is a basic decision a person makes, but by being baptised this is what the person is basically doing, making a commitment to God, which shows maturation. It doesn’t matter on where the decision stems from, so for example, someone being baptised as a child and carry on believing their faith and make the decision to be baptised as an adult to show a further closeness to God and commitment as they are older, shows maturity within their beliefs. Another important element of rituals that relates to the sacrament of baptism is presence. The practice of baptism makes the presence significant as it shows the importance of commitment when entering the church from a Roman Catholic’s view. It is where, because of a person’s belief in God, shows commitment to a wide community, so the Roman Catholic community. To follow on with another important element to rituals is service, which is where the new members of, say Roman Catholicism, live their life like Jesus, so for example look after those less fortunate than you, so the empowerment of living a similar life to Jesus signifies the commitment and dedication for God once initiated after Baptism within the community. The last of the five rituals relates to the sacrament as it is friendship. Sharing a belief in Christ is more than a community, it is seen as a unification of friendship. Also, it is significant as it almost represents the friendship between Jesus and the Apostles, so further represents the commitment and loyalty when initiated within the community. The importance of the elements of the rituals that relates to the sacrament of Baptism are seen in the five elements as they show the fundamental importance in what the practice of Baptism signifies and shows the strong element of commitment, loyalty and friendship when initiated within the Roman Catholic Church. [13:  Bernard Cooke and Gary Macy, Christian Symbol and Ritual: An Introduction (Oxford Scholarship online, 2015), chapter 5.]  [14:  Bernard Cooke and Gary Macy, Christian Symbol and Ritual: An Introduction (Oxford Scholarship online, 2015), chapter 5.] 

               To summarise, Roman Catholicism’s practice on infant baptism signifies a sense of belonging from the beginning, so the contempory practice of infant baptism is important as it purifies the infant of the original sin, but also the fundamental importance within the service of Baptism is the role of the God-parents, this is significant as it shows that the God parent’s responsibility is to nurture the child into the Christian faith, but also shows their commitment to God by taking on the responsibility of teaching the infant about their faith as they grow and develop. Also, the significant and importance of the sacrament of Baptism is also shown in Adult Baptism as this gives a sense of a deeper understanding and connection towards God as it is a decision of responsibility and commitment within the faith they chose to follow. Furthermore, there’s an importance within the symbolism in the practice of Baptism because the symbolism makes the practice seem more realistic for the believer as, for example water symbolises purification and getting rid of original sin, so for the believer there is a sense of physicality, other than just being spiritual. In my opinion, I think Baptism has the most importance out of the seven sacraments in Roman Catholicism as Baptism shows a deeper meaning felt towards God, especially in the practice of Adult Baptism, as it is a decision made to take the responsibility of committing to obey and having faith in God. 
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