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19- The sacrament of baptism: Definition: “Baptism is a Sacrament which cleanses us from original sin, makes us Christians, children of God, and heirs of heaven” (BC). "Baptism is the sacrament of regeneration through water in the word" (CCC #1213). It is the sacrament of supernatural rebirth or regeneration. Just as our parents give us natural life, baptism confers on us God’s life or supernatural life. This life enables us to continue living with God when death separates our immortal soul from our body.  

Importance of Baptism: Baptism is not only the first of the seven sacraments; it is also the basic sacrament. How? Unless a person is baptized, none of the other six sacraments can be received. Only a baptized person can be confirmed. Only a baptized person can receive absolution in the Sacrament of Confession. Only a baptized person can receive the Sacrament of Matrimony. Only a baptized man can be validly ordained a priest.

Baptism first gives a person the supernatural life, whereas the other sacraments provide for the restoration, or growth, or healing, or communication of the supernatural life. As we shall see, the moment we are conceived in our mother’s womb, we receive the principle of the natural life of our body, called the soul. When we are baptized, our soul receives its principle of the supernatural life. The foundation of supernatural existence is conferred by the Sacrament of Baptism.
Baptism clearly shows what the Catholic Church understands by the sacraments. They actually give, cause if you will, the grace which they signify. There need be no deliberate contribution from a newborn child. The sacrament itself confers grace from God just because the infant is baptized.

Meaning of baptism: Baptism can be defined as the sacrament of supernatural rebirth or regeneration. We should stress the prefix “re” when we speak of Baptism as a rebirth or regeneration. This brings out the astounding fact that although we are indeed generated or born naturally of our human parents, Baptism gives us a new life. This is a higher life, the supernatural life that we need above our natural existence. Why do we need this life? Because we hope to reach heaven after our natural life expires when we die. Absolutely speaking, none of us will ever die. What we commonly call death is merely the separation of our immortal soul from our body. But the soul is meant to be alive twice over. As a spiritual reality, our soul will never cease to exist. But if our soul is not animated by the grace we received at Baptism, we shall die the double death of both body and soul.

Institution by Christ: Jesus Christ told us about Baptism during his conversation with Nicodemus. This Pharisee had just complimented Jesus. The Savior replied by saying, “No one can see the kingdom of God unless he is begotten from above.” To which Nicodemus objected, “How can a man be born again? Can he go back into his mother’s womb and be born again?” This was a perfect question to introduce Christ’s revealed teaching about Baptism. He said, “I solemnly assure you no one can enter the kingdom of God without being begotten of water and the Spirit.”For no less than fifteen verses does Jesus explain the meaning of what He had just told Nicodemus. 

The necessity of baptism: Jesus explains to Nicodemus the necessity of rebirth by water and Spirit: "Amen, amen I say to thee, unless a man be born again of water and the Holy Ghost, he cannot enter into the kingdom of God." The early Church Fathers wrote in the Nicene Creed (A.D. 381), "I confess one baptism for the forgiveness of sins." ["Confiteor unam baptismam in remissionem peccatorum."] The Catechism of the Catholic Church states: "The Lord himself affirms that baptism is necessary for salvation [John 3:5]. Baptism is necessary for salvation for those to whom the Gospel has been proclaimed and who have had the possibility of asking for this sacrament [Mark 16:16]" (CCC 1257). The Catholic Church recognizes the rite of Baptism practiced by other Christian churches, provided the sacrament is conferred by immersion in water or the pouring or sprinkling of water, while the same person pronounces the words, “I baptize you in the name of the Father, of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.”(CCC #1240). “As regards infants who have died without Baptism, the Church can only entrust them to the mercy of God, as she does in her funeral rites for them” (CCC #1261). The Catechism of the Catholic Church states: "Those who die for the faith, those who are catechumens, and all those who, without knowing of the Church but acting under the inspiration of grace, seek God sincerely and strive to fulfill his will, are saved even if they have not been baptized" (CCC #1281).
 The effects of baptism: The first and most practical effect of Baptism on the one baptized is to remove the guilt of original sin and restore the corresponding title to heavenly glory. This means that all the guilt of all the sin a person may have on his soul is taken away. If an adult person is baptized, he is freed not only from original sin but all the sins he has committed, and all the punishment due, even to a lifetime of personal sins. Our first parents lost for themselves and all their posterity the gift of bodily immortality and of freedom from irrational desires. Baptism does not restore either of these gifts. Baptism restores what we call our supernatural life. We call it sanctifying grace. St. Augustine calls it the soul of the soul. What our soul is to our body, giving it natural life, sanctifying grace is to the soul, giving it supernatural life. Another effect of the sacrament of Baptism is to have the Holy Trinity, Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, dwell in our souls. Baptism not only gives supernatural life to the soul, it also gives the soul supernatural powers, instincts and joys which we commonly identify as the virtues, gifts, and fruits of the Holy Spirit. In addition, when a child or adult is baptized, he or she becomes a child of God, carrying divine life or sanctifying grace.  By baptism he or she becomes a member of God’s own family as God’s child and the heir of heaven. He or she also becomes a member of Catholic Church, eligible to receive other sacraments and all spiritual benefits and blessings from the Church. In the words of the Second Vatican Council, “All who have been justified by faith in Baptism are incorporated into Christ; they therefore have a right to be called Christians, and with good reason are accepted as brothers by the children of the Catholic Church.” By baptism the one baptized becomes Jesus’ brother or sister whom Jesus saved from the slavery of sin by his suffering, death and resurrection. By baptism he or she is accepting Jesus as his Lord God and Savior. The final and most mysterious effect of Baptism is to seal the Christian with the indelible spiritual mark (character) of his belonging to Christ (CCC #1272). Baptism imparts to the soul a likeness to Christ, especially to Christ the priest. The seal, permanent and irremovable even by sin, will remain throughout our lives on earth and into the endless reaches of eternity. Since the baptismal seal confers a permanent relationship with Christ, the baptized person always remains a Christian. 

Biblical basis: Matt 28:19 - Jesus commissions the apostles: "Go and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit"; John 3:22; 4:1-2 - Jesus' first disciples baptize other disciples; Acts 2:38-41; 10:47-48 - new believers are baptized "in the name of Jesus" by Peter & others; (not just Jesus' own baptism: Mark 1:9-11 & par.)

 Central formula of baptism: "I baptize you in the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit."(the "Trinitarian Formula," from Matt 28:19). Central action: The candidate is immersed in water, or water is poured over the candidate's head. “Home or hospital baptism” can be given to children with grave illness by any catholic, using the baptismal formula. 
 Growth in the gifts of baptism: First of all the baptized person should grow in the most fundamental gift we received when we were baptized, namely the gift of faith. Only firm believers who have grown in their faith will survive. Only firm believers will be used by Christ as channels of His grace to others. We grow in our faith by studying our faith, by praying our faith and by putting what we believe into generous, even heroic practice. No Catholic today, no matter what his age or state in life or previous education, can be excused from learning more and more deeply what Christ has revealed and what the Church He founded teaches about the faith. Study has to be joined with prayer. Study has to be joined with prayer. This can be meditation on the mysteries of faith, or petition for more light on the meaning of faith. It should always be a humble recourse to God if only with a moment’s aspiration whenever a difficulty in the faith arises or when, as so often happens these days, we are faced with malicious attacks against our beliefs or forced to witness some conduct or read some writing or hear some statement that betrays the true faith. This can be meditation on the mysteries of faith, or petition for more light on the meaning of faith. Finally faith grows only by repeated practice by living our faith on a daily basis. (L-12) 

Preparations needed to make for the celebration of Baptism: The Code of Canon Law (Canon 851, n. 2) states that: „the parents of an infant who is to be baptized and likewise those who are to undertake the office of sponsor are to be properly instructed in the meaning of this sacrament and the obligations which are attached to it; personally or through others the pastor is to see to it that the parents are properly formed by pastoral directions and by common prayer, gathering several families together and where possible, visiting with them. Details about parents and godparents and date of birth and baptism are to be noted down in the printed baptismal form supplied by the church. 

Godparents for baptism: The Code of Canon Law (Canons 872 and 873) stipulates that: „Insofar as possible one to be baptized is to be given a sponsor who is to assist in Christian initiation, or, together with the parents, to present an infant at the baptism, and who will help the baptized to lead a Christian life in harmony with baptism, and to fulfill faithfully the obligations connected with it. … One only male or one female sponsor or one of each sex is to be employed.”
Qualifications of Sponsors? Canon 874 of the Code of Canon Law says that the person admitted to the role of sponsor must: a. „be designated… by the parents… and is to have the qualifications and intention of performing this role.” b. „have completed the sixteenth year.”  c. „be a Catholic who has been confirmed and has already received the sacrament of the Most Holy Eucharist and leads a life in harmony with the faith and the role to be undertaken”, d. „not be bound by any canonical penalty legitimately imposed or declared”, and e. „not the father or the mother of the one to be baptized.” Canon 874, n. 2, states that: „A baptized person who belongs to a non-Catholic ecclesial community may not be admitted except as a witness to baptism and together with a Catholic Sponsor.” This means that, for a child to be baptized in the Catholic Church, the parents must find at least one godparent who fulfills the criteria of sponsor. The second godparent, if chosen, can be either another sponsor or a witness. In total, there should be only one or two godparents, with at least one sponsor.

‟ Additional resources: 1) 
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http://www.catholicdoors.com/courses/baptism.htm 
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) http://catholicism.about.com/od/beliefsteachings/p/Sac_Baptism.htm
3) http://www.americancatholic.org/Newsletters/CU/ac0706.asp
4) http://www.therealpresence.org/archives/Sacraments/Sacraments_003.htm 
 Additional notes:
Infant Baptism: Why do Catholics baptize infants instead of allowing them to grow and choose their religion?
Visit: 1) 
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https://www.catholic.com/tract/infant-baptism 
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) http://www.catholicstand.com/catholic-church-right-infant-baptism/ 

3) http://www.holycrossrochester.org/index.php?section=482 

Videos on Baptism
Baptism 1) (Fr. Dave Dwyer C.S.P). https://youtu.be/05YB2jdHLsY 2) Bishop Barron: https://youtu.be/fV8uu9-sYSk 3) Fr. Thomas Scirghi: https://youtu.be/tibmY4R3TJw  

 Infant Baptism (Fr. Elliot)
 As with the Sacrament of the Eucharist, the meaning and understanding of Baptism is intimately rooted in the Jewish tradition.  Ancient Jews did not choose their faith; it was something into which they were born.  A Jew became a Jew simply by being born into a Jewish family.  In this way, Jewish parents not only gave their children the gift of life, but also the gift of faith.  Even as early as the Fourth century, the Church understood infant Baptism in reference to Judaism.  Saint Augustine, in refuting the Donatist heresy, wrote, “We can form a true conjecture of the value of the sacrament of baptism in the case of infants, from the parallel of circumcision” (Against the Donatists, Book IV, Chapter 24-32).  Circumcision marked a Jewish child’s entrance into the community of faith.  It was not something he chose, but rather, something that was chosen for him.  Just as his parents chose to bring him into the world and chose to feed him healthy food, they also chose to offer him the most important thing in life—faith.  Faith is a gift freely given; it is not something we can demand or steal.  Infant Baptism helps us remember that faith is a free gift.  Just as parents are co-givers with God in bringing forth the gift of life, they are also co-givers of the gift of faith.  Children are physical, tangible expressions of the love that a husband and wife have for one another.  Ideally, a husband and wife love one another so much that their love cannot be contained within themselves, but it overflows into the lives of their children.  Faith works the same way.  When parents bring their children to church to be baptized, we are recognizing that their faith in Jesus Christ is so abundant that it cannot be contained among them, but it overflows into the lives of their children.    Through Baptism, like in Jewish circumcision, children become members of the faith community.  Having been given the gift of faith through baptism, it is the responsibility of the community to help the newly Baptized to unwrap that gift.  Regardless of one’s age when receiving Baptism, each person must come to that point in life when he or she accepts the gift of faith they have been given and chooses to live it.  The hope that is inherent in infant Baptism is that the gift of faith that has been freely given and that has been nurtured for many years will eventually be so strongly rooted in a Christian’s heart that he or she would never want to live without it.   
