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To us who are theologically trained, the mention of baptism always conjures up 

majestic concepts and images from the New Testament and the practice of the 

early Church. Let us start by rehearsing some of those concepts and images. 

 At the beginning of each of the four Gospels we meet a man who challenges us 

to get baptized: John the Baptist. In the Gospel of Matthew he cries out: “Repent! 

The kingdom of heaven is near” (Matth. 3:2). Those who hear him accept 

baptism. Jesus, too, is baptized by John, and at that very moment the Holy Spirit 

descends upon him as a sign that he is the Messiah, the anointed one. When Jesus, 

soon after, begins his own public ministry, he uses exactly the same words as 

John: “Repent! The kingdom of heaven is near” (Matth. 4:17). Unlike John, he 

does not perform baptisms, but his disciples do (John 4:2) and that is important to 

bear in mind. When Jesus proclaims the Kingdom of God, and when he constantly 

exhorts and prods and advices those he meets to repent, it must be understood that 

he is inviting people to be baptized. At the very end of the Gospel of Matthew, 

when Jesus has completed everything and is at the point of leaving his disciples, 

he commands them to continue to create disciples, by baptizing and by teaching. 

 Baptism continues in the Acts of the Apostles, now with the new meanings that 

attach to it thanks to the death and resurrection of Jesus, and the outpouring of the 

Spirit at Pentecost. The very first apostolic sermon, by St. Peter on the Day of 

Pentecost, is said to have resulted in about 3000 people repenting and being 

baptized (Acts 2:38–41). This event is the point of departure for those rich 

reflections on the meaning of baptism that we find scattered throughout the New 

Testament scriptures. Baptism takes away sin (Acts 2:38); it is a washing of 

rebirth, and of renewal by the Holy Spirit (Titus 3:5); the person who is baptized 

is adopted by God and becomes a child of God, is freed from slavery under 



 2 

cosmic powers, and inherits all God’s promises (Gal. 3:26–4:7). Baptism also 

gives a new destiny in communion with Christ and with the Church. I baptism one 

dies, is buried, and is raised to new life with Christ (Rom. 6:3–5); at the same 

time, one is incorporated into the Church, which is the Body of Christ (1 Cor. 

12:13). Finally, the baptized person can be likened to a stone in a new temple, 

while also being a consecrated priest in that temple (1 Pet. 2:4–5, baptism 

implied).1 

 Baptism, then, defines what Christianity is. For the first Christians, it was the 

gateway into the Christian life, it described what they were, and it witnessed to 

what they would be in the life to come. No wonder, then, that we see baptism so 

soon enveloped in educational schemes and solemn rituals. The candidate for 

baptism must be tested, taught and trained in good deeds. The candidate must also 

pray, fast, be exorcized, be anointed with oil and participate in various services 

and rituals. All this is necessary, not in order to make baptism valid, but in order 

to express and to safeguard its rich meaning. It is necessary, not only so that those 

who are baptized will have a rich experience and a full understanding of what 

happens to them, but so that the Christian congregation, by watching and by 

participating, will understand and be reminded about its own origin, identity, and 

destiny.2 

 The Apostolic Tradition, written by the presbyter Hippolytus in Rome in the 

early third century, describes the process that in his time led to full membership in 

the Christian Church.3 First, you must seek out the teachers of the church, and you 

must bring with you sponsors, who could vouchsafe that you had an honest 

purpose and lived a life that was compatible with Christian ethics. If you were 

accepted, you were enrolled as a catechumen, which literally means “one who is 

being taught”. During a period of, normally, three years, you would participate in 

prayers and teaching sessions, while at the same time diligently practicing good 

deeds. On Sundays you would take part in congregational worship, but you would 

                                                 
1 See further G. R. Beasley-Murray, Baptism in the New Testament, New York, 1962. 
2 This was emphasized by Aidan Kavanagh, The Shape of Baptism: The Rite of Christian 

Initiation, New York, 1978. 
3 Hippolytos, Den apostoliska traditionen, Swedish translation and commentary by Anders 

Ekenberg, Uppsala, 1994, chs. 15–21. 
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not exchange the kiss of peace with the faithful and you would depart before the 

start of the communion service. If all went well, you would after three years enter 

a new phase. As Easter approached, you would daily take part in exorcisms, 

whose purpose was to liberate you from the influence of evil powers. Other 

sources attest that you would at this time also learn the Creed and the Lord’s 

Prayer by heart. On the Thursday before Easter you would wash yourself 

thoroughly, and on the Friday you would fast. On Easter Eve you would turn up at 

the baptistery. After a last exorcism performed by the bishop, you would spend 

the night vigilant, listening to Bible lessons and teaching. At cock-crow the rite of 

baptism itself would begin. Before a presbyter and two deacons you would 

renounce Satan and all his works. You would strip off all your clothes, be 

anointed with oil, and descend into the basin. The Creed would be recited, and as 

you replied yes to each of the three articles, you would be baptized in the name of 

the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit. When you ascended from the basin you 

would be anointed with oil once more and dressed in white robes. Finally, you 

would enter the church together with all the other neophytes, to be received by the 

congregation which had spent the night so far with Bible readings and prayers. 

You would step forward to the bishop, get his hand laid on your head, and be 

anointed with oil for the third time. Finally, you would now be ready to exchange 

the kiss of peace with the faithful and to celebrate your first eucharist, in joy over 

the myster of Easter.4 

 Although Hippolytus does not explicitly say so, it seems obvious that this so-

called catechumenate is copied on the experience of the disciples in the Gospels. 

They, too, walked with Jesus for three years, were taught the secrets of the 

Kingdom of God, assisted him when he helped the needy and the suffering. They 

witnessed his suffering and death and his resurrection from the dead. Finally, they 

received Holy Spirit. The catechumenate, culminating in baptism and chrismation, 

replicates all of this. The purpose must be to make people into disciples of Jesus 

by letting them, as far as possible, walk the same path as the original disciples 

walked. The culmination of that path is to die and rise again with Jesus in baptism 

                                                 
4 The terms baptistery och church (in the sense of church building) are not found in Hippolytos. 

That the newly baptized were dressed in white clothes is a conjecture based on other, later sources. 
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and then to celebrate the feast of the heavenly kingdom, in full communion with 

all the other disciples, and in eager expectation of the Lord’s return in glory. 

 So important was baptism in the early Church that special buildings were 

created for it. They were called baptistries. Their most important feature was a 

large font or basin, usually placed in the center of the building, so deep that an 

adult who descended into it would have water up to the waist. Often, the font was 

fed by a live spring. The baptistry could be a simple building or a very large and 

costly one (like the Lateran baptistry in Rome), but its mere existence is an 

indication of how highly baptism was regarded. The really elaborate baptistries 

are all the more remarkable when it is remembered that they would have been 

used only two or three times each year – at Easter and at Pentecost. 

 

We have all heard that the practice of baptism changed following the conversion 

of the Roman Empire to Christianity. As Christianity became the established 

religion, the early emphasis on repentance and conversion faded. People were 

now quite literally born into the Church. They were baptized as infants, and as 

baptism increasingly came to be regarded as a remedy for original sin, it became 

an urgent matter to baptize infants as soon as possible after birth. Thus, the 

connection with Easter and Pentecost was lost. And although many of the original 

practices surrounding baptism were retained throughout the Middle Ages, they 

lost much of their meaning and became fossilized rituals. 

 This image of decay in the practice of baptism, given to us in standard histories 

and handbooks, must be said to be by and large correct. However, it is very much 

simplified, and it seems to me that it does not do justice to Christian practice and 

reflection in the Early and High Middle Ages. I began to realize this a couple of 

years ago, when I started doing research on the church of Dalby, close to where I 

live. This church was founded in c. 1060, only about a century after the 

Christianization of Denmark really gathered momentum, and it incorporates some 

of the oldest masonry in the whole of Scandinavia. In the first half of the twelfth 

century, a porch was added to it at the western end – a porch that was later rebuilt 

as a tower (the original porch now constitutes the two first stories of the tower). 

Some authors had suggested that the bottom floor of porch was intended as a 

baptismal chapel, and I became interested in the suggestion. Could it be verified? 
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And why would a medieval church – which at that time, moreover, was a 

monastic church – require a separate baptistry? 

 I started by looking at clues in the building itself. The medieval font, which 

today stands in a different part of the church, seems to have been executed at the 

same time, and perhaps even by the same masons, as the sculptural decoration of 

the chapel in question. That could be significant. Further, the chapel has a well in 

one corner, which certainly suggests that it was intended as a baptistry. Those two 

facts are quite obvious and had been pointed out before, but I wanted more 

evidence, so I went outside. The entrance to the chapel, in the west, is crowned by 

a tympanon. It is worn by wind and weather, but the motif can still be made out: a 

man with long hair, sitting on the back of a lion, bending its jaws open with his 

bare hands. His long tresses flow from his head,  his one foot is planted firmly on 

the ground while the other points backward in a forceful movement. What we see 

is of course Samson, struggling mightily with a lion in the vineyards near Timnah 

(Judges 15:5–6). Now, why is this particular image placed over the entrance to the 

porch of Dalby? What message is it meant to convey? 

 Since Dalby was an Augustinian convent, I looked for an answer in twelfth-

century literature by Augustinians. And I did not have to look for long. Adam, 

from the Augustinian Abbey of St. Victor in Paris, was a famous author of 

liturgical poetry († 1146). In a so-called sequence, composed by Adam for Easter 

Day, we find the following verses:5 

 

Hostis qui nos circuit: The enemy that encircles us 

Praedam Christus eruit. Falls prey to Christ the huntsman. 

Quod Samson praecinuit, This is what Samson presaged: 

Dum leonem lacerat. When he tore the lion asunder. 

 

David fortis viribus: He is David, strong and brave: 

A leonis unguibus Saves his Father’s sheep-herd 

Et ab ursi faucibus From the sharp claws of the lion, 

Gregem patris liberat. From the cruel maws of the bear. 

 

                                                 
5 PL 196, cols. 1442–46, my translation. 
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Quod in morte plures stravit, Samson, dying, kills his foes, 

Samson Christum figuravit. This prefigures Christ, 

cujus mors victoria. He whose death was victory. 

 

Samson dictus sol eorum. Samson means “their sun”, 

Christus lux est electorum, Christ is the light of the elect, 

Quos illustrat gratia. Those whom grace enlightens. 

 

The image of Samson, then, if interpreted along these lines, speaks eloquently 

about the meaning of Easter – about Christ’s victory over sin, death and devil. As 

an inscription over the entrance to a baptistry it seems not only apt, but striking – 

provided, of course, that baptism was thought of as death and resurrection with 

Christ, and particularly if the baptistry was used primarily at Easter, just as in the 

early Church. But can such a use be envisaged at the time of which we are 

speaking – the twelfth century? Were not all children in that period taken to 

church to be baptized as soon as possible after birth? 

 With this question in mind, I did some more research, and soon found scraps of 

evidence that threw an unexpected light on baptismal practices in the high Middle 

Ages: 

– That the Papacy, that most conservative of institutions, should be found to 

preserve ancient practices is perhaps not very surprising. A Roman ordo from the 

twelfth century prescribes that the Pope, as part of the Easter vigil service, should 

put on a pair of waxed hip boots, descend into the water of the Lateran baptistry, 

and personally baptize three infants.6 

– Similar practices exist in other parts of Italy in the same period, and are upheld 

by the popes. In 1106, Pope Paschal II confirms that a monastery in Pavia, in 

accordance with ancient tradition and old papal privileges, has the right to 

perform baptisms at Easter through its subordinate clerics. In 1146, Pope Eugene 

III admonishes the chaplains of eighteen churches in Piacenza to follow ancient 

customs without objections and to celebrate baptisms on Easter Eve, not in their 

                                                 
6 Mabillon, Ordo XII, quoted in Kavanagh, p. 77 n. 69, from Wolfred Nelson Cote, The 

Archaeology of Baptism, London, 1876, p. 168. 
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own churches and chapels but in the cathedral (matrix ecclesia, ecclesia major).7 

From these two documents two things emerge: that it was taken for granted that 

baptisms should be celebrated on Easter Eve, and that this celebration was a 

privilege belonging to major churches such as monastic churches and cathedrals. 

– We have similar evidence from Germany, from the thirteenth century: a 

document from 1229 says that one child from each parish church in the town of 

Soest (near Cologne) must be taken at Easter and at Pentecost to the monastic 

church of St. Patroclus to be baptized.8 

– The situation in England has been briefly sketched by John Gordon Davies in 

his book, The Architectural Setting of Baptism. On the one hand, there were 

statutes in England already in the seventh century, saying that infants should be 

baptized as soon as possible after birth. On the other hand, at two English church 

councils in the thirteenth century, papal legates made demands that children be 

baptized at the “canonical periods”, i.e. Easter and Pentecost. Davies does not 

analyze what these demands implied, but the legates surely did not wish to say 

that children could only be baptized at Easter and Pentecost; surely, their intention 

was to make a distinction between emergency baptism and baptism in church. 

What they wished to say, I believe, was that baptism could and should be 

performed immediately after birth if the infant was weak – according to 

contemporary ecclesiastical legislation, such emergency baptisms could be 

performed even by lay people, if no priest was available – but that ‘proper’ 

baptism should be performed in church, with the appropriate ceremony, at Easter 

and Pentecost. The legates were out of tune with the times, however. Towards the 

end of the thirteenth century, it seems that views and practices were changing. 

Archbishop John Pecham of Canterbury found it sufficient to decree that children 

born within a week of Easter and Pentecost should be brought to baptism at those 

feasts, if it could be done without danger to them. And the assumption seems to be 

that those baptisms are celebrated in the parish churches.9 Archaeology has 

                                                 
7 Eugenius III, Ep. XCI ad capellanos Ecclesiae Placentinae, PL 180, col. 1117. 
8 Anna Skriver, “Die Taufkapelle von St. Gereon: Zu ihrer Bestimmung und Nutzung aufgrund der 

Analyse historischer Quellen”, in A. Odenthal & A. Gerhards, eds., Märtyrergrab, Kirchenraum, 

Gottesdienst: Interdisziplinäre Studien zu St. Gereon in Köln (Studien zur Kölner 

Kirchengeschichte 35), Siegburg, 2005, pp. 203–216, at pp. 211–213. 
9 J. G. Davies, The Architectural Setting of Baptism, London, 1962, pp. 58 f. 
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recently revealed that in Denmark in this period – i.e. the end of the thirteenth 

century – baptismal fonts in parish churches were moved from a position in the 

centre of the nave to a place near the entrance. Without going deeper into an 

interpretation of that phenomenon, I do wish to suggest that it indicates changing 

views and practices. Baptism was becoming something that was routinely 

administered in the parish church, at any time of the year.10 

 To summarize: although the evidence I have gathered is patchy, it suggests that 

Western church in the thirteenth century was still trying to maintain the link 

between baptism and the major liturgical festivals of Easter and Pentecost. In 

cathedrals and major monastic churches, at least, the ambition was evidently that 

baptisms should be celebrated as an integrated part of the liturgy on those days. 

Why they had this ambition is another question. It cannot have been a question of 

blind traditionalism. The theological and symbolical connections between baptism 

and the feasts of Easter and Pentecost were well understood. Most likely, 

aestheticism played a part. This was a time when people enjoyed the interplay of 

symbols for its own sake. But why exclude a genuine pastoral concern? Even if 

this practice was limited to a few major churches, it must have had several good 

effects: 

– the importance of baptism in general was emphasized; 

– baptism was shown to be of constant concern, not just a once-for-all event; 

– baptism was shown to be of importance to the Church, not just the 

individual; 

– the symbolic dimensions of baptism were emphasized, and not just its 

effect of cleansing from original sin. 

 

These considerations bring me to the last part of my paper. I contend that those 

medieval efforts to retain the connection between baptism and the celebration of 

Easter and Pentecost are not merely of historical interest. They can suggest new, 

good ways of thinking pastorally today. Before I elaborate on this, I need to say 

                                                 
10 Even as late as the 19th century, the custom in Aachen and in several Italian towns was to 

baptize only in the cathedral, not in the other town churches: Heinrich Schäfer, Pfarrkirche unde 

Stift im deutschen Mittelalter: Eine kirchenrechtsgeschichtliche Untersuchung (Kirchenrechtliche 

Abhandlungen, 3. Heft), Stuttgart, 1903, pp. 9 f. with notes. 
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that I am not a pastor or a priest myself. I am a Roman Catholic layman. As a 

layman and a scholar, I do not presume to lecture to pastors on what they should 

or should not do. But I do feel a certain affinity with the Jewish scribes of New 

Testament times, and it is a source of encouragement to me that Jesus seems to 

have thought that they had a function to fill in the people of God. Not only that, 

but he gave them an ideal to aspire to: the scribe who is also a disciple should be 

able to bring “out of his treasure things new and old” (Matth. 13:52 NASB). 

Among other things, this suggests to me the ideal of being familiar with tradition 

and ready to bring forth those elements of it that might best serve the Gospel in 

new situations. I have already brought a few things out. Let me now say 

something about the current situation and suggest some new ways in which the 

old might prove useful. 

 

The current situation seems to be that the centrality of baptism has been talked 

about in all major Christian denominations for decades,11 but still it continues to 

exist at the margins of Christian consciousness. The main reason for this seems, 

paradoxically, to be the success of Christianity in the western world. In Europe 

and North America, a majority of the population receives infant baptism. 

Christian education – the former catechumenate, if you will – must then come 

after baptism. The desire to have children baptized as soon as possible after birth 

makes it difficult to maintain fixed days or seasons for baptism. Moreover,  since 

new children are born all the time, in large congregations there may be one or 

more baptisms every week, which makes it difficult to have them in the main 

congregational service. Instead, baptism becomes an independent service provided 

by the church, and assumes the character of a family occasion. This in turn tends 

to reduce it, in the mind of the average, semi-secularized Christian, to an occasion 

of thanksgiving, of asking God’s blessing over the child, and a naming 

                                                 
11 See, e.g., A. Schmemann, Of Water and the Spirit: A Liturgical Study of Baptism, New York, 

1974 [Russian Orthodox]; A. Kavanagh, The Shape of Baptism: The Rite of Christian Initiation, 

New York, 1978 [Roman Catholic]; L. Eckerdal, Vägen in i kyrkan: dop, konfirmation, 

kommunion – aktuella liturgiska utvecklingslinjer (1968 års kyrkohandbokskommitté: Svenska 

kyrkans gudstjänst. Bil. 3), Stockholm, 1981 [Lutheran]. 
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ceremony.12 None of this is bad in itself, but it is rather far from the original 

meaning of baptism. In the baptist tradition, things are better, but my impression 

is that baptism there tends to lend its importance from missionary success. When 

converts are rare, baptism recedes more into the background. 

 What I am looking for are ways to maintain baptism as a constantly present, 

meaningful reality in modern congregational life. I believe that this is important 

for Christian identity and consciousness. How can it be done? I have five 

suggestions. 

 

First, develop the celebration of Easter and Pentecost. Make these feasts richly 

liturgical. Draw on all that the tradition has to offer in terms of rituals and texts. 

Preach and teach about the meaning of these celebrations, use their respective 

periods of preparation wisely. 

 

Secondly, retrieve the connection between baptism and these feasts. All children 

cannot be baptized at Easter and Pentecost, but some can. Invite parents to 

schedule baptism for these seasons. Explain why. Also be careful to make sure 

that baptism during the main service of Easter or Pentecost is not experienced as 

“just” an ordinary baptism that is “added” to the service. Ensure that it is 

experienced as an important, even a necessary part of the celebration. This 

suggestion is not merely for churches that practice infant baptism. Baptists 

remember and cherish their own baptism but tend to regard it as merely a marker 

of their conversion and the beginning of their life as Christians. To celebrate 

Easter and Pentecost more liturgically, and to perform baptisms especially on 

those occasions, could mean for these churches an opportunity of deepening their 

appreciation of the gift of baptism. Moreover, since these churches practice the 

baptism of adults, they could reappropriate the tradition of the catechumenate – a 

catechumenat, I mean, that not only prepared individuals for baptism, but just as 

in the early Church manifested discipleship before the whole congregation. 

 

                                                 
12 See, e.g., Per Frostensson, “Befrielsebönen i HB 1986,” B.Th. thesis, Centre for Theology and 

Religious Studies, Lund University, 2009-01-12. 
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Thirdly, let ordinary Sundays assume the character of little Easter celebrations by 

connecting baptisms to them. As stated already, it may not be practicable to 

baptize in the Sunday service itself, more than occasionally. But why not try more 

dynamic ways of connecting baptisms with Sunday worship? One method might 

be to baptize during the half-hour before Sunday worship begins. Members of the 

congregation who wish should be free to attend. Then, in the service itself, seats 

are reserved for the family and friends of the baptized infant. They may enter with 

the child in procession at the beginning of the service, and some small ritual, such 

as a prayer for them and a handing over of the baptismal candle, can be integrated 

into the service, after the sermon for instance. In traditions where infant 

communion is possible, the occasion also becomes the child’s first communion. 

 

Fourth, I want to commend the order of worship found in Evangelical Lutheran 

Worship, published in 2006 by the Evangelical Lutheran Church of America. 

Here, it is possible to begin the communion service with a gathering around the 

baptismal font. It is possible to do the general confession and absolution here, or 

else to read together a prayer of thanksgiving for baptism that can be concluded 

with a sprinkling of the congregation with water from the font. This ritual is 

surely inspired by Martin Luther’s recommendation that every Christian should 

recall her or his baptism as part of their daily conversion. I think this an excellent 

start to the Sunday service, especially in a Protestant context. The ritual expresses 

clearly that it is only thanks to God’s initiative and pure gift of grace that a person 

can worship God at all. At the same time, baptism is emphasized as a constant 

concern for the whole congregation and is tightly related to that other great 

Lutheran sacrament, Holy Communion. 

 

Fifth, I would like to repeat a suggestion of Gordon Lathrop’s: build ecumenical 

baptistries! Create beautiful, spacious buildings that are made only for baptisms 

and that are owned together by several Christian denominations. It is so often said 

in ecumenical contexts that baptism is what unites all Christians. Well, if that is 

so, isn’t it time to show it by creating and maintaining some common places for 

baptisms? Ecumenism would be transformed. 
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These were my suggestions. I hope that you will find something in them that 

might be worth putting to the test of practice. 


