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Baptism Part II 
 
 Two of my favorite things to do as a priest involve water. One is using the aspergillum (the 
device used to sprinkle the gathered assembly with Holy Water in the Easter Season.). It’s just funny to 
see how people respond to the sprinkling rite and how they react to being watered. The other occasion 
in which water plays a significant role is of course Baptism. Baptism is a moment explosive with 
possibilities. I often think about the future life of the infant being baptized. What will they see? What 
will they learn? What will they be?  
 A sacrament has two constitutive parts: Matter and Form. The Matter is the “stuff” of the 
sacrament; in this case, the stuff is water. The Form of a sacrament is the words that are spoken in the 
celebration. With Baptism the Form is: I baptize you in the name of the Father and the Son and the 
Holy Spirit. I cannot baptize in the name of the Creator, Redeemer and Sustainer; it would not be a 
valid celebration of the sacrament. Each sacrament has its proper Matter and Form. 
 Water, as the Matter in Baptism, is a rich symbol. We’re Catholics; we love symbols. Our 
churches are filled with them. People, incorrectly I believe, use the words sign and symbol 
interchangeably. They are not interchangeable. A sign has only one meaning and its meaning enjoys 
universal agreement. The red octagon with the word “Stop” in its middle, located at a traffic 
intersection just has one, unambiguous meaning. And we all agree on its meaning; otherwise there 
would be chaos. Not so a symbol. A symbol has depth of meaning. 
 Water cleanses us. We wash ourselves, our clothing, our cooking and eating utensils with water.  
Water is necessary for life, so it is life giving. Plants and people die without it. If you stopped eating 
today, you could live for another 60 or 70 days. If you stopped drinking water your end would be 
nearer, much nearer. Water gives life and is necessary for life. But too much water kills. Flood, tsunami, 
drowning accidents are evidence of the death dealing dimension of water.  

St. Paul writes about the aspect of baptism that involves dying; and he is not speaking in some 
metaphorical sense. He was a man who knew the threat of death because of the gospel; imprisoned, 
beaten, stoned, ship wrecked, he spent three days and three night on the open ocean. Baptism for him 
was no Holy Happy Birthday. How can we who died to sin yet live in it? Or are you unaware that we 
who were baptized into Christ Jesus were baptized into his death? We were indeed buried with him 
through baptism into death, so that, just as Christ was raised from the dead by the glory of the Father, 
we too might live in newness of life. (Roman 6: 2-4).  

Another beautiful symbol in the celebration of Baptism is the anointings. Infants are anointed 
twice; once on the chest with the Oil of Catechumens and then on the head with the Oil of Chrism. In 
the ancient church on the occasion of their baptism, the neophytes would be smeared with the oil as if 
making ready to go into a wrestling match. Indeed, the newly baptized will engage in a match against 
the forces of evil. That opposition still exists and the anointing on the chest symbolically represents this 
aspect of the life of a disciple.  

The anointing with Chrism, the name coming from Christ, the Anointed One, brings the newly 
baptized into the Priestly, Kingly and Prophetic role of a disciple. As the child is anointed the Church 
prays: God the Father of our Lord Jesus Christ has freed you from sin, given you a new birth by water 
and the Holy Spirit, and welcomed you into his holy people. He now anoints you with the chrism of 
salvation. As Christ was anointed Priest, Prophet, and King, so may you live always as a member of his 
body, sharing everlasting life. The transformation begins, and we are to become more like Christ. 

For Paul the transformation brought about in and through baptism should be so complete as to 
free us from sin. All sin, not only original sin. While the change of one’s status at Baptism takes place 



in a very few seconds (the moment we are baptized) it takes a life time, constantly supported by Grace, 
to fully engage and achieve the transformation.  
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