37.
The Reaffirmation of Baptismal Vows including the use of water

[Faith and Order Committee Report Part III]

Basic Information

	Title
	The Reaffirmation of Baptismal Vows including the use of water

[Faith and Order Committee Report Part III]

	Contact Name and Details
	Revd Dr Peter Phillips, St John’s College, Durham, DH1 3SJ 

(0191 334 3896, p.m.phillips@durham.ac.uk)

	Status of Paper
	Final

	Draft Resolutions


	Two alternative resolutions are offered to test the mind of the Conference:

37/1.
The Conference receives the Report and directs the Faith and Order 
Committee to create a liturgy for the Renewal of Baptismal Vows, 
including the use of water.
37/2.
The Conference receives the report but, reaffirming previous 
decisions, does not believe that the time is right to introduce a liturgy 
for the Renewal of Baptismal Vows, including the use of water.


Summary of Content

	Subject and Aims
	To explore the theological, pastoral and practical implications of adopting a new liturgy for the reaffirmation of baptismal vows including the use of water. 

	Main Points


	· A Comment on Terminology
· The Issue

· Support and Challenge 1 – Previous Statements and Conference decisions.
· Support and Challenge 2 – our ecumenical and world church partners

· Conclusion

	Background Context and Relevant Documents (with function)


	Various Statements and Reports of the Methodist Church on Faith and Order as set out in the report.  


	Impact
	There is growing evidence of requests for the development of such a rite. 

	Risk
	Not creating a rite may risk failing to meet some people’s felt needs. Creating one may risk overturning previous decisions of the Methodist Church in an unthinking way. 


The Reaffirmation of Baptismal Vows, including the Use of Water
A Comment on Terminology
1.
This report concerns the possibility of producing a liturgical rite for the reaffirmation of baptismal vows. The report is not about the production of a rite for the renewal of baptism. It concerns the faith of a person or a group of people, who has or have experienced a particular spiritual event, which relates to the renewal of that faith.  Baptism is a sacrament that neither needs nor can have any renewal. 
The Issue
2.
Two Chairs of District have approached the Faith and Order Committee seeking guidance about how best to respond to ministers in their Districts who are looking to use a liturgical form of renewal of baptismal vows, including the use of water, with people who have experienced a renewal of their spiritual life. This paper will show that in 1987, when the Methodist Conference last debated the possibility of making such a liturgical provision, it decided that such a formulation was not permissible. It must be recognised, therefore, that the use of such a rite, and the giving of permission or the encouragement to use such a rite, is contrary to the present position of the Conference on the matter. 
3.
The liturgical renewal of baptismal vows, including the use of water, does have a place within Christian tradition, particularly as a corporate event in the Easter Asperges (‘sprinkling’) at the Easter Vigil. In this act, usually performed during the Eastertide services, the congregation renew their baptismal promises and are sprinkled with water from the baptismal font.  It is an appropriate corporate act of renewal which has a long and widespread tradition within the Christian Church. Indeed, it is possible to liken this event to the Renewal of the Covenant in the Methodist tradition and there are examples of ecumenical partnerships combining the Covenant Service with the corporate renewal of baptismal vows (one such example is found in North Bedford). The use of a liturgical act of asperges in worship in this way is not contrary to the Faith and Order of the Methodist Church.
4.
However, it must be recognised that what is being asked for by those seeking renewal of baptismal vows, including the use of water, is a personal response rather than a corporate response, and a personal response to an experience of renewal, which is something more individual and personal than expressed through this corporate liturgy.
5.
There have been those who have been baptised as infants and later made members of the Methodist Church who have, after some subsequent spiritual experience, asked for  ‘re-baptism’. People do this for different reasons.  For some, the experience of renewal and their own Christian pilgrimage leads them to reject the efficacy of their earlier baptism, suggesting that only baptism as a response to their confession of faith is acceptable.  In other words, the concept of ‘believer’s baptism’ persuades them that their initial baptism was ineffective or insufficient and so they wish to be baptized as a believing adult. Without wanting to deny the experience of faith and renewal in the life of the individual, the Methodist Church is clear that baptism is a sacrament and, as such, is unrepeatable and ’indelible‘. In other words, baptism as a child cannot be ‘undone’ or repeated as an adult – however powerful the experience of renewal. 

6.
The questions we are exploring present a significant theological challenge to the ways of the Church. They also represent a serious pastoral concern to many ministers and church members. 

The Faith and Order Committee, recognising that there might be significant pastoral reasons for exploring this issue again, brings this paper in order to test the mind of the Conference of 2011.
Support and Challenge 1 – Previous Statements and Conference decisions.
7.
It is not the first time in our history that the issue of provision of a liturgy for the reaffirmation of baptismal vows has been raised and discussed by the Methodist Conference. These discussions have previously taken place within the wider discussion of the place of baptism within our doctrinal system and church polity. The baptismal policy of the Methodist Church in Britain is explored in the various Conference Statements that are accessible in the two volumes of  Statements and Reports of the Methodist Church on Faith and Order (Peterborough: Methodist Publishing House  1984 and 2000). Those statements and reports which begin to make reference to the issue of reaffirmation of baptismal vows are:
Conversion and Baptism: the Pastoral Problems (1981)
(Volume 1 p47)
Conversion and Baptism: Suggested Guidelines (1982)
(Volume 1 p50)
Christian Initiation (1987)
(Volume 2 p63)
8.
The issue of those baptized in infancy who, through an experience of conversion or renewal of faith, might seek appropriate ways of affirming their renewed faith was explicitly addressed for the first time in Conversion and Baptism: the Pastoral Problems (1981).
 The report explored the same issues which we need to explore and so a lengthy quote is worthwhile:
8.1
The essence of the problem is that an experience of renewal may come at any time... It is natural that those who have such an experience should seek to celebrate it in an appropriate way... 
8.2
The actual rite to which many who have an experience of renewal of faith are attracted is baptism by immersion; and their reasons are not hard to discover. The rite is ancient and scriptural; it has a dramatic quality that befits a radical experience; the symbolism of submersion and emergence represents the new birth; there is an opportunity for personal profession of faith. 
8.3
For those who have not been baptized already this rite presents no problems… 
8.4
A problem arises when those who have been baptized already ask for a rite of immersion after a radical experience of renewal. The difficulty is partly pastoral and partly theological. From a pastoral point of view the apparent repetition of baptism is likely to disturb those who have been baptized as children, who have accepted the common pattern as sufficient, and who have come to the new life in Christ by a gradual experience of conversion. There is a danger that two categories of Methodist will emerge, formally distinguished from each other, the once-baptized and the twice-baptized. 
8.5
The doctrinal difficulties are equally serious. Though some elements in the service of baptism might bear repetition, the representation of entry into the family of God cannot. The acceptance of a rite of immersion of those baptized as infants but newly converted can only mean that they are held not to have entered the family of God before. So this element in infant baptism is, by implication, invalidated. (The reason why some Baptists baptize as believers those who were baptized as infants is simply that they do not regard infant baptism as baptism at all.) 
8.6
Furthermore the stress on conversion or some similar experience as the ground for the second rite implies, as most who contend for believers’ baptism would readily agree, some prerequisite for baptism, namely repentance and faith. Repentance and faith are, of course, the work of the Spirit, so the prerequisite is not a human achievement. Nevertheless most accounts of believers’ baptism lay some stress on the candidate’s readiness for the rite. The alternative view is more concerned with the divine initiative and the promise of grace, to which repentance and faith are a response. 
8.7
For these reasons the Methodist Church has resisted the pressure to countenance second baptism. The MSB
 says firmly, ‘no one shall be baptized who is known to have been baptized already’, and the Ministerial Session of the Conference of 1980 supported the judgement of the Doctrinal Committee that the practice of baptising as adults those who had already been baptized as infants was contrary to our practice and implied a view of baptism incompatible with our doctrines. 
8.8
Nevertheless, the need to mark experience of renewal by appropriate celebration remains. Those who have not been baptized can be baptzsed, by immersion if they so wish. Those who have been baptized but not confirmed, can be confirmed. Here it is well to note that the rite of confirmation, where it involves the laying on of hands, loses nothing in comparison with believers’ baptism. The laying on of hands is also ancient and scriptural, dramatic and symbolic; the use of this sign allows equal opportunity for a personal profession of faith. (The use of the right hand of fellowship, though common in our usage, is less securely grounded in Scripture. The one occurrence of the sign, in Galatians 2:9 is concerned with resolving a dispute rather than giving a blessing.) …
8.9
Nonetheless, the following arguments against it [a celebration to mark experience of renewal] must be considered: 
1. 
The relation of the service to confirmation is not clear. Reference is made in the text to previous baptism, but no mention is made of previous or subsequent confirmation. Indeed, at the moment of immersion, the officiating minister says, ”now I confirm to you the . . . gift of God’s Spirit.” A reasonable inference from this would be that the service was a substitute for our MSB service of ‘Public Reception into Full Membership, or Confirmation’. It is undesirable that the Church should have two different services of confirmation, one for those who enter into the fullness of the life of Christ by a sudden experience and one for those who enter by growth. If the service is not intended as confirmation, it is certainly liable to confusion with it. 
2. 
The service makes use of a familiar ritual action of immersion, but appends to it an unfamiliar and slightly obscure meaning. Many people would misunderstand this ritual and see it as believers’ baptism. 
3. 
It is hard to believe that this service would not threaten our theology of infant baptism and, by stressing the believer’s experience, cast doubt on the primacy of grace. 
8.10
So we are left with the problem of those who have a deep experience of renewal after confirmation. None of the services associated with singular experiences is appropriate and available. There remain the services that mark recurrent experiences suitably adapted for the special occasion. Two suggest themselves, Holy Communion and the Covenant Service. Into them extra elements of thanksgiving, profession of faith and testimony can be inserted. The Covenant Service is particularly appropriate where a number of people are concerned, as, for example, at the end of a special mission. 
8.11
In this matter it is important that the Church should find a safe way between two dangers. On one hand the significance of dramatic conversion must not be minimised. On the other those whose discipleship has not involved such an experience must not be discouraged. Methodist usage has expressed sound doctrine and wise pastoral concern in the past. It is now necessary for us to be sufficiently sympathetic and imaginative in our worship and pastoral care to be able to adapt to the present situation and so, not merely avoid its dangers, but also reap spiritual benefit from what is happening in our midst.

9.
In adopting the report at the Conference of 1981, the Conference requested the Faith and Order Committee to produce some accompanying guidelines. These were presented to the Methodist Conference meeting in Plymouth in 1982 under the title Conversion and Baptism: Suggested Guidelines.
  As part of the guidelines it is stated that, when a person requests baptism after an experience of radical renewal, and that person has already been baptized, then: 
11.
[… ]
the reasons why re-baptism is not possible should be explained: 

(a) 
It would suggest that the first baptism was not a true expression of the grace of God acting through it, or of the incorporation into God’s family the church which took place then. 

(b)
It could unsettle the faith of others who have not had a vivid experience of conversion or renewal, but who nevertheless have grown in grace through faith in Christ without desiring a second baptism. 

(c) 
It would divide the church into the once-baptized and the twice-baptized; would thus be injurious to the peace and unity of the church; and would sow doubts in the minds of many about their own standing in the Christian community. 

(d) 
It would encourage the belief that, even for those who have been previously baptized, baptism upon confession of faith is necessary for all who seek full Christian commitment. 
12.
The use of water as in baptism should be discouraged, even when the rite is stated not to be baptism. This is because of the powerful association between the elements, the actions and the words in the sacrament of baptism through the centuries and around the world, and because such an act would cause confusion between what is baptism and what is not. For the sake of the corporate life of the church, such confusion should be avoided. 
13.
When public confession of an experience of renewal is nevertheless deemed to be desirable, the sacrament of Holy Communion should be explained as being the appropriate sacrament for this kind of sharing.

10.
The Methodist Conference of 1982 requested a thorough investigation of the theology and practice of Christian initiation. It was the report of this investigation which was presented to the Methodist Conference of 1987 and adopted as Christian Initiation (1987).
  One of the stated purposes of the report was to address the issue that “many who have entered, sometimes charismatically, into the experience of liberation in Christ wish to leave the past behind and to seal this by the Gospel Sacrament of Baptism.”
 The report presents a thorough review of the development of Christian Initiation both within Methodism and across the whole Christian tradition. One of the conclusions of the report is that the possibility of devising new and additional rites should be considered, and especially:

….
(ii)
a rite to celebrate evangelical conversation or renewal. The Eucharist is, of course, the best and dominical means of this, and Methodists have the Covenant Service, while Confirmation could be the appropriate rite. But we would echo the wish of a recent paper from a working party of Church of England, Methodist, United Reformed and Baptist Union Evangelicals: ‘May we all be challenged to think through a ceremony that could truly meet the needs of (those who ask for what may seem in the eyes of the Church to be second baptism) yet respect the theological and liturgical scruples of both infant baptisers and believers’ baptisers’. 


This should not include any use of water which might confuse the rite with baptism. The accompanying Scripture passages and prayers will be all-important. Foot-washing, which J. H. Moulton called ‘a neglected sacrament’, may be considered; anointing is a possibility; Asperges may not seem quite of the Methodist ethos nor be sufficiently personal for the purpose, though it may be experienced in ecumenical projects.

11.
There is an epilogue to the report, which seems to have been written following connexional consultation before the report was presented to the Conference. Somewhat contrarily, in this epilogue there is discussion of the possible creation of a Rite of Celebration of new life in the Spirit which would include the use of water:

This would not be baptism. But we have come to feel strongly that water must be included and indeed an act of immersion (even though the evidence implies that this was not, as is popularly supposed, the invariable practice in the NT and the early church). We feel that we must learn to live with the risk of confusion for the sake of reconciling those who have such strong convictions about the need for a dramatic rite with water, while at the same time the Church must affirm that baptism is valid even if it is not attended by the fullness of conscious faith, and that it cannot be repeated. A certain ambiguity surrounds all rites. They mean different things to different people, as do verbal formulae. What should remove, for the discerning, any trace of ambiguity, is that what characterises a rite of the Church is the content of the prayer which accompanies the outward sign. The laying on of hands can be used for confirmation, for ordination, for healing, for blessing. What distinguishes these various acts is the accompanying prayer. And so it will be with the use of water in the Rite of Celebration. 
The prayer as well as the preliminary statements will make clear that it is not baptism.

Needless to say, this rite will be optional for those who feel they need it to seal their response to their renewed sense of God’s salvation. But thanksgiving will be paramount.

12.
Consequently, it was one of the recommendations of the report, put before the Conference, in 1987 that a rite should be produced for the celebration of new life in the Spirit including the use of water, but making it clear by the words used and the prayers offered that this would be neither Baptism nor rebaptism.
 However, in adopting the report, the Conference deleted the words ‘including the use of water’ from that recommendation.

13.
It is clear, therefore, that both the Faith and Order Committee and the Conference have done the thinking about this issue already. It is equally clear that the Faith and Order Committee reached a broadly permissive position in writing the report Christian Initiation (1987), albeit in the epilogue as some sort of postscript. It is also clear that it was the Methodist Conference itself which stepped back from the possibility of use of water in a rite of reaffirmation, thus rejecting the suggested developments of the Faith and Order Committee.
14.
The context which the Methodist Church inhabits in 2011 is a quite different from that of 1987: the social and theological milieu is significantly changed; we have become more open to fresh expressions of the Church; the ecumenical movement has developed; and our relationship with world church partners is substantially more mature.
15.
What would happen if the Methodist Conference were to debate the question today?  Clearly, the arguments rehearsed in previous documents remain current, but the context into which those arguments are spoken is significantly different.
16.
Before the Conference makes up its mind, though, there are some other things to say and other influences to acknowledge, which may make the Conference want to revise its thinking. The developed ecumenical context of the twenty-first century needs to be acknowledged, especially the covenantal relationship between the Methodist Church in Britain and the Church of England. It is also necessary for us to consider our broader significant relationships with partner Methodist and United/Uniting churches around the world. 
Support and Challenge 2 – our ecumenical and world church partners
17.
In the reports to the Methodist Conferences of 1981 and 1987 there are references to the use by the Presbyterian Church of Aotearoa New Zealand of a rite of renewal of faith which included the use of water. There was a point at which the Faith and Order Committee was concluding that these references were anecdotal. Email conversations with the General Secretary of that Church elicited the response that the Presbyterian Church “has nothing formalised as far as I can make out.” The General Secretary supplied a copy of a service from the Uniting Church in Australia for “A Personal Reaffirmation of Baptism” which he indicated was in current usage in Aotearoa New Zealand. Further research, however, unearthed details of the service. Going back to the General Secretary with further details led to a service being found by their church archivist amidst a collection of reports of committees and other papers to be presented to the General Assembly 1987. 
18.
Clearly there is an issue surrounding the date of this liturgical text and its presentation to the General Assembly of the Presbyterian Church of Aotearoa New Zealand in 1987. The Methodist reports of 1981 and 1987 both refer to the practice in New Zealand. Further research unearthed the report of the Doctrine Committee to the 1977 Assembly of the Presbyterian Church of New Zealand, which appears to be the origins of their discussion of the issue. The context of that discussion was a desire to “carry forward work on services of renewal to help those who have been baptised in infancy, renewed by God, and have sought a significant liturgical way of declaring themselves as new creatures in Christ.”.  In 1984, New Zealand Presbyterian, the Revd S J D McCay, published a liturgy for “Celebrating renewal and appropriation of baptism by immersion”
.  It would seem that there was provision for the use of such a service in the early 1980’s. This may have been a ‘privately’ produced liturgy initially before the ‘official’ text was agreed by the General Assembly in 1987. 
19.
One may infer, from the reaction of the current General Secretary and from it having to be found in archives, that this service is no longer in use. Helpfully, the archivist of the Presbyterian Church sent a message to the ministers asking if any of them had recently used the liturgy. The only positive response was from Mr McCay! This would fit with comments by the liturgical scholars of the Uniting Church in Australia who commented that the UCA had been concerned when the Presbyterian Church of Aotearoa New Zealand had adopted this liturgical form, but believed that it was no longer practiced.
20.
It is important to recognise that, amongst significant world church partners, the adoption of a rite of reaffirmation of baptismal vows which includes the use of water would be met with consternation. With the exception of the instance in the Presbyterian Church of Aotearoa New Zealand, it has been impossible to find any other precedent amongst either our Methodist and United/Uniting world church partners or any other parts of the world church. We cannot, though, use the Presbyterian Church of Aotearoa New Zealand as precedent as it seems that this usage is no longer current and, in any case, they are not a Church with whom we have any particular relationship, allegiance or common polity. We must take care in our deliberations that we do not act in a manner which impairs our relationships with our world church partners. 
21.
A counterbalance to this consternation from the world church partners, can be found in the liturgical expression of our covenant partner, the Church of England. In Common Worship (2006) the Church of England published a collection of texts for Initiation Rites including a rite for Affirmation of Baptismal Faith within a Celebration of Holy Communion. When the Methodist Conference gives consideration to this question, it can be seen that it is possible to use ecumenical precedent as a mandate for embracing the use of such a liturgy. The liturgical life of the Church of England, with whom we are in covenanted relationship, might be used in this way. If the Methodist Church in Britain were to create such a liturgy it is possible that the Common Worship rite could serve as a model. 
22.
There are a number of significant features of the Common Worship liturgy which would be important to preserve:

1.
The text requires that the person affirming their baptismal vows does own and acknowledge that they have already been baptised. 
2.
Opportunity is given for testimony. 
3.
The text offers a formal reaffirmation of the responses, vows and creeds from the baptismal service. 
4.
Once this testimony has been given, promises and creeds reaffirmed, there is opportunity for the person engaging with the rite to sign themselves with water from the font.  Such use of water is not currently in line with the previous Conference decisions, but could be authorised in a liturgy that emerges from a decision of this Conference.
Conclusion
23.
The issues rehearsed in this paper are essentially the same as those rehearsed on all the previous occasions when this question has been put to the Conference. 
24.
It is crucial to assert the efficacy of baptism and to affirm that, as a sacrament of the Church universal, it is unrepeatable. 
25.
The use of the Easter Asperges is commended as a corporate act of renewal of baptismal vows, either as part of the Eastertide celebrations or as part of the Methodist Covenant Service.

26.
If the Conference now believes that it is right to authorise a rite of reaffirmation of baptismal vows, including the use of water, it must be remembered that the issue of confusion with baptism remains. However, the danger of confusion is lessened if rather than the Church actively administering water the person concerned takes the initiative in signing themselves with water from the font as a sign of the commitment of faith that she or he is renewing. It may also be argued that the liturgical example of the Church of England, with its insistence on owning and acknowledging the Baptism that has already taken place, offers an appropriate and pastorally sensitive way forward which remains broadly in line with previous Conference decisions about the nature of Baptism.  
27.
The stated intention of this paper is to enable the Conference to express its mind on the question of whether the time is now right for the Methodist Church in Britain to permit the creation and use of a liturgy of renewal of baptismal vows, including the use of water. Any such rite could draw heavily on the rite found in Common Worship and described above.  

28.
Consequently, two alternative resolutions are offered to test the mind of the Conference about how it wishes to proceed. [If the first one put to the Conference carries, the second will not be put]. 
***RESOLUTION (Daily Record 6/12/1)
37/1.
The Conference received the Report and directs the Faith and Order Committee to create a liturgy for the Renewal of Baptismal Vows, including the use of water.

The Conference agreed to the withdrawal of Resolution 37/2.
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