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THE MYSTERY/SACRAMENT OF BAPTISM 
(AN ORIENTAL ORTHODOX PERSPECTIVE)

“Very truly, I tell you, no one can enter the kingdom of God without being born of water and Spirit” (John 3.5) this very statement of our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ resonating in my mind and heart, and in meditating on the divine missionary legacy entrusted to us “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), I greet you all with a profound and sincere Christian love and present to you the Sacrament of Baptism (An Oriental Orthodox Perspective).

In the Armenian Orthodox Church the sacraments of Baptism, Confirmation, and Eucharistic Holy Communion are administered as integrated continuation. They are successive phases of a single sacrament. Therefore, first, it is appropriate to briefly discuss the meanings of these three sacraments, and then to concentrate primarily on the sacraments of Baptism and Confirmation.

The biblical references and prayers quoted in this introductory presentation are from the Ritual of the Armenian Orthodox Church. They, alongside with the actual administration of the sacraments, vary in other Oriental Orthodox Churches.

1. The Meaning of the Sacrament of Baptism
Baptism is the sacrament of cleansing from the original sin (Genesis 3) and realization of spiritual rebirth (Titus 3.3–7). The baptized infant[footnoteRef:1] puts on Christ (Galatians 3.27), receives the Holy Spirit (Acts 2.38), and becomes a member of the church. Thus, the newly baptized is not only a regenerated new creature (2 Corinthians 5.17), but also a holy person (Ephesians 5.26). During the administration of baptism when the infant is immersed in the water, the priest confirms, “he/she becomes an adopted child of the heavenly Father, a coheir with Christ and a temple of the Holy Spirit.” [1:  The baptism of infants is practiced in the Oriental Orthodox Churches. Although, this does not mean that grown-ups are not baptized if the need arises.] 


2. The Meaning of the Sacrament of Confirmation
Confirmation is the sacrament of the reception of the Holy Spirit. It is a personal Pentecost (Acts 2) granting the seal of the Holy Spirit to the believer. In Armenian popular terminology Baptism (ØÏñïáõÃÇõÝ, Megerdootyun) is called Seal (ÎÝáõÝù, Genoonk) which is a clear reference to the confirmation of the Holy Spirit.

After being cleansed from the original sin in Baptism, by Confirmation the infant is vested by the graceful gifts of the Holy Spirit to be able to resist the temptations arising at all the stages of his/her life.[footnoteRef:2] [2:  The reception of the gifts of the Holy Spirit are symbolized in the anointing of the forehead, the eyes, the ears, the nostrils, the mouth, the hands, the heart, the back, and the feet of the newly baptized by the holy oil (ÙÇõéáÝ, muron). The priest does this by saying, “This sweet oil which is poured upon your forehead in the name of Jesus Christ, be a seal of incorruptible heavenly gifts;” “May this seal in the name of Jesus Christ enlighten your eyes, so that you may never sleep unto death;” “May with this holy anointing you hear the divine commandments of God;” “May this seal in the name of Jesus Christ be to you a sweet smell from life to life;”  “May this seal in the name of Jesus Christ guard your mouth and be a strong door for your lips;” “May this seal in the name of Jesus Christ be a cause for benevolence and for all virtuous deeds and behavior;” “May this divine seal cleanse your heart and establish an upright spirit within you;” “May this seal in the name of Jesus Christ be for you a shield of strength so that you may quell the fierce arrows of the evil;” “May this divine seal direct your journey towards eternal life so that you may not be shaken.”
The holy oil used in the Armenian Church is not a blessed regular olive oil. It has an elaborate process of preparation with the mixture of forty kinds of flowers, roots, and incenses and is blessed every seven years only by the Catholicos, the head of the Armenian Church.
] 


3. The Meaning of the Sacrament of the Holy Communion
Holy Communion is the sacrament of the administration of the body and blood of our Lord in the consecrated bread and wine, in obedience to His Last Supper command (Matthew 26.26–29, and related passages). 

Holy Communion is called also Holy Sacrifice in commemoration of the sacrificial death of our Lord on the cross.

4. The Integration of the Sacraments of Baptism, Confirmation, and Holy Communion
St. Gregory of Datev (1346–1410) identifies the seven sacraments of the church with the seven Christian virtues. Referring to the sacraments of Baptism, Confirmation, and Holy Communion, he says, “Baptism is the sacrament of faith, because we believe and get baptized; Confirmation is the sacrament of hope, because we put our hope in the Holy Spirit and we confront our enemy, the Satan; Holy Communion is the sacrament of love, because in love we become united with Christ, the head of the church, as members of his body, the church.”

Christian faith manifested in the baptism of an infant is the faith of the faith-community of his/her parents, godparents, and the faithful present. This faith should be nourished in an ideal atmosphere of the Christian family for the Christian formation and realization of the full and active church membership of the baptized (Ephesians 2.8–10). The exterior sign of the intrinsic faith is the water, in which the infant is immersed three times symbolizing the three days entombment of our Lord. The infant is taken out of the water symbolizing the resurrection of our Lord (Romans 6.3–5). Baptism is administered by an ordained priest in the name of the Triune God, and by the recitation of the following formula, “(name) servant/maiden of God, coming from the state of catechumen to baptism, is now being baptized in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit. Redeemed by the blood of Christ from the servitude of sin, he/she becomes an adopted child of the heavenly Father, a coheir with Christ and a temple of the Holy Spirit.”
  
Christian hope expressed in the confirmation of the newly baptized is the assurance that he/she can go up against Satan and avoid its snares only by relying on the Holy Spirit. The exterior sign of the intrinsic hope is the holy oil, by which the newly baptized is anointed. Before the confirmation, the priest prays, “Lord, omnipotent God, ... You renewed this servant/maiden of Yours (name) through the atonement granted by the holy font. Clean him/her by the shining grace of the Holy Spirit, in order that he/she may be a temple and the dwelling place of Your divinity, so that he/she may walk in the paths of righteousness and be able to stand with courage in front of the awesome stage of Your Only-begotten Son, our Lord Jesus Christ.” It is very clear that in confirmation the newly baptized is called to a life-long Christian commitment extended up to the second coming of our Lord. The Christian hope transcends the boundaries of our human existence and extends to the completion of the reign of God in heaven for the enjoyment of the eternal life prepared for God’s beloved children (ref. Matthew 25.34).

Christian love demonstrated in the reception of the holy communion by the newly baptized is his/her unity with Jesus Christ –– the head of the Christian Church, the master of his/her faith, the source of his/her hope, and the teacher of his/her love.

Christian faith, hope, and love are reflected very distinctly in the following question/answer right before the immersion of the infant in the baptismal font. The priest asks, “What is the request of this child?” The godfather answers, “Faith, hope, love, and baptism. To be baptized and justified, to be cleansed of sins, to be freed from demons, and to serve God.”

The administration of the other sacraments is preconditioned by the administration of baptism. If a person is not baptized the other sacraments cannot be administered to him/her.

5. The Ordo of the Sacraments of Baptism, Confirmation, and (the first) Holy Communion
This outline of the canon of the sacraments of Baptism, Confirmation, and (the first) Holy Communion serves as a guideline for further and in-depth theological discussion. But, first, let me state that these elements are necessary for the correct administration of the sacraments of Baptism and Confirmation: 1) Washing by water; 2) The invocation of the Holy Trinity; 3) The correct faith; 4) The Holy Spirit.




The Canon of the Sacrament of Life-generating Baptism
1
(Parents, godparents and the faithful bring the infant to the church)
a. The Lord’s Prayer.

b. Psalm 51, Hymn of the Holy Spirit, Bidding and Prayer beseeching the Lord “for the expiation of sins, forgiveness of transgressions, and for the mercy of God to be descended upon this infant.”

c. (The godfather holds the infant and bows down three times by saying on behalf of the infant), “Upon You was I cast from my birth, and since my mother bore me You have been my God.” [First Presentation] 

2
a. (All turn towards the West for renunciation from Satan). This is considered also as the stepping stone to the sacrament of penance when evil is expelled out of the infant and the congregation, and all are turned “to the light of the knowledge of God.” This sacrament of penance serves as a preparation for the receiving of the Holy Communion right after baptism and confirmation. It is interesting to note that before the administration of this Holy Communion there is no confession, because the infant is cleansed from the original sin and is in total purity.

b. (All turn towards the East[footnoteRef:3] for the confession of faith). This is the crowning of the metanoia (conversion, repentance) expressed in point a. By facing East, we face the Creator of light. This is a radical reorientation towards God. [3:  All the altars in the Armenian Orthodox Church face East.] 


c. Reading of the Holy Gospel according to St. Matthew (28.16–20).

d. (Procession towards the altar) Hymn, “Lord, open the gate of Your mercy.”

e. Prayer, “Compassionate God, receive this infant who is being presented to You ... make him/her worthy to be washed of our old sins through the holy font and to be renewed by the light of Your grace.” [Second Presentation] 

3
a. (Procession towards the baptismal font) Hymn, “Christ, the sun of righteousness.”

b. (Pouring water into the baptismal font the priest says Psalm 20.3–4). 

c. Biblical Readings (Galatians 3.24–29; John 3.1–8).

d. Blessing of the water by the priest. {1} Prayer, “Lord, our God, Jesus Christ, ... send Your Holy Spirit to these waters and cleanse them, as you have done to the waters of the Jordan River by Your immersion in it, setting that as an example to this baptismal font of rebirth of all humankind.” {2} Prayer, “May this water be blessed and sanctified by the sign of the holy cross, by the holy gospel, by the holy oil [muron], and the grace of this day, in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.” {3} Hymn of the Pentecost, “The dove sent from on high.” It is very obvious that point d. clearly highlights the pneumatological character of the sacrament of baptism.

4
a. (The godfather stands next to the baptismal font, carrying the infant in his arms and facing the priest) Prayer, “We beseech You, Lord, to make this Your servant/maiden worthy of Your most precious grace whom You have called to the purification and enlightenment of baptism.”

b. Examination of faith. Priest, “What is the request of this infant?” Godfather, “Faith, hope, love, and baptism. To be baptized and justified, to be cleansed of sins, to be freed from demons, and to serve God.” Priest “Be it unto you according to your faith.”

5
a. Baptism. Priest (immerses the infant three times into the water, saying the following invocation), “(name) servant/maiden of God, coming from the state of catechumen to baptism, is now being baptized in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit. Redeemed by the blood of Christ from the servitude of sin, he/she becomes an adopted child of the heavenly Father, a coheir with Christ and a temple of the Holy Spirit.” (Taking the infant out of the water, says), “Once you have been baptized to Christ, you have put on Christ. Alleluia. Once you have been enlightened in the Father, the Holy Spirit shall rejoice in you.”

The Canon of the Sacrament of Holy Confirmation
1
a. Prayer, “Christ, our Lord, You have redeemed this servant/maiden of Yours, by making him/her clean and just, and gave him/her the honor of adoption. ... You renewed this servant/maiden of Yours (name) through the atonement granted by the holy font. Clean him/her with Your truth and by the shining grace of the Holy Spirit.”

b. Confirmation. Priest (pours holy oil in his palm and anoints the forehead, the eyes, the ears, the nostrils, the mouth, the hands, the heart, the back, and the feet of the newly baptized).

c. Prayer, “Peace unto you, saved one of God. Peace unto you, anointed one of God.”

d. (Godparents dress the infant with new white cloths, while the hymn of resurrection is sung).

e. Prayer, “Blessed are You, provident God, that have clothed Your servant/maiden with garment of salvation and a robe of gladness, and placed upon his/her head a helmet of redemption and a crown of grace as an indestructible weapon against adversary (cf. Isaiah 61.10). ... Nurture this child and make him/her reach to full stature.”

2
a. (Procession towards the altar). Priest (presents the infant to the altar, by reciting Psalm 43, “Then I will go to the altar of God, to God my exceeding joy,” and bows down, by saying, “(name) servant/maiden of Christ, coming from the state of catechumen to baptism, and from baptism to worship, now worships before this holy table, before this holy altar, and before this holy font, for he/she has renounced iniquity and has put on the light of the knowledge of God.” [Third Presentation]

The Canon of the Sacrament of (the first) Holy Communion
a. Priest gives the infant to the godfather and administers the Holy Communion to the infant. Afterwards, the godfather gives the infant to the mother.

b. Hymn of the baptism, “Children of the New Zion born from the holy font.”

c. Prayer of Holy Communion, “Glory to You, king eternal, ... that we were made worthy of the second birth for adoption and for partaking the body and blood of Your Only-begotten.”

d. Final blessing. Prayer of the Holy Cross, “Christ, our God, guardian and hope of all Your faithful, protect and keep Your people and especially this infant under the shadow of Your holy and venerable cross in peace.”

e. The Lord’s Prayer.

f. Dismissal, “Be you blessed by the grace of the Holy Spirit. Depart in peace and may the Lord be with you all. Amen.”

6. Distinguished Practices and Traditions 
The following distinguished practices and traditions reflect the folk praxis of the sacraments of Baptism, Confirmation, and (the first) Holy Communion.

a. The Godfather.[footnoteRef:4] The role of the godfather is dignified as a life-long responsibility in caring for the Christian education and formation of the infant. The godfather is the spiritual father of the infant and supervises infant’s Christian nourishment. Two basic prerequisites are required of the godfather: [1] To be a male adult. [2] To be a baptized Orthodox Christian.[footnoteRef:5] [4:  The baptized infant may have a godmother, but her role is nominal during the administration of the sacrament. Although it is expected that she supports the godfather in his future responsibilities stated above.]  [5:  The Armenian Orthodox Church receives all those who are baptized by a valid priesthood, by water and by the invocation of the Holy Trinity, and correctly profess faith in the Holy Trinity. Those coming from churches who profess faith in the Holy Trinity but who do not have a sacrament of confirmation are accepted by confirmation.] 


b. The sanctity of the elements utilized during the administration of these sacraments. [1] The cloths of the infant should be white, symbolizing purity and innocence; [2] The blessed water should be emptied in the garden and not on the ordinary ground where might be stepped on;[footnoteRef:6] [3] The whole process of the preparation of the holy oil, as was explained earlier, is a clear token of the Christian stewardship towards the creation. [6:  Even the drainage system of the baptismal font in the church is designed according to this rule.] 


c. The presentation of the infant to God is underlined during, before and after the administration of these sacraments. At three progressive stages this presentation was performed during the actual administration of these sacraments as I indicated. There is another presentation ceremony performed when the newborn infant is brought to church when he/she is eight days old. This is done in commemoration of the circumcision of our Lord (Luke 2.21). The third presentation ceremony is performed when the infant is brought to church forty days after his/her baptism. This is done in commemoration of the presentation of our Lord to the Temple of Jerusalem (Luke 2.22–38).

d. The infant is baptized when he/she is not older than forty days. This is in relation to the presentation of our Lord to the Temple of Jerusalem (Luke 2.22–38).

e. In the prayers and hymns of these sacraments the singular and plural usage is a common feature. In other words, only one infant is getting baptized but the whole congregation participates in the renewal of its baptismal vows and receives the abundant grace of Triune God.

* * *

In conclusion, I would like to state that the sacraments of Baptism, Confirmation, and Holy Communion become the stepping stone for an infant to start his/her journey with God and the people of God –– the Church. This journey is led by the growth in the fellowship of the Christian community in an articulate and active membership in the life of the church and in preparation to the unfading crown of the kingdom of heaven.

V. Rev. Nareg Alemezian
Armenian Orthodox Church-Catholicosate of Cilicia
Antelias, Lebanon
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