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ABSTRACT
This paper seeks to briefly review and affirm a reformed view of infant baptism, and then present the apparent dilemma faced by people who affirm their faith in Jesus Christ outside of the traditional “Confirmation” process.  How can we mark this choice to follow Christ in a way that allows the fellowship to celebrate, and the new believer to anchor the beginning of this stage of their faith journey through a specific and biblically significant event? The author presents some options for consideration, but the conclusions of the paper are deliberately open-ended and designed to promote discussion toward a solution the dilemma presented.
Author’s Note:  In comparison to past papers presented at WCTS, this is much more of an original work and much less of a research paper.  I have referenced sources where appropriate, but I recognize that this does not include all of the resources that have contributed to my thinking on this subject and hence this paper.  This paper is the product of considerable study, meditation, and prayer.  It is the outgrowth of the great anguish of a pastor trying to make the pieces of a complex puzzle fit together for the benefit of God’s people.  It has forced me to wrestle with certain assumptions and beliefs, and I am better for it.  I offer it up in an attempt to allow others to do the same.
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INTRODUCTION AND BACKGROUND

“Brothers, what shall we do?”

The account of the beginning of the Church in Acts 2 is familiar to many, if not most, within the ranks of those that count themselves as followers of Christ.  Jesus has been crucified, buried, and has been raised again.  He has appeared to His disciples and to many others.  His disciples have watched Him ascend into Heaven to be seated in glory at the right hand of the Father.  The hand-picked disciples who have been designated as Apostles, the “sent ones,” are waiting in Jerusalem for the fulfillment of the Lord’s promise to send the Holy Spirit.  The Apostles know that they are being “sent,” but it is not clear what that actually entails.
The Holy Spirit then comes in a miraculous way in the Pentecost event.  The Apostles are given the ability to speak in such a way that the people gathered in Jerusalem for the festivities hear the proclamation of the message of Jesus Christ in their own language – languages that the Apostles did not previously know.  Peter in particular is transformed into a powerful and persuasive leader, not in his own strength but in the power of God.  The message that Peter delivered to the people gathered in the Temple courts was transformational – not because of his brilliant oratorical style, but because of the inherent redemptive power of the Gospel he proclaimed.  As Peter preached Christ crucified and resurrected, listeners were filled with a sense of conviction so great that Luke describes them as “cut to the heart.”

37When the people heard this, they were cut to the heart and said to Peter and the other apostles, “Brothers, what shall we do?”  

38Peter replied, “Repent and be baptized, every one of you, in the name of Jesus Christ for the forgiveness of your sins. And you will receive the gift of the Holy Spirit. 39The promise is for you and your children and for all who are far off—for all whom the Lord our God will call.” (Acts 2:37-39)

These verses are often quoted in the treatment of the subject of baptism, with the typical focus being on the response of Peter, namely the command to “repent and be baptized.” As significant as Peter’s response is, let us turn our attention first to question that elicited that response:  “Brothers, what shall we do?”
Those who were genuinely hearing Peter’s message, and were convicted by its truth, instinctively recognized the need to respond.  There must be something that I need to do outwardly, they seem to say, to mark this change that is happening inwardly.  
We must first recognize who is asking the question.  These were Jewish people who were serious enough about their religion to make the pilgrimage to Jerusalem on Pentecost.  These were people who understood the importance and significance of rites and rituals that remind us of what God has done for us and that give us a chance to respond in tangible ways that anchor our faith and trust in Him.   They were steeped in the sacrificial system that God had established with the people that constantly reminded them that their relationship with God was completely dependent on God’s grace.  Those systems were established by God out of His compassion and understanding of the need that we have for physical and tangible connections to God.  
It is God’s compassion for this need that seems to drive the incarnation itself as His ultimate means of reestablishing relationship with people.  We need Immanuel, God with us, physically and tangibly, and God in His mercy has provided that. The covenant of grace is offered by God and made possible through the life, death and resurrection of an incarnate Jesus Christ.
“Repent and be baptized.”

With this backdrop, Peter’s response of “Repent and be baptized” takes on a richer significance.  Repentance is the inner change in heart direction that God has always called for – an about-face from our self-centered rebellion against God to a God-centered surrender of our will to His will.  Repentance and a surrender of our will is the necessary inner reality that forms the acceptance of God’s covenant of grace and basis of new life in Christ.  With this inner reality comes a genuine spiritual conversion and transformation.  The old is gone and the new has come (2 Corinthians 5:17); there has been a new birth (1 Peter 1:3, cf. John 3:3-8); we have died with Christ to the old life and are living in a new reality (Galatians 2:20, Romans 6:4).
Our conversion is the fulfillment of God’s promises under His covenant of grace, and is complete on its own based on our acceptance of God’s grace through the conviction of our hearts.  Yet we recognize that the convicted heart needs something tangible, something that promotes assurance and solidifies faith.  Hence the second part of Peter’s response, “…and be baptized.”  Baptism forms the physical outward sign of and seal on the covenant of God’s grace and our acceptance.  
The role of baptism as a sign and seal of the covenant is its essential role and must be considered above any other role or benefit that baptism might provide.  With that in mind, the act of baptism can also play important additional roles for the new believer as well as for the local gathered fellowship that this new believer is being integrated into. 
Baptism as Evidence of the Transformational Power of the Gospel
The first additional role of baptism is a benefit to the gathered fellowship of believers and also to those who have not yet reached that point of surrender and inner conviction with respect to their relationship with God. 

In Peter’s sermon in Acts 2, he makes specific reference to the tangible evidence of God’s power in Jesus: “Men of Israel, listen to this: Jesus of Nazareth was a man accredited by God to you by miracles, wonders and signs, which God did among you through him, as you yourselves know” (Acts 2:22).  Because these miracles, wonders and signs were well known to the people listening, they positively contributed to the impact of God’s Word that was being proclaimed.
The celebration of baptism in the life of the local church provides a similar clear and present reminder of God’s transforming power.  God is still miraculously at work in the world and in the lives of people just like us, and God’s people need to be reminded of that.  Every baptism of an adult believer is a celebration of another individual who has been redeemed by God.  For the gathered believers, this is a reassurance of the presence and power of the God in whom they have already placed their trust.  For those who have not yet accepted God’s offer of grace, it is compelling evidence that such a surrender is not vain, and may contribute to their growing conviction to do so.
Baptism as a Celebration of New Life in Christ
For the new believer, the act of baptism provides a meaningful experience to celebrate and to concretely anchor the reality of conversion on the timeline of this individual’s faith journey.  
This particular role of baptism as it relates to the reality of the believer’s new life in Christ is analogous to the role of a wedding ceremony as it relates to the reality of the couple’s new life together as husband and wife.  The covenant relationship between a husband and wife that we call “marriage” is one that happens on the level of inner conviction, lived out in daily thoughts, attitudes and actions.  In essence, this couple was “married” at the moment they shared this inner conviction of unconditional commitment to each other.  It is typically, although not exclusively, true that this moment of commitment occurs well before a wedding ceremony. It is, generally speaking, the reason why the couple desires to have a wedding ceremony and to “go public” with their covenant relationship.  

While recognizing that the marriage itself began before the wedding ceremony, this does not make the wedding unimportant or without great value.  The wedding is the event that celebrates and concretely anchors the reality of that marriage covenant on the timeline of that couple’s life together.  When a couple reflects on the question, “How long have we been married?” it is not likely that they would point to a date or event other than their wedding ceremony.  Looking at it another way, imagine a question such as, “When did I first start loving my wife?”  This question seems nonsensical to us, because a conviction of the heart such as this does not typically occur in an instant.  We know when we have arrived, but often don’t know how we got there.  Yet the convicted heart needs something tangible.  The groom-to-be and bride-to-be desire to solidify their committed love with an event that allows them to celebrate and to draw a line in the sand that says, “This is the day our new life together began.”  

In our protestant tradition we do not view the wedding ceremony as a sacrament, a rite that reminds us of and allows us to receive God’s manifold grace.  As a result, we could say with conviction that even without this event, a marriage covenant relationship may indeed be “real.” Yet without such an event, it will certainly lack the sense of security and accountability that such an event provides.  In this light, the wedding event is not essential, yet very important.  It would be difficult to conceive of a scenario where a couple who has a genuine unconditional commitment to one another would choose not to hold a wedding event of some type.
Drawing on this wedding/marriage analogy and applying it to baptism in the life a new believer, the baptism event plays a similar role when it occurs after the individual’s conviction of the heart and desire to accept God’s offer of grace.  The reconciled relationship between God and an individual that we might call “new life in Christ” is one that happens on the level in inner conviction, lived out in daily thoughts, attitudes and actions.  That individual entered into new life in Christ at the moment of their confession, repentance, and acceptance of God’s grace extended through the life, death and resurrection of Jesus Christ.  In many cases, however, it is difficult for the individual to point to a specific moment in time when that true inner conviction began.  We know when we have arrived, but often don’t know how and when we got there.  Yet the convicted heart needs something tangible.  The person who now stands convicted and surrendered to God, ready to follow Christ all of their days, desires to solidify that commitment with an event that allows them to celebrate and to draw a line in the sand that says, “This is the day my new life in Christ began.”  

The event of baptism accomplishes that in a very vivid way.  It is an experience that makes the spiritual more concrete, it brings a sense of assurance, it solidifies faith, and it gives an opportunity to celebrate that new life with the fellowship of believers.  It carries the image of washing away the old, as a well as the image of being buried with Christ and raised again with Him: “We were therefore buried with him through baptism into death in order that, just as Christ was raised from the dead through the glory of the Father, we too may live a new life” (Romans 6:4).
These additional roles or benefits of baptism are separate from baptism’s essential sacramental role, so it is to a review of that role that we will briefly turn our attention.  Yet it is in the acknowledgement these additional roles of baptism are significant and beneficial that the dilemma presented in this paper begins to emerge.  

A REVIEW OF A REFORMED VIEW OF BAPTISM

This section of this paper does not seek to present divergent views on the theology of baptism,
 nor even to provide a comprehensive defense of the particular view presented, but rather to briefly review the Reformed view of baptism that is held by the majority within the Congregational traditional.

A Sign and Seal of the Covenant
God extends a promise, a covenant of grace, to mankind.  It is an opportunity to restore the relationship broken by our sinfulness.  It is the opportunity for finite, imperfect creatures to commune with a perfectly holy Creator.  It is entirely by the initiative of God that He condescends and bridges the spiritual chasm fixed between us.  Apart from God’s movement toward us,  we have no available means to remedy our fallen human condition.  By its very definition, God’s grace is unmerited, unearned, and undeserved on our part.  God offers, we either gratefully surrender and accept, or else we reject His offer.  We are accepted by God not on the basis of our own righteousness, but on the basis of the righteousness of Christ credited to us by way of our faith in Christ.  So it is not true that we are “saved by our faith,” rather we are saved by God’s grace which is accepted by our faith in fulfillment of the promises God has made.  Salvation, reconciliation, and the invitation to relationship with God is God’s doing entirely.
Owing to our own physical nature, as noted earlier in this paper, we are wont to have some physical reminder and assurance of spiritual realities.  Hence God Himself has established “sacraments” to be visible outward signs of those invisible inward realities.  Sacraments are both a reminder of God’s grace as well as a means of experiencing God’s grace.  They are signs or symbols, yet not merely symbols.  Through the sacraments God is pleased to apply His grace to the participant, and it is a means by which they enter into union with God.  Sacraments, however, are not a means of grace separate from the covenant promise and the acceptance that participation signifies.  In other words, the sacrament is a means of experiencing the grace of God present in the covenant relationship that has already been established, and providing assurance and a strengthening of that relationship.  Hence the common terminology of sacraments as both a “sign and a seal” on the covenant relationship.  It is sign or symbol that reminds, and it is also a seal that confirms and assures.
In the case of the sacrament of baptism, it is sign and a seal on God’s justifying grace in our lives, i.e. God’s initial act of reconciliation and regeneration.  Baptism signifies and seals the beginning of our renewed relationship with God.  Baptism reminds us that God is the active agent in regeneration.  It is God who cleanses us. It is God who justifies.  It is God who raises us up.  It is God who extends grace.  Baptism is the sign that God’s grace has been extended to that individual.  As an initiatory rite, baptism is also a sign of incorporation into the fellowship of believers, the body of Christ, the Church.
Baptism is also a seal on the reality of the covenant relationship.  This is not to say that baptism is a guarantor of salvation, but an assurance that the offer of salvation has been extended by God to the baptized.  Salvation remains conditional to our acceptance of that offer through faith in Christ Jesus.   Therefore it remains possible that not all who are baptized have accepted God’s offer of grace, and that not all who have accepted God’s offer have been baptized.  The former illustrate the harsh reality that not all seed falls on good soil.  Because of the high regard of baptism in all Christian traditions, the latter is typically only a result of timing between acceptance and the opportunity for baptism.
Infant Baptism

The Congregational tradition, along with many other traditions adhering to a Reformed theology, have generally extended the sacrament of baptism to the children of believing parents before those children reach an age of awareness.  The typical practice is for baptism to occur during infancy.
The practice of infant baptism stems directly from the Reformed theology of baptism summarized above.  Baptism is a sign and seal on the work that God has done.  Despite their inability to comprehend or accept God’s covenant of grace, it is extended to them nonetheless.  They are children of the covenant, and as such the sign and seal of that covenant can be rightly applied.  They are introduced through baptism into the covenant community of the local fellowship of believers as well as into the visible Church.  In this covenant community they have the opportunity to grow in their understanding of their covenant relationship with God and progressively affirm their acceptance of it.

The analogy of circumcision to baptism is often and rightly applied in support of the practice of infant baptism.  “And [Abraham] received the sign of circumcision, a seal of the righteousness that he had by faith while he was still uncircumcised. So then, he is the father of all who believe but have not been circumcised, in order that righteousness might be credited to them” (Romans 4:11).  Circumcision was the sign and the seal of the manifestation of God’s covenant of grace as extended to Abraham and his descendents.
  Circumcision was a sign and seal of the covenant relationship Abraham had with God that began when Abraham surrendered his will to God’s will.  The relationship did not begin with circumcision.  Circumcision was merely a sign and a seal on that existing relationship.
God had commanded that the sacrament of circumcision for the Hebrew people be applied to infants, because as descendents of Abraham, they were children of the covenant.  Circumcision did not make them repentant, surrendered followers of God.  The Hebrew Scriptures are filled with the cry of the prophets for God’s covenant people to make their external, physical circumcision an internal, spiritual reality.   So it was an outward sign of their inclusion in the covenant community, and a symbol and reminder of their need internalize that covenant and be circumcised in heart.
The sacrament of baptism applied to infants has replaced the sacrament of circumcision as the sign and seal on an individual’s reception into the covenant community.
  It is an outward sign of their inclusion in the covenant community, a seal on the reality of God’s acceptance, but not a guarantee of their acceptance of that inclusion.  It is therefore an outward symbol and reminder of their need to internalize that covenant and be baptized inwardly – to be cleansed through their acceptance of God’s grace, buried with Christ and raised with Him.
The Role of Confirmation
“All agree that baptism is the seal on the covenant between God’s grace and our response.  But you have to administer this sacrament at some time or other.  Should it be attached primarily to man’s response, or to God’s initiative?”
  Some traditions would favor the attachment of baptism primarily to our response, thus reserving it exclusively for those who have confessed faith in Jesus Christ.  The Congregational and other paedobaptist traditions have favored the attachment of baptism to God’s initiative, which preceded and is independent of our response.

With this attachment of baptism to God’s initiative, and therefore the practice of infant baptism, comes the fear that the vital need for our response to God’s grace will be dangerously underemphasized.  A classic charge against the infant baptism practice is that it breeds nominal Christianity.  To insure against a degeneration of baptism into a merely superstitious ritual, divorcing it completely from the necessary response on our part, the rite of Confirmation was established in the Church as early as the third century.
Confirmation is not considered a sacrament, but merely a rite or process by which candidates that have been baptized as infants are given the opportunity to understand the covenant of grace and the God who extends it, and are encouraged to publicly confess faith in response and acceptance of that covenant.  Confirmation often involves the biblical practice of the laying on of hands by ministers and/or elders of the church, thus affirming their acceptance into the local covenant community as well as affirming the gift of the Holy Spirit promised by God.
In practice, Confirmation is generally a program or process that is entered into at a certain age or academic grade-level, and one that is typically during adolescence when a young person is entering into physical maturity.  There is an assumption that this is an age when the candidate is mentally, emotionally and spiritually mature enough to make a meaningful and credible profession of faith.  Since there is neither a biblical mandate nor biblical model for Confirmation, there is great diversity in practice and debate over its efficacy.

THE DILEMMA EXPLAINED
The Ideal Journey
The practices of the Congregational tradition with respect to the introduction of an individual into the community of believers is based on an ideal, although not necessarily typical, spiritual journey.
  This assumed ideal begins with parents that are confessing believers in Jesus Christ, living in communion with God’s people as part of the local Body of Christ.  A child of these parents is baptized as an infant as a sign and seal on the spiritual reality of God’s initiative in extending His grace to that child.  Commitments are made on the part of those parents, and perhaps godparents as well, to raise that child in the understanding of who God is and what God has done for them.
When this child reaches the predetermined age of sufficient maturity, they enter into a process of education, prayer, reflection, and spiritual guidance in some form known as Confirmation.  At the end of that process they emerge with a more complete understanding of God’s covenant of grace extended to them through the life, death and resurrection of Jesus Christ, and they are both prepared and willing to make a public profession of surrender and faith before the gathered community of believers.
That profession of faith takes place, and that new believer enters into a lifelong journey of spiritual growth and sanctification as they mature in their relationship with God and develop a Christ-like character.

For the new believer, this event of Confirmation also provides that concrete anchor on the timeline of their faith journey that is so vital for spiritual development.  This is the event analogous to the wedding ceremony for their new life in Christ.
For the church, this event of Confirmation also provides that helpful tangible evidence of God transformational power.  God is still at work transforming people’s lives, and the confirmand who has just confessed faith in Jesus Christ and received the laying on of hands by representatives of the church provides meaningful evidence of that.  From this author’s own experience of Confirmation services, their effect on the congregation is moving and beneficial for their own spiritual journey.

Since this is the ideal, for those who follow the trajectory of the spiritual journey described here, there is no dilemma.
Another Path that Presents No Dilemma

Before presenting the crux of the dilemma as this author perceives it, for the sake of completeness let us briefly describe another spiritual journey that does not present a problem for the church or that new believer.
This scenario is an increasingly common one and involves the new believer who has never been baptized.  Typically this is the result of being raised by non-believing parents and entirely outside any community of faith.  When this individual comes to a point of conviction and accepts God’s offer of grace, then baptism is the appropriate and necessary next step.  Baptism in this case is the sign and seal on the covenant of God’s grace and the individual’s response.  It also provides those additional and important benefits for the individual in their journey of faith and for the church as a whole.
A Common Faith Journey and the Dilemma it Presents

Certainly many individuals have a faith journey that follows one of the paths just described.  Yet spiritual journeys are as diverse as the number of believers within the church, and many do not fit either the “nurtured from birth” model or the “pagan conversion” model.  

By far the spiritual journey most commonly encountered by this author involves a person who was born into a home of at least nominal Christianity, from either the Roman Catholic or a mainline Protestant tradition.  As such they were baptized as infants.  Regardless of the conditions under which it was administered, their baptism is honored as genuine because it is primarily a work of God’s Holy Spirit and not a work of human effort.  
This individual’s journey continues with a departure from the communion and nurture of the church at some point after their baptism.  Statistically, this is a very common scenario.  Current data suggests that 81% of Americans experienced at least six months in a Christian church before the age of 18.  27% of those who had that experience remain in the church, but the other 73% disengage from the Church by the time they are in their twenties.
 This makes the likelihood very high that the person entering the doors of our church has been baptized but has not yet entered into the covenant relationship with God.
So consider this baptized but disengaged individual who is now exploring Christianity within the local church as an adult.
  By the power of the Holy Spirit, in response to the Word of God proclaimed, this individual is convicted of sin, turns to God in repentance, and accepts God’s offer of grace.  It is a genuine heart-level transformation.
Based on our human nature and need to make the spiritual more physical and concrete, this new believer then asks the church, “Brothers, what shall I do?”  

The unfortunate response, given the common practices within our churches, is “I don’t know.  I suppose there is nothing you can do or need to do since you are already baptized.”   While theologically accurate, this leaves this new believer to begin a new life in Christ without a “wedding ceremony” of any sort.  It does not make his relationship with God any less real, but it does make it less tangible for all of the reasons discussed previously.  The gathered church also suffers for lack of an event that allows for a celebration of God’s transforming power in the life of this individual and in the world in general.  
Brothers, what shall we do?

OPTIONS FOR CONSIDERATION

1) Do Nothing

This is included merely for the sake of completeness.  If the author thought this was at all a viable option, he wouldn’t have gone to the effort of writing and presenting this paper to his esteemed colleagues.
2) Rebaptism

The idea of having this new believer participate in another baptism now that they have confirmed the covenant for themselves is occasionally suggested, sometimes by the new believer.  This might come from the new believer’s exposure to the adult believer baptism practices of other churches.  This suggestion presents several problems.

The first is theological.  Baptism is a rite of initiation, and by definition one cannot be initiated a second time.  Baptism cannot be considered invalid or ineffectual without questioning the validity of the offer of God’s grace that it signifies.  Therefore, regardless of what rituals an individual has undergone throughout their faith journey, their first baptismal rite was their only true baptism.  In light of this, the idea of rebaptism, per se, is not a option.  
The second problem is more practical, and has its greatest impact on the church.  If a church were to practice rebaptism, and were to teach that this second baptism was the recipient’s “real” baptism, it would be a de facto negation of the infant baptisms that have been practiced in that church.  As part of that community of believers, I would have no choice but to consider my baptism invalid and would be compelled to seek this rebaptism that has been espoused as valid.

3) Reaffirmation of Baptism

In an attempt to avoid the theological problems with rebaptism just described, an alternate approach is to remember and relive the baptismal event, making clear that this is not a baptism, but rather a reaffirmation and remembrance of the baptism already experience.  This remembrance event includes a water washing by some mode (immersion, pouring or sprinkling), and would be accompanied by a personal confession of faith.  Careful language would need to be used to avoid confusion and perceived negation of infant baptism as discussed concerning rebaptism.
The Presbyterian Church of New Zealand has adopted this practice, likely because of the heavy influence of the Pentecostal movement in the region.  By way of example, the following is the liturgy used in order to stress that this act is not a replacement for their first (and only) baptism:
Brothers and sisters in Jesus Christ, in former days, before you knew it, God called you and laid his hand upon you to be his.  By your baptism you were integrated into the true Vine, who is Christ; incorporated into the Body of Christ; seen to be infant members of the household of faith; lambs of the Good Shepherd’s fold, to be nurtured by his grace.

Now by God’s good hand he has brought you here, personally to accept his grace and declare yourselves by the power of his Spirit to be his own in repentance, faith and service.  From first to last this has been the work of God.  He has reconciled us men to himself through Christ, and he has enlisted us in this service of reconciliation.

After their personal affirmations of faith, the candidates come forward for a rite of immersion.  The officiating minister says, 

As you were baptized in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, so now I confirm to you the cleansing, forgiveness, new life, and promised gift of the God’s Holy Spirit which are in his covenant.

This practice would provide the desired “wedding event” for this believer’s new life in Christ, as well as celebratory event that displays the transforming power of God to the congregation.

4) An Expansion of the Rite of Confirmation
As stated earlier in the brief description of Confirmation, the Confirmation process as typically practiced does indeed provide the desired benefits for the new believer and for the congregation, but only for those who are engaged in the church at the predetermined age.  When someone beyond Confirmation age begins to explore Christianity, the Confirmation process is typically not open to them, if not by official exclusion, at least by social convention.
But our current practices of Confirmation would not prevent us from reinventing this time-honored rite so that it became an accepted and meaningful process for everyone who comes to faith in Jesus Christ, regardless of their age.  

Such a system would likely require a reconsideration of the culture of expectation that we have for every young person to enter into this process at a certain age, perhaps replacing it with a “minimum age” requirement.  The desired outcome would be that young people aspire to be a part of this process when they are old enough, rather than the common feeling of obligation.
The author is currently in the process of modifying the Confirmation program where he is currently serving, moving it from a classroom teaching based program to a mentor-based program.  Although there are other drivers for this change, it does open up the possibility to expand the program to older youth and adults because it is much less dependent on the social dynamic of a common classroom.

Another option within this main heading of a rite of Confirmation would be to allow the candidate to bypass the educational portion of the Confirmation process and merely participate in the public confession and the laying on of hands.  This approach has the weakness of inconsistency, but would be an improvement from the more dramatic inconsistency that we experience today.

5) Abandonment of Infant Baptism
This option was not originally considered in the preparation of this paper, but was a topic of much discussion following its original presentation on November 20, 2008 at WCTS.  The discussion surrounded the adoption of a system where infants were dedicated instead of baptized, thus reserving the sacrament of baptism for the time of adult profession of faith.  The theology of such of choice was not debated during our time together.  The end result of the discussion, however, was that this was not a viable option for an existing fellowship that currently practices infant baptism because of the confusion and division that would likely result from such a transition.

SUMMARY
The sacrament of baptism is a sign and seal on the covenant between God’s grace and our response.  In our human nature, we need such physical and outward signs to confirm and strengthen our faith in the spiritual and inward realities that they signify.  In the Reformed theology of the Congregational tradition, baptism has been attached primarily to God’s grace, as opposed to our response, and hence has been extended to the infants of believing parents and children of the covenant.  While a theologically sound practice, it presents a dilemma for the church and for those individual who, having been baptized as infants, disengage from the communion and nurture of the church before completing a meaningful Confirmation experience.  Those coming to faith in Jesus Christ as adults are left with no meaningful event that celebrates and anchors their confession of faith and new life in Christ and provides for the gathered community a reminder of God’s transforming power.
� For those desiring to wrestle more thoroughly with the varying theologies of baptism, the author recommends Understanding Four Views on Baptism by Thomas Nettles, Richard Pratt, Robert Kolb and John Castelein; Paul E. Engle, ed. (Grand Rapids: Zonervan, 2007).





� For a more complete and rigorous treatment of the theology of baptism in the Congregational tradition, the author recommends “The Covenant Sealed: Baptism in the Congregational Tradition” by Rev. Steven A. Peay, Ph.D., presented to the WCTS September 21, 2000.  This author is greatly indebted to Dr. Peay’s treatment in preparation of this paper.


� This statement stems from the Reformed view that there is not multiple covenants of grace, but one covenant of grace that God has revealed in different forms during various stages of salvation history.


� cf. Galatians 3:7-9, “Understand, then, that those who believe are children of Abraham. The Scripture foresaw that God would justify the Gentiles by faith, and announced the gospel in advance to Abraham: ‘All nations will be blessed through you.’ So those who have faith are blessed along with Abraham, the man of faith.”





� Michael Green, Baptism: It’s Purpose, Practice and Power, 2nd edition. (Great Britain: Paternoster / Authentic Media, 2006; 1st ed. 1987), p. 55


� This author shares the concern as to whether 13 year olds are, generally speaking, ready to take this step.  While some are ready at a much younger age, others are sorely lacking the mental and emotional maturity for this to be meaningful.


� Dr. Steven Peay commented, during the 11-20-2008 presentation of this paper, that the entire premise of the Congregational Way is based on the ideal of fully regenerate fellowship.


� David Kinnaman, President of the Barna Group, in a live conference presentation November 20, 2008 entitled, “The State of the Church Today.”





� By “adult” I am referring to anyone beyond the age of the typical Confirmation process.  Hence a 14 year old might qualify as an adult for the sake of this discussion if the local practice is Confirmation at 13 (8th grade).


� Green, p. 92.
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