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PETER J A ROBINSON 

BAPTISM IN RITUAL PERSPECTIVE 

Myth, Symbol and Metaphor as Anthropological Foiindations for a 
Baptismal Theology 

Abstract 

This t h e s i s argues t h a t C h r i s t i a n baptism i s most p r o f i t a b l y 
understood from the perspective of anthropological studies of r i t u a l . A 
dialogue w i t h i t s categories establishes t h a t baptismal theology has 
o f t e n i m p l i c i t l y assumed s o c i a l anthropology's f i n d i n g s on r i t u a l i n 
general. I t also suggests t h a t the primary r i t u a l categories of myth, 
symbol and metaphor are foundational t o baptism's t h e o l o g i c a l 
development. 

The anthropology of myth i s deployed t o locate the n a r r a t i v e basis 
f o r baptism. The proposal i s made t h a t the s t o r y of Jesus' Baptism, 
which i s understood as the r e v e l a t i o n o f the eschatological new 
c r e a t i o n , provides baptismal r i t u a l w i t h i t s i m i t a t i v e source and 
l e g i t i m a t e s i t s symbols and metaphors. An analysis of iconography i s an 
important p a r t of t h i s j u s t i f i c a t i o n . 

This proposal i s developed by e x p l o r i n g the p r o p e r t i e s of baptismal 
symbols. The concepts of symbolic elusiveness, deep s t r u c t u r e and 
n a t u r a l symbolism are e x p l o i t e d t o give an account of symbols based on 
water and o i l . The sensual experience of o l f a c t i o n and the flow of 
human blood are found t o be important i n t e r p r e t a t i v e concepts which 
lead n a t u r a l l y t o a consideration of the c o r p o r e a l i t y of baptismal 
symbolism. 

Recognising t h a t symbols promote a shared r i t u a l experience, the 
p r o p e r t i e s of r i t u a l metaphors are then considered as the primary means 
f o r f a c i l i t a t i n g a baptismal i d e n t i t y . C r i t e r i a f o r an evaluation of 
the three major metaphors - b i r t h , death and washing - are derived from 
anthropology and applied. I t i s concluded t h a t the metaphor of 
c h i l d b i r t h has a strong claim t o be regarded as the appropriate primary 
metaphor f o r organising baptism's r i t u a l context. 

Baptism thus understood o f f e r s f r e s h contours f o r baptismal 
theology today and overcomes some of the d i f f i c u l t i e s presented by more 
t r a d i t i o n a l methodologies. E s p e c i a l l y , i t allows contemporary concerns 
about baptism t o be e f f e c t i v e l y addressed. Among these are questions 
about the i n t e l l i g i b i l i t y of i t s l i t u r g i c a l symbols and the 
r e l a t i o n s h i p s between i t s key metaphors. 
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Chapter One 

I n t r o d u c t i o n 

Academic research i n the area of baptism i s as a c t i v e perhaps as i t 

ever has been. This i s a d e s i r a b l e s i t u a t i o n t o be i n f o r a research 

student, w i t h no shortage of m a t e r i a l w i t h which t o engage. There are, 

however, very p a r t i c u l a r reasons why t h i s t h e s i s has been w r i t t e n , 

which r e q u i r e a b r i e f adumbration here. 

F i r s t of a l l , i n my reading of baptismal theology, aside from the 

c o n t r i b u t i o n s from b i b l i c a l s t u d i e s , I have thought i t possible t o 

discern three d i s t i n c t approaches t o the subject, each of which raises 

s p e c i f i c problems. Exponents of one approach have tr e a t e d baptism 

w i t h i n the framework of a p r e - e x i s t e n t and o f t e n h i g h l y t h e o r e t i c a l 

s t r u c t u r e which asserts c e r t a i n themes and has expectations of 

t h e o l o g i c a l harmony. I n Roman Catholic sacreimental theology i t i s 

f r e q u e n t l y the case t h a t a general theory or model of sacrament i s 

expounded i n t o which the i n d i v i d u a l sacraments are then subsequently 

arranged. A recent example i s t o be found i n the work of K B Osborne.^ 

Osborne's w r i t i n g on baptism applies d i r e c t l y the genre of sacramental 

theology t h a t was brought t o prominence by Schillebeeckx and Rahner, 

which r o o t s sacramentality i n the n o t i o n of C h r i s t as the 'primordial' 

sacrament and the Church as the 'basic' sacrament. However, baptism i s 
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also s i t e d i n a framework t h a t u n i t e s i t w i t h the other sacraments of 
i n i t i a t i o n - c o n f i r m a t i o n euid the eucharist. Osborne's work i s 
enormously suggestive and w i l l be examined i n greater d e t a i l l a t e r i n 
the t h e s i s , but i t i l l u s t r a t e s how baptismal theology can be 
r e s t r i c t e d t o one chapter or s e c t i o n among others which are devoted t o 
e i t h e r the whole spectrum of the sacraments or ein e s p e c i a l l y selected 
few. The theology of baptism of t h i s kind i s subject t o c o n s t r a i n t s 
not only of space but from t h e o r e t i c a l models which have been deduced 
a t a more general l e v e l p r i o r t o t h e i r s p e c i f i c a p p l i c a t i o n t o 
baptism. 

Perhaps the c l e a r e s t expression of, t h i s f i r s t approach i s found 

where c e n t r a l i t y i s given t o the eucharist. I n the Roman Catholic 

t r a d i t i o n , even though together they form what may be termed the two 

primary 'dominical sacraments', the d o c t r i n e t h a t the eucharist i s 

pre-eminently the sacrament of the Church tends t o ensure t h a t 

although baptism i s regarded as the 'foundation' i t i s the eucharist 

which i s seen as the 'pinnacle'.^ Consequently, whereas the eucharist 

has o f t e n been the subject of separate monographs baptism has 

comparatively r a r e l y been given i n d i v i d u a l a t t e n t i o n as a sacrament i n 

i t s own r i g h t . This r e f l e c t s a p r a c t i c e which came t o prominence i n 

the n i n t h century; from t h i s p o i n t baptism began t o lose i t s 

paradigmatic place as the key t o sacramental r e f l e c t i o n . The process 

was complete i n s c h o l a s t i c theology where the eucharist provided a 

h e u r i s t i c model f o r e l u c i d a t i n g the essence of baptism, i t s theology 

constrained through the t h e o l o g i c a l hegemony of the 'premier' 

sacrament.^ 
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Whereas t h i s f i r s t approach allows p r i o r presuppositions t o 
c o n t r o l the d i r e c t i o n of the t h e o l o g i c a l argument a second approach i s 
characterised by n o t i n g the polemical context i n which much baptismal 
theology i s found. The exercise of polemic has a d i s t o r t i n g e f f e c t on 
the balance of the argument; emphasis i s given t o c e r t a i n features 
w h i l e others, which may be of greater importance are r e l a t i v e l y 
neglected. Probably the most prominent example of the polemical 
approach i s t h a t of Barth, whose theology of baptism i s expounded 
i n i t i a l l y against the background of h i s fears concerning the 
r e l a t i o n s h i p between church and s t a t e eind located w i t h i n an argument 
against the baptism of i n f a n t s . Later, Barth's stance was re-focused 
w i t h an 'anti-sacramental' e x p o s i t i o n of baptism i n the f i n a l fragment 
of the Church Dogmatics. While t h i s l a t t e r work must be reckoned among 
the most i n f l u e n t i a l of contemporary w r i t i n g s on baptism there i s 
strong evidence t o show t h a t the polemical concern against any form of 
'sacramental theology' and the p r a c t i c e of i n f a n t baptism are i n 
p a r t i c u l a r a t the f o r e f r o n t of Barth's concern, c o n t r o l l i n g h i s 
exegesis and producing the occasional, and re v e a l i n g , v i t u p e r a t i v e 
comment.* 

A great deal of recent baptismal theology i s shaped by the concern 

over whether i n f a n t s can l e g i t i m a t e l y be baptised, but t h i s i s not the 

only recent polemical context. Baptism has also come under examination 

i n the controversies over i t s r e l a t i o n s h i p t o confirmation. The most 

enduring work from t h i s episode has been G W H Lampe's The Seal of the 

S p i r i t which was a response t o the understanding of confirmation as 

the p r i n c i p a l i n i t i a t o r y r i t e which conveyed the S p i r i t subsequent t o 

baptism, which was i t s e l f perceived as a form of preparatory r i t e t h a t 

symbolised repentance.= Thus Lampe's o v e r r i d i n g o b j e c t i v e was t o 
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demonstrate the completeness of C h r i s t i a n i n i t i a t i o n i n baptism alone; 
l i k e the work of Osborne and Barth, Lampe's baptismal theology w i l l be 
the subject of a l a t e r examination. 

Meanwhile, a t h i r d approach r e s u l t s from the increasing 

a v a i l a b i l i t y of t e x t u a l m a t e r i a l from the p a t r i s t i c , medieval and 

Reformation eras. This h i s t o r i c a l i n t e r e s t has focused e s p e c i a l l y 

i n t e n s e l y on p a t r i s t i c m a t e r i a l . The rediscovery of the baptismal 

r i t e s of the l a t e f o u r t h and e a r l y f i f t h c e n t u r i e s , described i n the 

c a t e c h e t i c a l homilies of Theodore of Mopsuestia, Ambrose of Milan, 

John Chrysostom and C y r i l of Jerusalem has been accompanied by the 

danger of over-reliance on such research f o r contemporary l i t u r g i c a l 

a p p l i c a t i o n s . I n some c i r c l e s they have come t o be regarded as the 

rep r e s e n t a t i o n of a 'golden age' i n l i t u r g i c a l development. Warnings 

of the danger of a c e r t a i n h i s t o r i c a l fundamentalism i n l i t u r g i c a l 

s t u dies have been forthcoming: P F Bradshaw, f o r example, has noted 

the i r o n y t h a t , a t the very time i n which the Western Church i s 

r e t u r n i n g t o i t s pre-Constantinian form i n terms of attendance l e v e l s 

and l i n k s w i t h the s t a t e , a post-Constantinian form of l i t u r g y 

designed t o ensure the i d e n t i t y of the Church i n the face of mass 

enrolment has been adopted.* 

Yet the dominance of m a t e r i a l from the f o u r t h and f i f t h centuries 

i s r i v a l l e d by Hippolytus' A p o s t o l i c T r a d i t i o n , which as an extant 

l i t u r g i c a l prayer dated t o the second and t h i r d centuries has also 

c a r r i e d a somewhat u n j u s t i f i e d normative status f o r l i t u r g i c a l reform. 

I t s a p p r o p r i a t i o n has been undeterred by i t s debatable provenance and 

un c e r t a i n t e x t u a l h i s t o r y . ' Problematic here however i s the argument 

which suggests t h a t , instead of one or two l i t u r g i c a l t e x t s being 
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regarded as the norm by which a l l others were measured, there was i n 
f a c t a wide v a r i e t y of i n i t i a t i o n p a tterns and theologies. I t may 
th e r e f o r e be t h a t an h i s t o r i c a l theology of baptism has been tempted 
to concentrate on what was common and t o ignore what was d i s t i n c t i v e , 
and has r e s u l t e d i n the s e t t i n g up of unhelpful normative standards 
even on a less than conscious basis.* 

The p o i n t t h a t i s being argued from t h i s t h r e e f o l d typology i s not 

t h a t a theology of baptism can be t r e a t e d i n i s o l a t i o n from 

t h e o l o g i c a l presuppositions, polemical i n t e r e s t s or h i s t o r i c a l 

i n v e s t i g a t i o n , and no pretence w i l l be made i n regard t o t h i s t h e s i s . 

I t i s the sense t h a t such s t r u c t u r e s act as r e s t r i c t i o n s t o 

t h e o l o g i c a l i n q u i r y i n t o questions t h a t are uppermost i n the 

contemporary treatment of baptism. I have perceived two areas of 

questioning t o be of immediate concern. 

One area of questioning i s i n regard t o symbolism. This i s focused 

by recent l i t u r g i c a l reform, the impetus f o r which was created by the 

RCIA which both gave a new c l a r i t y t o some of the ancient Church's 

symbols and allowed f o r the i n t r o d u c t i o n of symbols at a l o c a l l e v e l , 

i f f e l t t o be c u l t u r a l l y appropriate.' I n Protestant c i r c l e s new 

symbolism i s being introduced a f t e r the minimalism of the Reformation 

l i t u r g i e s and t h i s i s a process t h a t claims a degree of ecumenical 

consensus.^° So, i n the Church of England's r i t e of baptism the symbols 

of l i g h t , o i l and c l o t h i n g e i t h e r have been or are being encouraged 

back i n t o use. Yet there i s an ambivalence about t h e i r usage t h a t i s 

conveyed i n a mis-match between the l i t u r g i c a l r u b r i c s and the 

accompanying t e x t s . For instance, i n the p r o v i s i o n f o r the p r a c t i c e of 

an o i n t i n g , the r u b r i c s permit i t s use at c e r t a i n p o i n t s y et there i s a 
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p a u c i t y of a n o i n t i n g metaphors i n the l i t u r g i c a l t e x t . This i s a 
s i t u a t i o n which questions the t h e o r e t i c a l basis of the r e i n t r o d u c t i o n 
of o i l , despite i t s b i b l i c a l i m p e r a t i v e . " This imperative might also 
be at work i n the r e i n t r o d u c t i o n of a baptismal garment, us u a l l y as an 
act of c l o t h i n g a f t e r the baptism i t s e l f and e i t h e r before or a f t e r 
any postbaptismal a n o i n t i n g . The b i b l i c a l background i s an e f f e c t i v e 
one as i s the precedent of a good deal of C h r i s t i a n t r a d i t i o n . Yet 
c u r r e n t usage separates the use of the symbol from i t s h i s t o r i c a l l y 
r e l a t e d r i t e of s t r i p p i n g and the s t a t e of nakedness, p o t e n t i a l l y 
l e a v i n g an act of ( r e ) c l o t h i n g somewhat stranded both t h e o l o g i c a l l y 
and r i t u a l l y . 

I t i s evident, then, t h a t even i f a decision i s taken t o deploy a 

symbol l i t u r g i c a l l y , searching questions remain. There i s a l e g i t i m a t e 

desire t o eschew a m i n i m a l i s t approach t o l i t u r g i c a l symbolism." 

However, more symbol does not necessarily mean b e t t e r symbol, 

e s p e c i a l l y i f the m a t e r i a l i t y of the r i t u a l i s not i n t e g r a t e d i n t o the 

l i t u r g i c a l t e x t t h a t i n t e r p r e t s and encases i t s use. I f what has been 

la c k i n g i s an a p p r e c i a t i o n of symbols i n t h e i r r i t u a l context, t h i s 

was expressed i n the e a r l y years of l i t u r g i c a l reform by N M i t c h e l l , 

who located a c l u s t e r of problems t o do w i t h i n i t i a t o r y symbolism. 

M i t c h e l l suggested t h a t there i s a l i m i t t o the q u a n t i t y of symbols 

t h a t may be accumulated i n a r i t e before there i s a r i t u a l collapse; 

t h i s i s t r u e e s p e c i a l l y i f s i g h t i s l o s t of the t h e o l o g i c a l axis 

around which they p i v o t . He also spoke o f a dcmgerous loss of 

'symbolic i n t e l l i g i b i l i t y ' . The only remedy i s constant v i g i l a n c e i n 

the matter of correspondence between a c u l t u r e and the use of i t s 

everyday techniques i n the Church's l i t u r g y . M i t c h e l l also remarked on 

'the loss of the t a c t i l e dimension'; i n h i s analysis, t h i s r e l a t e s t o 
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a propensity t o replace the sacramental a c t i o n w i t h verbal and v i s u a l 
dimensions, which begin then t o lose contact w i t h actual human r i t u a l 
experience." Two decades on from M i t c h e l l ' s work h i s p o i n t s s t i l l seem 
to be r e l e v a n t . 

The second c l u s t e r of questions l i e s i n the use of p a r t i c u l a r 

baptismal metaphors. Most noticeable here has been the deployment of 

m o t i f s concerning the washing away of s i n . U n t i l very recent times, 

f o r Anglicans, 'the m y s t i c a l washing away of s i n ' i n the BCP formed 

the r a t i o n a l e f o r the r i t e i t s e l f ; yet i n the A l t e r n a t i v e Services 

there i s no suggestion t h a t the i n f a n t has i n h e r i t e d a flawed 

existence and t h a t baptism d e l i v e r s i t from the g u i l t of o r i g i n a l s i n . 

I n the Roman Catholic Church, where perhaps the linkage between i n f a n t 

baptism and o r i g i n a l s i n was more s t r o n g l y entrenched, the new Rite of 

Baptism f o r Children mentions the d o c t r i n e only i n two prayers of 

exorcism i n the preparatory r i t e s . ^ * 

I n a d d i t i o n , there i s a growing appreciation of the range of 

baptismal metaphors a v a i l a b l e from the C h r i s t i a n t r a d i t i o n . " Among 

them the metaphor of baptismal b i r t h i s one which s t i l l c a r r i e s w i t h 

i t a c e r t a i n ambiguity and u n c e r t a i n t y . How do baptismal metaphors 

r e l a t e t o each other and may any be said t o be more basic or desirable 

t h e o l o g i c a l l y than others? I f t h i s might be the case then what are the 

c r i t e r i a t h a t are t o be used t o make such an assessment? What i s the 

r e l a t i o n s h i p between the symbols of the baptismal l i t u r g y and the 

metaphors of the accompanying t e x t ? I f there i s t o be a new symbolic 

i n t e l l i g i b i l i t y discovered then steps are required t o b u i l d the 

connections between the symbols of baptism and t h e i r associated 

metaphors. 
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The questions t h a t a r i s e from both t h e o l o g i c a l w r i t i n g and 

l i t u r g i c a l reform are by no means s t r a i g h t f o r w a r d ones e i t h e r i n t h e i r 

f o r m u l a t i o n or i n the shape of any adequate response. What i s required 

i s a means of addressing questions concerning the symbols and 

metaphors found i n the l i t u r g i e s of baptism which i s t r u l y adequate t o 

the issues being presented. Assistance, however, was not slow i n 

presenting i t s e l f . E s p e c i a l l y i n Catholic sacramental theology there 

has always been a profound i n t e r e s t i n the concept of symbol. A 

p r o p o r t i o n of the recent theology of baptism I encountered sought t o 

e x p l o i t t h i s i n s i g h t w i t h i t s in s i s t e n c e on the C h r i s t i a n l i t u r g y as 

symbolic a c t i o n . The most convincing were those which endeavoured t o 

s i t u a t e symbols i n the framework of human sign-making, i l l u m i n e d by 

d i s c i p l i n e s from the human and s o c i a l sciences. Above a l l they o f f e r e d 

a means of addressing the r e l a t i o n s h i p between c u l t u r e and l i t u r g y and 

c o n t r i b u t i n g t o a discovery of the symbolic i n t e l l i g i b i l i t y r e f e r r e d 

t o e a r l i e r . " 

I n another d i r e c t i o n , understanding of the character of r e l i g i o n 

has been developing. There has been a growing emphasis on r e l i g i o n as 

a c u l t u r a l and l i n g u i s t i c framework which has the capacity t o shape 

the whole of l i f e and b e l i e f . The emphasis i s on inward r e l i g i o s i t y as 

something d e r i v a t i v e from the ex t e r n a l features of a r e l i g i o n , rather 

than the l a t t e r being simply expressive of s p i r i t u a l experience. Among 

other c u l t u r a l a r t i f a c t s , r i t u a l i s seen as a basic p a t t e r n of 

r e l i g i o n through which s p i r i t u a l i t y i s p u b l i c l y presented, tr a n s m i t t e d 

and i n t e r i o r i s e d . " This has been an advance welcomed by studies i n 

l i t u r g i c a l theology which have pursued the understanding t h a t 

C h r i s t i a n r i t u a l , i n various c u l t u r a l forms, embodies the symbols of 
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the Gospel and tra n s m i t s them i n an immediate form t o the C h r i s t i a n 
community.^* 

As I came t o r e a l i s e t h a t an understanding of a sacrament as 

symbolic a c t i o n was the d i r e c t i o n required by the questions t h a t were 

being r a i s e d , I also discovered through a reading of the s o c i a l 

anthropology of r i t u a l t h a t r i t u a l behaviour i s comparable t o an 

unknown language which has i t s own grammar and syntax^' and i s a 

category t h a t i s p r i o r t o t h a t of symbol i t s e l f . I t i s , i n some 

respects, a category of the moment. According t o em Enlightenment 

perspective, r i t u a l i s o f t e n c a r i c a t u r e d as something which would 

n a t u r a l l y become eradicated from modern life.^° To espouse such an 

outlook i s t o f a i l t o see the p o t e n t i a l s i g n i f i c a n c e of personal 

r i t u a l engagement and t o be subject t o what has been l a b e l l e d ' r i t u a l 

misapprehension'." Yet con t r a r y t o t h i s outlook the l i t e r a t u r e of the 

past decade supports the view t h a t the v a r i e t y of r i t u a l forms are 

burgeoning." Equally, academic i n t e r e s t i n the theory o f r i t u a l i s 

developing, not l e a s t because i n s i t u a t i o n s of c u l t u r a l p l u r a l i s m 

r i t u a l i s perceived t o be a component of a t r a d i t i o n ' s a r t i c u l a t i o n of 

i t s own r e a l i t y i n dialogue w i t h o t h e r s . " No e x p l o r a t i o n of sacrament 

from the perspective of the human sciences can a f f o r d t o neglect the 

growing a n t h r o p o l o g i c a l w r i t i n g on the subject of r i t u a l , a category 

i n contemporary l i f e t h a t p e r s i s t s and yet continues t o require 

e x p l i c a t i o n . 

I t i s my hope t h a t t h i s focus on r i t u a l w i l l provide a t h e o r e t i c a l 

framework which w i l l enable an adequate e x p l o r a t i o n of some of the 

questions regarding the symbols and metaphors of baptism which are 

being r a i s e d . This t h e s i s i s then e s s e n t i a l l y a proposal t h a t a fresh 
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d e s c r i p t i o n of the theology of baptism i s a v a i l a b l e which overcomes 
the disadvantages of the three types described e a r l i e r and which 
o f f e r s d i s t i n c t b e n e f i t s of i t s own. 

The p o i n t of departure w i l l be the study of r i t u a l and the 

conclusions reached by s o c i a l anthropologists r a t h e r than a p a r t i c u l a r 

sacramental framework, an o v e r t polemical concern or a sustained 

examination of one period i n the h i s t o r y of baptism. The f i r s t main 

chapter adumbrates a broadly based understcinding of r i t u a l i n concepts 

introduced by s o c i a l anthropology. An argument i s then presented which 

contends f o r the p l a u s i b i l i t y of approaching baptismal theology 

through the e m p i r i c a l category of r i t u a l . This appreciation of the 

c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s of r i t u a l w i l l be c a r r i e d forward i n t o the subseguent 

argument. 

The f o l l o w i n g chapter, chapter three, recognises t h a t i n any 

account of r i t u a l , a v i t a l question concerns i t s r e l a t i o n w i t h myth. 

An anthropology of myth i n d i c a t e s t h a t one possible f u n c t i o n of a myth 

i s i t s c h a r t e r i n g property and t h i s c h a r a c t e r i s t i c i s used t o assert 

the s t o r y of Jesus' Baptism as the n a r r a t i v e basis o f C h r i s t i a n 

baptism. I t w i l l be discovered t h a t t h i s i s an i n s i g h t which has been 

held consciously a t s t r a t e g i c p o i n t s i n the C h r i s t i a n t r a d i t i o n and 

t h a t i t could form the basis f o r a powerful contemporary theology of 

baptism based on the n o t i o n of i m i t a t i o n . F i n a l l y i n chapter three, i t 

w i l l be shown how the n a r r a t i v e of Jesus' Baptism charters the symbols 

and metaphors of C h r i s t i a n baptism. I t i s t h i s i n s i g h t which forms the 

basis and agenda f o r chapters four and f i v e . Chapter four investigates 

the n o t i o n of a 'natural symbol' and attempts t o give a f i r m e r basis 

t o the dominant symbol of water and the dependent symbolism of o i l . A 
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search f o r the deep s t r u c t u r e of these two important l i t u r g i c a l 
symbols leads t o a suggestion t h a t a more profound emphasis on the 
b o d i l i n e s s of the baptismal l i t u r g y i s required. Chapter f i v e , t a k i n g 
the n o t i o n of 'symbolic words', explores t h e i r importance as metaphor 
f o r the c r e a t i o n of human i d e n t i t y and e s p e c i a l l y takes up the 
anth r o p o l o g i c a l theme of an organising metaphor, i n i t i a t i n g a 
comparison of the three main baptismal metaphors t o see whether t h i s 
might be a v a l i d concept. 

I t has already been noted t h a t one of the key issues i s the 

r e l a t i o n s h i p between baptism and o r i g i n a l s i n . As the thesis 

progresses i t w i l l become apparent t h a t a t h e o l o g i c a l realignment i s 

being proposed which e f f e c t s the weight of t r a d i t i o n a l understanding. 

I t w i l l be p a r t i c u l a r l y acute i n chapter three as a n a r r a t i v e 

i n t e r p r e t a t i o n i s given of Jesus' Baptism which emphasises i t as a 

sign of the messianic inbreaking of the new c r e a t i o n of God's kingdom. 

I t i s t h i s hermeneutical move which motivates the alignment and i t i s 

one of the tasks of t h i s t h e s i s t o explore i t s i m p l i c a t i o n s . My 

approach t o the questions i n v o l v i n g o r i g i n a l s i n and the theme of new 

c r e a t i o n w i l l be a cumulative one, the threads of which w i l l be t i e d 

i n the conclusion. 

To summarise: the i n t e n t i o n of t h i s t h e s i s i s t o o f f e r a baptismal 

theology from the perspective of r i t u a l i n which the notions of myth, 

symbol and metaphor w i l l play c r u c i a l , and indeed foundational, r o l e s 

Endnotes 
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Chapter Two 

The Social Anthropology of R i t u a l and Baptismal Theology 

Here the s t a r t i n g p o i n t w i l l be an understanding of r i t u a l from the 

perspective of s o c i a l anthropology. Once t h i s model i s established i t 

w i l l be demonstrated t h a t theologians throughout the t r a d i t i o n betray 

a common i n t e r e s t w i t h s o c i a l anthropologists i n approaches t o 

p a r t i c u l a r issues of baptismal theology. I n i t i a l l y , so t h a t a 

t h e o r e t i c a l baseline may be drawn, i t i s necessary t o o u t l i n e the 

assumptions about r i t u a l t h a t have been taken up i n t o the sacramental 

theology t h a t has a n t i c i p a t e d the d i r e c t i o n t h i s t h e s i s w i l l f o l l o w . 

1 R i t u a l , Human Nature and Theology: A n t i c i p a t i o n of a New D i r e c t i o n 

i n Sacramental Theology 

I n the i n t r o d u c t i o n i t was noted t h a t a new d i r e c t i o n i n 

sacramental theology has been s i g n a l l e d by those theologians who 

advocate the importance of understanding sacraments as symbolic 

a c t i o n . The apology f o r t h i s approach has r i g h t l y pleaded t h a t 

sacramental theology had f o r too long been dominated by metaphysical 

and e x i s t e n t i a l thought and t h a t t o commend themselves i n the 

contemporary s e t t i n g sacraments have to be shown t o embrace a human 

mode of communication as w e l l as a d i v i n e one.^ Human r i t u a l p r a c t i c e 

i s a u n i v e r s a l phenomenon and sacraments, as r i t u a l s , can only be 

13 
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v a l i d l y comprehended through the behavioural sciences. The t h e o l o g i c a l 
a p p r o p r i a t i o n of symbolic a c t i o n , however, has c e r t a i n conceptual 
boundaries, each of which has wide support w i t h i n s o c i a l 
a n t h r o p o l o g i c a l r e f l e c t i o n . There are fo u r such concepts which may be 
taken t o act as boundary markers t o the forthcoming discussion. 

I n the f i r s t place, r i t u a l has not been conceived i n i t s c l i n i c a l 

and Freudian sense as the obsessive and r e p e t i t i v e behaviour of a 

psychotic i n d i v i d u a l , symptomatic of neurosis and w i t h a h i g h l y 

i d i o s y n c r a t i c meaning.^ On t h i s view r i t u a l behaviour i s about 

i s o l a t i o n , a fragmentation of the world and the d i s i n t e g r a t i o n of the 

human p e r s o n a l i t y . Conversely, a f t e r the philosophy, anthropology and 

psychology of recent years r i t u a l i s now understood t o be the 

'guarantor of mental h e a l t h ' , a s o c i a l p r a c t i c e and an engagement w i t h 

a world t h a t includes m a t e r i a l i t y . ^ 

Secondly, the ontogenetic basis of r i t u a l i s assumed. For E H 

Erikson, r i t u a l a r i s e s from the b i o l o g i c a l development of the humein 

being. This pre-empts a misunderstanding of r i t u a l as an ex c l u s i v e l y 

a d u l t a f f a i r , a p o t e n t i a l danger of the anthropological approach t o 

r i t u a l p r a c t i c e . I n t h i s regard, Erikson observes: 

beginnings are apt t o be both dim i n contour and l a s t i n g 
i n consequences. R i t u a l i z a t i o n i n man seems t o be grounded i n 
the p re-verbal experience of infcints while reaching i t s f u l l 
e l a b o r a t i o n i n grand p u b l i c ceremonies.* 

I n t h i s l i g h t , Erikson analyses the r i t u a l component of the 

r e l a t i o n s h i p between the mother and her newly born. The i n f a n t ' s 

experience of a f f i r m a t i o n c o n t r i b u t e s t o the sense of the numinous i n 

which f e e l i n g s of separateness are transcended cind personal 

d i s t i n c t i v e n e s s i s confirmed. At the same time r i t u a l i s a t i o n brings 
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s i m p l i c i t y t o a r e l a t i o n s h i p which i s characterised by dangerous 
complexity and f o r the mother 'protects her against the danger of 
i n s t i n c t u a l excess and a r b i t r a r i n e s s and against the burden of having 
to systematize a thousand small decisions'.^ This c a r r i e s through i n t o 
the r i t u a l of the a d u l t community as a v i t a l element, as do other 
components of r i t u a l t h a t emerge from subsequent stages of growth -
e a r l y childhood, play age, school age and adolescence. 

T h i r d l y , i f human r i t u a l i s not t o be conceived as an a c t i v i t y 

belonging e x c l u s i v e l y t o the a d u l t , n e i t h e r i s i t t o be conceived 

e t h o l o g i c a l l y , despite the f a c t t h a t i t s o r i g i n s are now understood t o 

be i n the dis p l a y s and formalised i n t e r a c t i o n s between animals. This 

i s the mode o f behaviour a v a i l a b l e t o beings without language f o r 

s o c i a l communication. To take an evolutionary perspective on human 

r i t u a l i s to acknowledge t h a t the development of lamguage took place 

w i t h i n the framework of such r i t u a l i s a t i o n . Hence such o l d behaviours 

s t i l l remain i n , f o r instcince, i n t e r a c t i o n s of gre e t i n g between humein 

beings where a physi c a l s i g n a l can s u f f i c e t o communicate an 

i n t e n t i o n . R i t u a l on the ceremonial scale can be seen as cm. 

i n t e n s i f i c a t i o n of t h i s basic component. This, however, does not 

requ i r e the p o s i t i o n t h a t human r i t u a l i s l i t t l e more t h a t a developed 

form of animal r i t u a l i s a t i o n . The p o i n t i s made t h a t humanity's 

a b i l i t y f o r self-transcendence has allowed r e f l e c t i o n on human r i t u a l s 

such t h a t they have been modified according t o t h e i r p a r t i c u l a r 

f u n c t i o n s . Language as a s o p h i s t i c a t e d c u l t u r a l t o o l brings a l e v e l of 

i n t r i c a c y t o human r i t u a l t h a t other species cannot enjoy. Human 

r i t u a l i s about conscious, v o l u n t a r i s t i c behaviour made possible by 

the a b i l i t y t o conceptualise and employ symbols i n the service of 

communication. Whereas animals engage i n expression on the basis of 
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i n s t i n c t , human beings posses the capacity t o be both expressive and 
to c o n t r o l such expression i n t e l l i g e n t l y . * 

The f i n a l boundary marker i s t h a t r i t u a l i s conceived as a 

d i s t i n c t category from n o n - r i t u a l . This has not been without 

controversy w i t h i n anthropology i t s e l f , euid there have been arguments 

put forward which have taken r i t u a l t o i n d i c a t e simply the symbolic 

aspect of any behavioural p a t t e r n . I n recent w r i t i n g , however, there 

has been a r e a s s e r t i o n of the r i t u a l / n o n - r i t u a l d i s t i n c t i o n . Thus i t 

has been maintained t h a t human l i f e i s a temporal sequencing between 

periods of r i t u a l and ord i n a r y time, and also t h a t r i t u a l cannot be 

regarded as eui aspect of everyday l i f e since r i t u a l i t s e l f employs 

n o n - r i t u a l experience which i t transforms i n t o ceremonial form.' 

R i t u a l / n o n - r i t u a l i s seen as a un i v e r s a l ' i n d i s s o l u b l e pair'%* although 

i t s precise demarcation v a r i e s from one c u l t u r e t o another the tension 

between the two sides of the p a i r i s the key t o understanding the 

capacity of r i t u a l t o draw many aspects of human l i f e i n t o i t s e l f . ' 

This comprehension of human r i t u a l - symbolic a c t i o n which i s an 

al l - a g e a c t i v i t y , c o n t r i b u t i n g t o psychological m a t u r i t y , based on but 

d i f f e r e n t i a t e d from an ev o l u t i o n a r y heritage and d i s t i n c t from mundane 

n o n - r i t u a l a c t i v i t i e s - has a p a r t i c u l a r t h e o l o g i c a l l o c a t i o n i n the 

understanding of sacrament and s a l v a t i o n . This l o c a t i o n eschews both 

the sense t h a t the C h r i s t i a n sacraments are i s o l a t e d and a r b i t r a r y 

peaks d i s l o c a t e d from the r e s t of human l i f e and the idea t h a t they 

must be seen w i t h i n a world 'charged w i t h g l o r y ' . Rather, i t seeks t o 

give expression t o the tension between sacrament and non-sacrament as 

a h e u r i s t i c device^" while recognising t h a t the uniqueness of the 

C h r i s t i a n sacraments l i e s i n what the Church s i g n i f i e s by performing 
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them - t h a t i s the l i f e , death and r e s u r r e c t i o n of Jesus C h r i s t . This 
l o c a t i o n also recognises s a l v a t i o n as something i n which the whole 
person - body, s o u l , mind and s p i r i t - i s involved. For St Paul, the 
r e s u r r e c t i o n o f the body d i d not simply belong t o the realm beyond 
death but commenced a t b a p t i s m . I t was the Eastern Church t h a t 
captured the importance of t h i s strand of theology, i n t h a t i t was 
Irenaeus r a t h e r than Augustine who developed a theology of d e i f i c a t i o n 
which regarded baptism and subsequent reception of the e u c h a r i s t i c 
elements as c o n t r i b u t i n g t o the process of d i v i n i s a t i o n whereby the 
whole person p a r t i c i p a t e s i n the l i f e of God.^^ I n contemporary 
theology, any understanding of the personhood of Jesus Ch r i s t cannot 
proceed w i t h o u t acknowledging t h a t humanity p a r t i c i p a t e s i n the 
contingency of the n a t u r a l order; the in c a r n a t i o n 'informs' a l l l e v e l s 
of existence and, i f redemption i s seen t o be e s s e n t i a l l y about the 
l i f e of C h r i s t i n humanity and the l i f e of humanity i n C h r i s t , then 
s a l v a t i o n cannot but be understood h o l i s t i c a l l y . ^ ^ Increasingly 
d i v i n i s a t i o n i s being seen from the perspective of humanisation" i n 
t h a t redemption brings harmony not j u s t w i t h God but w i t h a l l 
dimensions of humanity, both personal, i n t e r - p e r s o n a l and s o c i a l , and 
i s n e c e s s a r i l y h o l i s t i c i n scope. 

This i s the anthropological and t h e o l o g i c a l basis from which a 

theology of baptism i n r i t u a l perspective w i l l be constructed. The 

f i r s t stage of c o n s t r u c t i o n i s t o provide a perspective on r i t u a l from 

the d i s c i p l i n e of s o c i a l einthropology. 
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2 R i t u a l from the Perspective of Social Anthropology 

Throughout the C h r i s t i a n t r a d i t i o n the c e n t r a l feature of the 

sacrament of baptism has been the conscious l i n k i n g of an a c t i o n 

c a r r i e d out w i t h water upon a human being and a p a r t i c u l a r verbal 

formula. Given t h a t baptism may be characterised as b a s i c a l l y 

something t h a t i s done accompanied by something t h a t i s said, the 

c o n t r i b u t i o n which a s o c i a l anthropology of r i t u a l might make to a 

theology of baptism w i l l be considered under the two t h e o r e t i c a l areas 

of r i t u a l achievement and communication. That t h i s i s , 

a n t h r o p o l o g i c a l l y speaking, an appropriate s t a r t i n g p o i n t i s confirmed 

by G Lewis: 

r i t u a l i s not done s o l e l y t o be i n t e r p r e t e d : i t i s also done 
(and from the p o i n t of view of the performers t h i s may be more 
important) t o resolve, a l t e r or demonstrate a s i t u a t i o n . " 

I n i t i a l l y , t h e r e f o r e , r i t u a l may be said t o be something done, a way 

of a c t i n g , a p r a c t i c e , which has the primary c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s of being 

'assertive' and 'purposive'. To a s s i s t the c l a r i t y of the discussion 

the l a t t e r category w i l l be taken f i r s t of a l l . 

2.1 R i t u a l as 'Purposive' 

Exactly what i t i s t h a t r i t u a l , achieves i n human experience w i l l 

be considered under four headings: the change t o the person, the 

nature o f the change from the perspective of r i t u a l c l a s s i f i c a t i o n , 

the c o n t r o l t h a t r i t u a l exerts on i n d i v i d u a l s and groups, and the 

concept of communitas i n r i t u a l e f f i c a c y . 

2.1.1 On t o l o g i c a l Change 

Anthropologists are a f f i r m a t i v e of a u n i v e r s a l b e l i e f i n the 

potency of r i t u a l a c t i o n . " At f i r s t glance, t h i s i s most s e l f - e v i d e n t 

i n s o c i e t i e s t h a t mark the body e i t h e r extremely through circumcision 
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or by leaving g e n t l e r scars; a sign of a permanent a l t e r a t i o n remains 
on the body, symbolising the change i n s o c i a l status achieved, o f t e n 
through severe p h y s i c a l t e s t i n g . I t i s axiomatic t h a t the sign from 
thence acts as a guarantee of the r i t u a l ' s efficacy.*^ 

Any permanent p h y s i c a l change may be r e l a t e d t o n a t u r a l 

physiology. The monograph by A I Richards on the puberty i n i t i a t i o n of 

g i r l s i n Bemba so c i e t y t e s t i f i e s t o t h i s . Making a d i s t i n c t i o n between 

the 'expressed purposes' of the r i t e which are those t h a t the 

p a r t i c i p a n t s explained and the 'deduced a t t i t u d e s ' t h a t the 

a n t h r o p o l o g i s t e l u c i d a t e s , Richards found t h a t i n the eyes of the 

Bemba: 

i t i s because the g i r l has been 'danced' and i s magically 
changed; because she has been 'taught' and has assumed a 
p o s i t i o n i n a hierarchy of women and has the p r o t e c t i o n of the 
[midwife] of her d i s t r i c t t h a t she i s no longer a weed, a piece 
of rubbish or an u n f i r e d p o t . " 

Not only does the female i n i t i a t e experience a conversion i n s o c i a l 

s t a t u s but i t i s believed t h a t her whole being undergoes a fundamental 

change. Whether the r i t u a l actions of separating from the community 

and then r e j o i n i n g i t are f e l t t o cause the change from unproductive 

g i r l h o o d t o f e r t i l e womanhood, or whether they demonstrate t h a t the 

candidate i s ready f o r i t or even whether they are signs t h a t i t has 

already occurred, f o r the anthropologist t h i s i s a matter f o r debate. 

Richards h e r s e l f concluded t h a t elements of each were present." 

Yet questions over any correspondence w i t h physical change are i n 

one sense i r r e l e v a n t . Those who exercised maternal oversight 

understood themselves t o be 'making the g i r l s grow as w e l l as teaching 

them'. V W Turner, speaking of the more i n t a n g i b l e q u a l i t i e s t h a t are 

imparted during an i n i t i a t i o n r i t e , c l a r i f i e s t h i s . He argues: 
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the wisdom (mana) t h a t i s imparted i s not j u s t an 
aggregation of words and sentences; i t has o n t o l o g i c a l value, 
i t refashions the very being of the neophyte. 

I n the view of p a r t i c i p a n t s , t h e r e f o r e , an o n t o l o g i c a l change 

occurs regardless of whether the r i t e produces a physical mark or 

accompanies a p h y s i o l o g i c a l t r a n s i t i o n . 

2.1.2 C l a s s i f i c a t i o n of R i t u a l 

Questions regarding what i s achieved i n a r i t u a l are c l o s e l y 

i n t e r t w i n e d w i t h i t s c l a s s i f i c a t i o n . Since baptism has been understood 

so o f t e n as a ' r i t e of passage' and as ' i n i t i a t i o n ' , i t i s from the 

perspective of these categories t h a t the second feature of the 

purposive dimension t o r i t u a l w i l l be approached. 

I n an analysis of what he l a b e l l e d r i t e s des passages. A Van 

Gennep saw t h a t r i t u a l s were purposive. He s c r u t i n i s e d r i t u a l s t h a t 

were associated w i t h the movement of people between geographical 

l o c a t i o n s , s o c i a l groupings, c a l e n d r i c a l seasons and d i f f e r e n t 

statuses w i t h i n a p a r t i c u l a r s o c i e t y on occasions such as b i r t h , 

i n i t i a t i o n and o r d i n a t i o n . Each movement i t seemed t o Van Gennep was 

c o n s t i t u t e d by three phases characterised as separation from the o l d 

c o n d i t i o n , l i m i n a l i t y which was a t r a n s i t i o n a l or marginal period and 

aggregation or re-aggregation dependent upon whether the i n d i v i d u a l s 

entered a new c o n d i t i o n or returned t o t h e i r previous one. Depending 

on the exact nature of the r i t u a l Van Gennep observed t h a t the three 

phases would receive d i f f e r e n t emphases. Some r i t u a l s would n a t u r a l l y 

emphasise the r i t e of separation, while i n others the l i m i n a l phase 

would be more prominent. 
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Van Gennep's work has not been without c r i t i c i s m . I n p a r t i c u l a r , M 
Gluckman has q u a r r e l l e d w i t h h i s underdeveloped view of society. Vein 
Gennep's model of s o c i e t y was t h a t of 'a house divided i n t o rooms and 
c o r r i d o r s ' " between which i n d i v i d u a l s and groups made t r a n s i t i o n s i n a 
p a r a l l e l manner t o which t e r r i t o r i a l passages were made. Gluckman 
th e r e f o r e argued t h a t Van Gennep's t h e s i s could not explain why r i t e s 
des passages appeared to be incompatible w i t h modern i n d u s t r i a l l i f e . ^ ^ 
Leaving aside f o r the moment the accuracy of the l a t t e r statement, i t 
may be noted t h a t Gluckman contended t h a t an understanding of the 
c o n t r a s t between p r i m i t i v e and modern s o c i a l s t r u c t u r e s answers t h i s 
problem. I n h i s view, the type of s o c i e t y which r i t u a l i s e s t r a n s i t i o n 
i s pre-modern and i s characterised such t h a t the a c t i v i t i e s of l i v i n g 
are c a r r i e d out ' i n the same place w i t h the same set of fellows'.^* 
R i t u a l s , and e s p e c i a l l y r i t e s of passage, ameliorate and handle the 
disagreements and c o n f l i c t s t h a t a r i s e i n such a network of 
'multiplex' r e l a t i o n s . I n c o n t r a s t , modern l i f e i s segregated i n terms 
of basic human a c t i v i t i e s and t h e r e f o r e the i n e v i t a b l e c o n f l i c t s which 
a r i s e are dispersed and d e a l t w i t h through a l t e r n a t i v e networks of 
s o c i a l r e l a t i o n s h i p ; s o c i a l changes are s a i d t o be less d i s r u p t i v e and 
t h e r e f o r e do not r e q u i r e r i t u a l a t t e n t i o n . 

During h i s argument Gluckmem made the u n f a i r observation t h a t ' a l l 

Van Gennep demonstrated was t h a t everything has a beginning, a middle 

and an end' .̂ ^ J S La Fontaine, i n her important w r i t i n g on i n i t i a t i o n , 

has contended t h a t Gluckman's assumption t h a t r i t e s des passages have 

l o s t t h e i r relevance i n contemporary society i s i l l - f o u n d e d , since 

secret organisations such as the Freemasons or the Triads - m u l t i p l e x 

groups w i t h a complex s o c i a l m i l i e u - have i n i t i a t i o n r i t e s of 

t r i p a r t i t e form." She has s u c c e s s f u l l y sought to r e - e s t a b l i s h the 
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importance of Van Gennep's work and applauds h i s achievement i n 
'having r e l a t e d symbolic meaning t o wider s o c i a l s i g n i f i c a n c e , a fe a t 
which few before or since have emulated'." 

La Fontaine's work also introduces two f u r t h e r observations of 

importcuice. F i r s t , she deals w i t h i n i t i a t i o n i n two d i s t i n c t 

circumstances - i n i t i a t i o n i n t o secret s o c i e t i e s and the i n i t i a t i o n of 

age-sets i n t o a d u l t s t a t u s . The former has a p r i m a r i l y s o c i a l 

dimension, whereas the l a t t e r , which i s c l o s e l y r e l a t e d t o the 

phys i c a l and emotional development of the i n i t i a t e , has im p l i c a t i o n s 

f o r both the n a t u r a l and the s o c i a l dimensions of human beings. 

However, La Fontaine also demonstrates how these two modes of 

i n i t i a t i o n may be combined; i n some s o c i e t i e s , the i n i t i a t i o n f o r an 

age-set i s a t once the en t r y i n t o e s o t e r i c mysteries and i n t o a 

cohesive s o c i a l grouping. 

Secondly, she rai s e s sharp questions about h e u r i s t i c categories. 

Van Gennep's o r i g i n a l (and wide-ranging) c a t e g o r i s a t i o n has gradually 

been narrowed down by those who have adopted i t ; r i t e s des passages 

has come t o denote r i t u a l s associated w i t h the l i f e - c y c l e crises of 

the i n d i v i d u a l and ' i n i t i a t i o n ' has come t o i n d i c a t e adolescent 

m a t u r i t y r i t u a l s . A s has been shown. La Fontaine h e r s e l f employs the 

heading of ' i n i t i a t i o n ' t o denote both maturation r i t e s t h a t are 

undertaken i n groups and r i t e s of en t r y i n t o secret s o c i e t i e s . The 

former, however, excludes r i t u a l s t h a t take place f o r i n d i v i d u a l s and 

the l a t t e r includes them, f o r c i n g the observation t h a t the category of 

i n i t i a t i o n may not i n f a c t be an appropriate c l a s s i f i c a t i o n t o carry 

forward i n t o a study of baptism. 
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When these f i n d i n g s are put i n t o j u x t a p o s i t i o n w i t h the axiom t h a t 
there are many instances where what i s t y p i c a l l y associated w i t h one 
p a r t i c u l a r category of r i t u a l crosses over i n t o a second", something 
'due t o the i n t e g r a t i v e t h r u s t and m u l t i - l e v e l l e d nature of r i t u a l ' * " , 
there i s a strong case f o r recognising the p r o v i s i o n a l i t y of the l a b e l 
attached t o s p e c i f i c r i t u a l s . Since r i t u a l s are rooted i n s p e c i f i c 
c u l t u r a l environments, beyond a c e r t a i n stage of the argument 
l a b e l l i n g a r i t u a l as a ' s a c r i f i c e ' or ' i n i t i a t i o n ' becomes an 
a r b i t r a r y procedure. I f the p r o v i s i o n a l nature of the l a b e l i s 
acknowledged, i t i s p r e f e r a b l e t o speak of a r i t u a l having 
' s a c r i f i c i a l ' or ' i n i t i a t o r y ' aspects rat h e r than as i t s e l f 
encompassing a l l t h a t might be thought t o be c h a r a c t e r i s t i c of the 
type. 

Accepting t h i s p o i n t however, does not acknowledge the f a c t t h a t 

Van Gennep's o r i g i n a l and encompassing d e f i n i t i o n of a r i t e of passage 

has been obscured. La Fontaine, i n dealing w i t h the issue t h a t 

i n i t i a t i o n , as she defines i t , may not be uni v e r s a l remarks t h a t 

nonetheless, 'almost a l l s o c i e t i e s r i t u a l i s e the beginning cind end of 

l i f e , c e l e b r a t i n g b i r t h and mourning death'.^^ La Fontaine's work 

t h e r e f o r e d i s t i n g u i s h e s between what i s i n f a c t u n i v e r s a l , the r i t u a l 

marking of the moments of b i r t h cind death, and i n i t i a t i o n which i s 

more l i m i t e d . 

R i t u a l s t h a t mark the beginning and end of human l i f e by t h e i r 
1 

very nature are r i t u a l s of t r a n s i t i o n - c e l e b r a t i n g and e f f e c t i n g the 

passage of an i n d i v i d u a l from one phase of existence t o another. The 

me r i t of Van Gennep's work i s t h a t he saw the u n i v e r s a l i t y of the 

p a t t e r n of r i t u a l which underlay the l o g i c a l l y subsequent idea of 
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i n i t i a t i o n . I t i s t h i s p o i n t which i s deci s i v e . For a study of baptism 
from the perspective of r i t u a l , the un i v e r s a l category of a r i t e of 
passage i s t o be p r e f e r r e d t o the more r e s t r i c t i v e and contentious 
category of ' i n i t i a t i o n ' . Not only does t h i s ensure a more accurate 
h e u r i s t i c t o o l , but i t prevents presuppositions associated w i t h 
' i n i t i a t i o n ' being i n a d v e r t a n t l y assumed i n t o t h e o l o g i c a l r e f l e c t i o n . 

Van Gennep's f o r m u l a t i o n has been adeptly re-worked i n the l i g h t 

of subsequent scholarship by E M Zuesse who has suggested t h a t r i t u a l s 

which serve t o c l a r i f y and s a n c t i f y the d i s t i n c t i o n s which s t r u c t u r e 

the universe may be termed confirmatory whereas those which have the 

i n t e n t of 'br i d g i n g d i v i s i o n s ' cuid 'regenerating s t r u c t u r e s ' are 

l a b e l l e d transformatory.^^ Typical of the former c l a s s i f i c a t i o n are 

r i t u a l s associated w i t h taboo which 'pivot' the sacred, act as framing 

devices f o r q u o t i d i a n a c t i v i t y and b r i n g the transcendent i n t o 

r e l a t i o n s h i p w i t h the or d i n a r y . I n c o n t r a s t , transformatory r i t u a l s 

are concerned w i t h b r i d g i n g domains of l i f e which can otherwise be 

regarded as separate and producing a u n i f i e d view of the world. For 

Zuesse, the e s s e n t i a l dynamic of a transformatory r i t u a l i s re-

c e n t r i n g : 

they a l l accomplish t h i s i n b a s i c a l l y the same way, i n 
accordance w i t h a s a c r i f i c i a l l o g i c : (1) the d i s t u r b i n g element 
i s disconnected from i t s surroundings, by l i t e r a l s p a t i a l 
d i s l o c a t i o n , i f possible; (2) i t i s brought d i r e c t l y i n t o 
contact w i t h the transcendental source or master i n the sacred, 
which dissolves i t and reforms i t - t h i s i s the time of f l u x , 
outside of o r d i n a r y s t r u c t u r e s ; and (3) the reshaped element i s 
rel o c a t e d i n the d i v i n e order. 

Zuesse proceeds t o d i s t i n g u i s h 'loosely' between transformatory 

r i t u a l s t h a t are ' t r a n s i t i o n a l ' such as i n i t i a t i o n or f u n e r a l r i t e s 

where the ' d i s t u r b i n g element' i s placed i n t o a f r e s h l o c a t i o n i n 
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respect of the d i v i n e order, and ' r e s t o r a t i v e ' r i t u a l s which relocate 
the already regenerated element i n t o the d i v i n e order f o l l o w i n g a 
disturbance subsequent t o the o r i g i n a l t r a n s i t i o n . Recognising t h a t 
t h i s d i s t i n g u i s h e s 'general emphases' w i t h i n the broader category of 
the transformatory r i t u a l Zuesse's formu l a t i o n can be taken as an 
appropriate refinement of Van Gennep's foundational ideas. 

2.1.3 Control through R i t u a l 

The question of a more appropriate l a b e l l i n g i s not the only 

refinement necessary t o Van Gennep's work; Gluckman's comments about 

the lack of s o c i a l theory must s t i l l be addressed. P r i o r t o t h a t , 

however, a f u r t h e r advantage t o l a b e l l i n g a r i t e of passage 

'transformatory' f a c i l i t a t e s some comments on the n o t i o n of r i t u a l 

c o n t r o l . The a n t h r o p o l o g i s t C Turnbull has remarked on the 

p r e f e r a b i l i t y of understanding r i t u a l as transformation rather than as 

t r a n s i t i o n ; the l a t t e r does not describe the process as experienced by 

a l l p a r t i c i p a n t s . As the nature and destiny of the human body i s 

a l t e r e d an o n t o l o g i c a l and i r r e v o c a b l e change i s e f f e c t e d on the whole 

person undergoing the t r a n s i t i o n . However, there i s an aspect of t h i s 

r i t u a l e f f e c t which concerns i t s e l f w i t h a l l the r i t u a l p a r t i c i p a n t s ; 

the terminology of transformation includes the e x i s t e n t i a l experience 

of a l l those who enable the t r a n s i t i o n t o take p l a c e . " 

However, anthropologists have been less i n t e r e s t e d i n the changes 

i n the i n d i v i d u a l i n terms of t h e i r needs and emotions than i n the 

s o c i a l aspects of transformation.^^ Nevertheless, they are c l e a r t h a t 

what i s achieved f o r the s o c i a l dimension i s r e l a t e d t o what the 

i n d i v i d u a l undergoes during the r i t u a l . This was expounded by A R 

Radcliffe-Brown i n h i s theory of the p a r t r e l i g i o n played i n the 
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cohesion of s o c i e t y which depended on common sentiments t h a t 

c o n t r o l l e d the behaviour of i n d i v i d u a l s . Symbols i n r i t u a l express the 

necessary sentiments and: 

r i t e s can t h e r e f o r e be shown t o have a s p e c i f i c s o c i a l f u n c t i o n 
when, and t o the extent t h a t , they have f o r t h e i r e f f e c t t o 
re g u l a t e , maintain and tran s m i t from one generation t o another 
sentiments on which the c o n s t i t u t i o n of the society depends.^' 

To assume Radcliffe-Brown's l i n e i s t o t h i n k of r i t u a l as the means 

f o r i n d o c t r i n a t i o n , the i n c u l c a t i o n of key moral values or behaviour 

types through r e p e t i t i o n . Yet r i t u a l as s o c i a l c o n t r o l of i n d i v i d u a l s 

and groups i s conceived i n various forms. 

I n her analysis of the anthropology of r i t u a l C B e l l has evaluated 

fo u r versions of the idea: 'the s o c i a l s o l i d a r i t y t h e s i s , the 

channelling of c o n f l i c t t h e s i s , the repression t h e s i s , and the 

d e f i n i t i o n of r e a l i t y t h esis'.^' I n a convincing argument. B e l l 

severely c r i t i c i s e s the f i r s t three notions. That r i t u a l creates 

s o c i a l s o l i d a r i t y c a r r i e s an element of t r u t h , but u l t i m a t e l y i t i s 

too s i m p l i s t i c an idea since i t can be shown t h a t p o l i t i c a l r i t u a l s 

serve p r i m a r i l y t o strengthen the dominant s o c i a l group, f o r c i n g 

subordination of those who are dominated, rat h e r than producing 

e f f e c t i v e s o l i d a r i t y . Theories t h a t r i t u a l channels human c o n f l i c t 

have been popularised by V W Turner. Here the d i s r u p t i o n of s o c i a l 

u n i t y through i n t e r - p e r s o n a l s t r i f e i s pre-empted by a r i t u a l 

r e s o l u t i o n of d i f f e r e n c e s which produces s o c i a l e q u i l i b r i u m ; however, 

the i n d i v i d u a l i s regarded as someone who i s c o n t r o l l e d by the 

processes of the s o c i a l group and t h i s analysis owes much t o an 

understanding which sees the subject s t r u g g l i n g t o come to terms w i t h 

the s o c i a l and psychological forces t h a t impinge on them. The 

repression t h e s i s i s one t h a t has not been developed 
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a n t h r o p o l o g i c a l l y , but through a Freudian understanding of r i t u a l 
which r e d i r e c t s by ' c o n t r o l l e d displacement' and hence represses 
v i o l e n t human tendencies. 

B e l l has most sympathy f o r the n o t i o n t h a t r i t u a l c o n t r o l s by 

d e f i n i n g r e a l i t y . This i s because i t does not concentrate on how 

c o n t r o l i s e f f e c t e d but on how r i t u a l defines the r e a l . R i t u a l has an 

'imaging or i c o n i c q u a l i t y ' which i s the key t o i t s e f f i c a c y . She 

summarises the p o s i t i o n w e l l : 

i n the main, proponents of the d e f i n i t i o n of r e a l i t y t hesis 
seek t o f i n d i n r i t u a l a s i n g l e c e n t r a l mechanism f o r the 
communication of c u l t u r e , the i n t e r n a l i z a t i o n of values, and 
the i n d i v i d u a l ' s c o g n i t i v e perception of a universe t h a t 
g e n e r a l l y f i t s w i t h these values." 

B e l l ' s q u a r r e l w i t h t h i s p o s i t i o n i s simply t h a t s o c i e t i e s w i t h 

d i f f e r i n g s o c i a l s t r u c t u r e s employ r i t u a l i n d i f f e r e n t ways and t h a t 

i t s proponents do not pay enough a t t e n t i o n t o the problem of s p e c i f i c 

r i t u a l context. She supports M Douglas i n her argument i n Natural 

Symbols t h a t s o c i a l c o n t r o l through r i t u a l i s a h i g h l y complex a f f a i r 

and only occurs e f f e c t i v e l y under p a r t i c u l a r types of s o c i a l 

arrangements. B e l l also draws a t t e n t i o n t o a misplaced desire t o f i n d 

the instruments of r i t u a l c o n t r o l i n symbols; B e l l c i t e s t h e i r 

inherent ambiguity of meaning as reason f o r t h e i r i n a b i l i t y t o convey 

c l e a r , communal understanding.^' 

That any process of r i t u a l ' c o n t r o l ' , ' i n d o c t r i n a t i o n ' or 

' i n c u l c a t i o n ' i s complex does not i n any sense deny the fundamental 

i n s i g h t t h a t r i t u a l has important s o c i a l implications.^" Indeed the 

argument t h a t r i t u a l t r a n s m i t s and r e a f f i r m s s o c i a l values i s s t i l l 

w idely held, p a r t i c u l a r l y w i t h regard t o the question of inheritance 
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and descent.*^ To r e f e r t o p r i o r arguments concerning the u n i v e r s a l i t y 
of some basic features of r i t u a l : i f r i t u a l i s transformatory i n 
respect of the i n d i v i d u a l , then t h i s b r i e f i n t r o d u c t i o n i n t o the 
question r a i s e d by Radcliffe-Brown at l e a s t demonstrates t h a t r i t u a l 
i n some sense has a s o c i a l transformatory dimension, and. t h a t the most 
convincing way of understanding how t h i s takes place i s through 
r i t u a l ' s a b i l i t y t o define r e a l i t y . This i s a s i g n i f i c a n t conclusion 
since the imaging or i c o n i c understanding of r i t u a l as the p a t t e r n i n g 
of r e l a t i o n s h i p s , showing what should i d e a l l y be the case i n the 
sphere of the i n t e r - p e r s o n a l , i s the approach t h a t l i e s behind Van 
Gennep's theory of ' r i t e s of passage'. Hence the f o u r t h q u a l i t y of 
r i t u a l i n i t s 'purposive' dimension considers t h i s i n more d e t a i l . 

2.1.4 E f f i c a c y through 'Communitas' 

To argue t h a t r i t u a l i s i c o n i c i n r e l a t i o n t o r e a l i t y requires 

t h a t the s t r u c t u r e of the r i t u a l m i r r o r s the s o c i a l t r a n s i t i o n s which 

are mediated through the r i t u a l i t s e l f ; so, f o r instance, the r i t e s of 

separation are emphasised i n f u n e r a l r i t u a l s , and the r i t e s of 

l i m i n a l i t y are emphasised i n the catechumenate. The theme of i c o n i c i t y 

has been taken up by the anthropologist T S Turner who has produced a 

t h e o r e t i c a l model of a r i t e o f passage which c l a r i f i e s the i n s i g h t s of 

V W Turner, who i n t u r n has extended the work of Van Gennep. 

I n h i s assessment of the purposive nature of r i t u a l V W Turner's 

a t t e n t i o n was occupied by r i t u a l ' s l i m i n a l q u a l i t i e s . Liminal e n t i t i e s 

are sharply d i f f e r e n t i a t e d from the s t a t e from which they have emerged 

and t o t h a t which they w i l l progress; they are 'betwixt and between' 

the usual ordered s t a t u s systems t h a t are brought about by everyday 

l e g a l or conventional processes. V W Turner drew up a l i s t of binary 
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oppositions t o express the co n t r a s t between the s t r u c t u r e of society 

and l i m i n a l i t y - heterogeneity/homogeneity, i n e q u a l i t y / e q u a l i t y , 

d i s t i n c t i o n s between clothing/nakedness and uniform c l o t h i n g , between 

ki n s h i p r i g h t s and o b l i g a t i o n s and t h e i r suspension. The ambiguity of 

l i m i n a l i t y i s expressed i n a r i c h v a r i e t y of symbols; thus i t i s 

compared t o being i n the maternal womb, death or even b i s e x u a l i t y . * ^ 

For V W Turner what emerges i n l i m i n a l i t y , the a n t i - s t r u c t u r a l , i s the 

phenomenon of communitas. a way of human r e l a t i n g : 

what i s i n t e r e s t i n g about l i m i n a l phenomena i s the blend 
they o f f e r of lowliness and sacredness, of homogeneity and 
comradeship. We are presented, i n such r i t e s , w i t h a 'moment i n 
and out of time', and i n and out of secular s o c i a l s t r u c t u r e , 
which reveals, however f l e e t i n g l y , some r e c o g n i t i o n ( i n symbol 
i f not always i n language) of a generalized s o c i a l bond t h a t 
has ceased t o be cind has simultaneously yet t o be fragmented 
i n t o a m u l t i p l i c i t y of s t r u c t u r a l t i e s . * ' 

The term communitas was se l f - c o n s c i o u s l y selected i n preference t o 

community to d i s t i n g u i s h i t from the s o c i a l i t y of mundane l i v i n g . 

Communitas was associated w i t h spontaneity and immediacy i n the i n t e r 

personal sphere i n comparison t o what was f o r V W Turner, the 'norm-

governed, i n s t i t u t i o n a l i z e d , a b s t r a c t nature of s o c i a l s t r u c t u r e ' . 

Communitas had an e x i s t e n t i a l q u a l i t y about i t i n contrast t o the 

c o g n i t i v e q u a l i t y of s t r u c t u r e d s o c i e t y , which he conceived as a set 

of c l a s s i f i c a t i o n s t h a t conferred order.** 

For T S Turner the key i n s i g h t t h a t V W Turner supplied, and one 

t h a t l a y underdeveloped, was t h a t the c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s of l i m i n a l i t y 

c o n s t i t u t e d a higher l e v e l of the same system of r e l a t i o n s found i n 

the q u o t i d i a n order. This i s i c o n i c of the s t r u c t u r e of the s o c i a l 

r e l a t i o n s which are mediated, by s p e c i f i c operations. Transformatory 

operations which i n v e r t the s o c i a l status of someone passing through a 
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r i t u a l process and which are located i n the upper l e v e l s are 
d i s t i n g u i s h e d from c l a s s i f i c a t o r y operations which determine r e l a t i o n s 
a t a lower l e v e l . * ^ Categories which are mutually exclusive at the 
lower l e v e l s of s o c i a l s t r u c t u r e and apparently c o n t r a d i c t o r y may be 
l i n k e d by transformatory operations which are more powerful than 
c l a s s i f i c a t o r y operations. 

The argument i s clinched when T S Turner considers the case of a 

boy who has been i n i t i a t e d i n t o adulthood. While he has become 

transformed i n t o manhood, the boy nevertheless does not have h i s 

immediate p a t t e r n of r e l a t i o n s h i p s t o t a l l y transformed. While the 

categories of boy and man are indeed mutually exclusive, the i n i t i a t e 

w i l l r e t a i n boyish r e l a t i o n s h i p s towards those w i t h whom he previously 

r e l a t e d : 

the p o i n t i s t h a t h i s new set of r e l a t i o n s h i p s i s a 
t r a n s f o r m a t i o n of the o l d ; the i n t e g r a t i o n of the two sets 
w i t h i n the same actor's o v e r a l l f i e l d of r e l a t i o n s therefore 
i m p l i e s a higher l e v e l of s t r u c t u r e than the l e v e l represented 
by e i t h e r set of r e l a t i o n s considered separately. This higher 
l e v e l i s comprised of two states of the basic matrix connected 
by a t r a n s f o r m a t i o n . " 

For T S Turner, r i t u a l i s defined i n terms of 'formulaic patterns 

of symbolic a c t i o n ' and deals w i t h ambiguous s i t u a t i o n s , c o n t r o l l i n g 

s o c i a l r e l a t i o n s h i p s by mediating between opposing c l a s s i f i c a t i o n s on 

the same l e v e l ; such mediation involves c o n t r o l l i n g the h i e r a r c h i c a l 

r e l a t i o n s h i p between the lower and upper l e v e l s . R i t u a l s do t h i s since 

they are able: 

t o serve as mechanisms f o r e x e r c i s i n g such c o n t r o l because they 
d i r e c t l y model, i n t h e i r own s t r u c t u r e s , the h i e r a r c h i c a l 
mechanism of c o n t r o l t h a t forms an i n t r i n s i c p a r t of the 
s t r u c t u r e of the s i t u a t i o n s i n question. The s t r u c t u r e of the 
r i t u a l a c t i o n embodies i t s own p r i n c i p l e s of effectiveness.''^ 
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I n the r i t u a l a c t i o n two d i f f e r e n t states of the same l e v e l or 

s o c i a l matrix are r e l a t e d by a transformation. The subject s h i f t s from 

one ma t r i x of r o l e categories t o another; t h i s involves an inversion 

of r e l a t i o n s h i p s , 'playing the same r o l e s towards others as were 

played t o him by others when he occupied the f i r s t set of r o l e s ' . A 

p a r t i c i p a n t ' s i d e n t i t y must t h e r e f o r e take i n t o account three f a c t o r s : 

the c l a s s i f i c a t o r y matrix i n terms of which the r e l a t i o n s h i p s 
i n question are defined i n r e l a t i o n t o one cinother; the 
tr a n s f o r m a t i o n a l operations by which the d i f f e r e n t states of 
the matrix c a l l e d f o r by the so c i e t y are generated; and f i n a l l y 
the s o c i a l l y prescribed p a t t e r n of coordination of the various 
t r a n s f o r m a t i o n a l operations i n question.*^ 

To l i n k the theory of r i t u a l adumbrated by T S Turner w i t h the 

typology of i n i t i a t i o n given by La Fontaine emd V W Turner's theory of 

l i m i n a l i t y , i t may be noted t h a t the l a t t e r commented on how what i n 

p r i m i t i v e s o c i e t y i s a r i t u a l phase becomes a permanently 

i n s t i t u t i o n a l i s e d s t a t e i n more advanced ones.*' This throws i n t o 

r e l i e f a d i s t i n c t i o n between the permanent l i m i n a l i t y of the enclosed 

order and i n i t i a t i o n i n t o a secret s o c i e t y . I n the l a t t e r the p r i o r 

framework of an i n d i v i d u a l ' s r e l a t i o n s continues t o e x i s t i n the post-

i n i t i a t i o n phase whereas i n the former they can be t o t a l l y negated. 

Between the two extremes l i e a range of possible c o n f i g u r a t i o n s . This 

i s why T S Turner's analysis of s o c i a l s t r u c t u r e i n terms of l e v e l s i s 

a necessary extension of both Van Gennep's and V W Turner's th e o r i e s ; 

i t can accommodate the i n t e r l o c k i n g nature of r e l a t i o n s h i p s brought 

about by r i t e s of passage and d i s t i n g u i s h between them through the 

not i o n of a transformatory operation. 

To summarise t h i s s e c t i o n : when the purposive aspect of r i t u a l i s 

considered. Van Gennep's n o t i o n of a r i t e of passage, mediated by the 

n o t i o n of tr a n s f o r m a t i o n , may be accounted f o r i n terms of r i t u a l 
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understood as symbolic a c t i o n which e x h i b i t s i c o n i c i t y w i t h the s o c i a l 
s t r u c t u r e . What i s achieved by the p r a c t i c e of a r i t u a l i s , from the 
perspective of the p a r t i c i p a n t s , a permanent and o n t o l o g i c a l change, 
and i n terms of the s o c i a l framework there i s a transformation or 
i n v e r s i o n of r o l e categories. As t h i s transformation comes about, a l l 
p a r t i c i p a n t s are a f f e c t e d on an e x i s t e n t i a l basis as they inculcate 
a t t i t u d e s from a p a t t e r n of r e a l i t y which i s presented t o them. 

2.2 R i t u a l as 'Assertive' 

An e x p l i c a t i o n of r i t u a l ' s a s s e r t i v e dimension requires focusing 

i n three areas: the nature of the communication involved i n r i t u a l , 

the i n t e n t i o n s of the r i t u a l p a r t i c i p a n t s and the f u n c t i o n of the 

human body. 

2.2.1 Communication and Expression 

At one l e v e l of argument i t i s axiomatic t h a t actions assert 

meaning. However, i n attempting t o e l u c i d a t e the r e l a t i o n s h i p more 

s u c c i n c t l y , i t i s i n s t r u c t i v e t o consider the p r o p o s i t i o n t h a t r i t u a l 

i s best described as l i n g u i s t i c communication. Such a stance informs, 

f o r instance, Douglas who s t a t e s t h a t r i t u a l i s , 'pre-eminently a form 

of communication'*" b u i l t up from normal actions t h a t achieve 

d i s t i n c t i o n by being put t o a p a r t i c u l a r use and acquire a magical 

ef f i c a c y . * ^ 

I n response t o t h i s p o s i t i o n , Lewis accepts t h a t the language 

s i m i l e produces a c e r t a i n amount of i n s i g h t , but argues t h a t i t cannot 

be developed wit h o u t serious d i s t o r t i o n . To speak of r i t u a l as 

communication implies t h a t there i s an i n t e n t by an e m i t t e r t o impart 
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c e r t a i n i n f o r m a t i o n t o a r e c i p i e n t . T h i s may be t r u e t o an extent, 

but overlooks the symbolic q u a l i t i e s of r i t u a l : 

t o seek t o e x p l a i n r i t u a l as though i t were a language or code, 
w i t h methods appropriated (or misappropriated) from the 
d i s c i p l i n e s t h a t deal w i t h them, c a r r i e s the r i s k t h a t we s h a l l 
miss some of what i s d i s t i n c t i v e t o r i t u a l . R i t u a l i s not 
e x a c t l y l i k e a language; i t i s not e x a c t l y l i k e communication 
nor can i t be decoded l i k e one. The complexity and u n c e r t a i n t y 
about a r i t u a l ' s mecining i s not t o be seen j u s t as a defect - a 
code too obscure, too hard t o decipher, too e a s i l y garbled. I t 
can also be a source of s t r e n g t h , evocative power, r e s i l i e n c e 
and m u t a b i l i t y which may sometimes sustain and preserve r i t u a l 
performance.^' 

R i t u a l f o r Lewis i s l i k e a drama to which response may be made i n 

a v a r i e t y of ways. Indeed, there i s an element of i n t e n t i o n a l 

communication, but e q u a l l y there i s a less determinate, u n i n t e n t i o n a l 

and expressive component. R i t u a l actions t h e r e f o r e i n e v i t a b l y assert a 

range of meanings, both communicative and expressive. What i s 

important i n ensuring t h a t r i t u a l s remain powerful i s the maintenance 

of tension between them without a l l o w i n g one t o dominate t o the 

exclusion of the other. 

However, r i t u a l does not j u s t communicate or express mecining about 

b e l i e f , i t also contains i n f o r m a t i o n about the s o c i a l environment i n 

which i t takes place. E R Leach suggested t h a t ' r i t u a l a c t i o n and 

b e l i e f are a l i k e t o be understood as forms of symbolic statement about 

the s o c i a l order'.** S i m i l a r l y , Douglas has r e f l e c t e d on the a n t i -

r i t u a l i s t t r e n d w i t h i n t w e n t i e t h century western C h r i s t i a n i t y , a mood 

ra t h e r than a movement, which has demonstrated a contempt f o r r i t u a l 

forms, regarding them as a symptom of conformity t o the external 

features of r e l i g i o n i n c o n t r a - d i s t i n c t i o n t o what i s sa i d t o r e a l l y 

matter, the i n t e r n a l i s a t i o n of r e l i g i o u s experience. Her i n t e l l e c t u a l 

commitments produce a reading of the r i t u a l experience of groups w i t h 
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d i f f e r e n t types of s o c i a l s t r u c t u r e s ; an a n t i - r i t u a l i s t cannot be said 

to be e x h i b i t i n g an i n f e r i o r understeuiding t o the committed r i t u a l i s t , 

but each r e f l e c t s a c e r t a i n type of s o c i a l environment. She r e f e r r e d 

to r i t u a l s as expressions of 'society's awareness of i t s own 

c o n f i g u r a t i o n s and necessities'.** Like speech forms, r i t u a l forms are: 

t r a n s m i t t e r s of c u l t u r e , which are generated i n s o c i a l 
r e l a t i o n s and which by t h e i r s e l e c t i o n s and emphases, exercise 
a c o n s t r a i n i n g e f f e c t on s o c i a l behaviour.*'^ 

I f r i t u a l communicates messages concerning c u l t u r e , i t must also 

r e p l i c a t e t h a t s o c i a l order through symbolic forms; the r e l a t i o n s h i p 

between the categories of r i t u a l and society i s a metaphorical one. 

The a n t h r o p o l o g i s t M Wilson expressed t h i s s u c c i n c t l y : 

I hold t h a t r i t u a l s reveal values at the deepest l e v e l 
Surely men express i n r i t u a l what moves them most, and since 
the form of expression i s conventionalised and o b l i g a t o r y , i t 
i s the values o f the group which are revealed. I see i n the 
study of r i t u a l s the key t o an understanding of the essent i a l 
c o n s t i t u t i o n of human s o c i e t i e s . " 

These remarks, and t h e r e f o r e the t h e o r e t i c a l fraimework from which 

they emerged, were challenged by the anthropologist J Goody. He 

contended t h a t the i m p l i c i t n o t i o n of s o c i e t y was a s t a t i c , 

e q u i l i b r a t e d one t h a t does not allow f o r temporal development. He 

pointed out t h a t i t could equally w e l l be t h a t the present group of 

p a r t i c i p a n t s do not understand the r i t u a l i n the way t h a t t h e i r 

forebears d i d ; a ' c u l t u r e lag' might e x i s t t h a t necessarily negates 

the idea t h a t a r i t u a l a u t o m a t i c a l l y expresses a society's deepest 

values. He proceeded t o argue t h a t coerced p a r t i c i p a t i o n i n r i t u a l 

also serves t o separate r i t u a l from personal meaning.** Goody's 

arguments serve as cautionary warnings, ra t h e r than being decisive i n 

themselves; he f a i l s t o make Lewis' d i s t i n c t i o n between communication 
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and expression and neglects the value of symbolism. Such an emphasis 
would s o f t e n h i s c r i t i c i s m s w h i l s t a l l o w i n g h i s general points to be 
heard. 

R i t u a l t h e r e f o r e can be understood t o communicate and express 

something about i n d i v i d u a l and corporate b e l i e f and patterns of s o c i a l 

c o n f i g u r a t i o n . However, t o suggest t h a t a purposive r i t u a l a c t i o n 

asserts meaning i n both an i n t e n t i o n a l and an u n i n t e n t i o n a l manner 

implies the necessity f o r a f u r t h e r understanding of the r e l a t i o n s h i p 

between the two facets of purpose and assertion. 

The f i r s t t h i n g t o observe i n attempting a deeper c h a r a c t e r i s a t i o n 

of t h i s r e l a t i o n s h i p i s t h a t they e x i s t i n a necessary tension. D 

Parkin has expressed t h i s by s t a t i n g t h a t r i t u a l i s , 'neither f u l l y a 

statement nor f u l l y an a c t i o n ' , a p o s i t i o n t h a t steers around the 

' t e l e o l o g i c a l p i t f a l l of c l a i m i n g t h a t r e p e t i t i v e , formalised 

a c t i v i t i e s w i t h o u t words are r i t u a l w h i l e words without a c t i o n are 

m y t h ' P a r k i n has introduced the n o t i o n of formulaic s p a t i a l i t y t o 

account f o r t h i s tension and the r e s u l t i n g ambiguity w i t h i n r i t u a l . 

Formulaic s p a t i a l i t y i s : 

the capacity t o create and act through idioms of passage, 
movement, i n c l u d i n g exchange, journey, a x i s , concentricism, and 
up-and-down d i r e c t i o n s . * " 

Two s i g n i f i c a n t p o i n t s derive from Parkin's n o t i o n of a r i t u a l ' s 

f o rmulaic s p a t i a l i t y and together they c l a r i f y the complexities 

concerning an understanding of the a s s e r t i v e dimension. The f i r s t 

r e l a t e s t o the n o t i o n of r i t u a l c o n t e s t a b i l i t v and the second to the 

place of the human body i n r i t u a l . 
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2.2.2 C o n t e s t a b i l i t v 

F i r s t , f ormulaic s p a t i a l i t y implies a f a c t o r of contestation i n 

r i t u a l p r a c t i c e which i l l u m i n e s the i n t e n t i o n behind i t s 

assertiveness. This a r i s e s from the general understanding t h a t , f o r a 

r i t u a l t o be e f f e c t i v e i t must be performed i n a c e r t a i n way. The 

problem i s t h a t , c o n t r a r y t o the p o s i t i v i s t n o t i o n of a b l u e p r i n t or 

i d e a l form of a r i t u a l t h a t can be discovered i n any society, there 

are always c o n f l i c t i n g opinions as t o how a p a r t i c u l a r r i t e should be 

performed. I n f a c t no r i t u a l i s ever performed i d e n t i c a l l y twice. As 

Parkin comments, 'the formulaic evokes i t s opposite' and there i s 

slippage from the i d e a l s of p o s i t i o n , d i r e c t i o n or space t h a t are 

prescribed by a u t h o r i t y . " Formulaic s p a t i a l i t y t h e r e f o r e provokes a 

c e r t a i n c o n t e s t a b i l i t y which i n d i c a t e s a c o l l u s i o n on the p a r t of the 

pa r t i c i p e u i t s i n t h e i r own transformation, Corporately they inform: 

the a c t u a l places and d i r e c t i o n s taken by r i t u a l performance, 
the metaphorical drama of journey and passage i n the 
performance, and the way i n which bodies and minds of 
p a r t i c i p a n t s w i l l be a l l o c a t e d and d i s t r i b u t e d p h y s i c a l l y as 
w e l l as metaphorically.*^ 

The concept of contestable r i t u a l suggests t h a t a p o t e n t i a l l y wide 

v a r i e t y of meanings are produced, since the i n t e n t i o n s of p a r t i c i p a n t s 

are subject t o f l u c t u a t i o n ; how the r i t u a l i s f e l t t o be purposive 

w i l l produce a d i v e r s i t y of asserted meaning. I t also m i l i t a t e s 

against the d e f i n i t i o n of r i t u a l as ' i n v a r i a n t r e p e t i t i o n ' . * ' I t 

introduces a diachronic perspective t o an understanding of r i t u a l and, 

because c o n t e s t a b i l i t y i s by i t s very nature about e x i s t e n t i a l 

engagement w i t h the r i t u a l process, i t means t h a t 'culture lag' i s 

replaced w i t h the n o t i o n of development aind meaning. I t must also be 

associated, by the same argument, w i t h decline and u l t i m a t e decay; 
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lack of engagement and d i s i n t e r e s t w i l l produce r i t u a l p r a c t i c e t h a t 
does not express peoples' values cind may be extinguished altogether. 

I f c o n t e s t a b i l i t y implies a negotiated p a r t i c i p a t i o n then a 

f u r t h e r i m p l i c a t i o n i s t h a t r i t u a l has t o do w i t h s t r a t e g i e s of power. 

I t i s B e l l who has developed t h i s side of r i t u a l theory w i t h her 

concept of ' r i t u a l i s a t i o n ' which she understands as a s t r a t e g i c mode 

of a c t i n g i n the production and n e g o t i a t i o n of human power 

r e l a t i o n s h i p s . I t i s formulated as a d i r e c t a l t e r n a t i v e t o the view 

t h a t the f u n c t i o n of r i t u a l i s t o e f f e c t s o c i a l c o n t r o l and i s a 

refinement of the d e f i n i t i o n of r e a l i t y t h e s i s described e a r l i e r . 

R i t u a l f o r B e l l i s about domination, consent and resistance. She 

agrees t h a t r i t u a l empowers those who may be said t o c o n t r o l the r i t e , 

but there i s also a c o n s t r a i n i n g f a c t o r t o t h i s ; r i t u a l i s l i m i t e d 

because each p a r t i c i p a n t brings a 'patchwork of compliemce, 

resi s t a n c e , misunderstanding and a redemptive personal appropriation 

of the hegemonic order'.** R i t u a l i s the i n t e r a c t i o n between the s o c i a l 

body of the p a r t i c i p a n t and a s t r u c t u r e d and s t r u c t u r i n g environment; 

as such i t empowers the i n c i p i e n t resistance t h a t i s brought t o the 

r i t u a l and constrains the a c t u a l i t y of any domination. The locus of 

power i s f e l t by B e l l t o be the human body and i t i s the fu n c t i o n of 

the body i n the r i t u a l ' s a s s e r t i v e dimension which leads t o a second 

deduction from the concept of formulaic s p a t i a l i t y . 

2.2.3 Bodily Assertion 

The b o d i l i n e s s of r i t u a l engagement i s fundamental. I t i s a key t o 

any attempted d e f i n i t i o n ; i n Zuesse's words r i t u a l i s : 

i n t e n t i o n a l b o d i l y engagement i n the paradigmatic forms and 
r e l a t i o n s h i p s of r e a l i t y . As such r i t u a l brings not only the 
body but also t h a t body's s o c i a l and c u l t u r a l i d e n t i t y t o the 
encounter w i t h the transcendental realm.** 
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R i t u a l as something which involves human actions t h a t may be 

ge s t u r a l or r e l a t e d t o the manipulation of physical objects, i s at 

once paradoxical: gestures may be i n t e r p r e t e d from a frame of 

reference which em. observer applies t o the r i t u a l actor cind they are 

also by v i r t u e of being incorporated i n t o the r i t u a l both s t y l i s e d and 

th e r e f o r e r e p e t i t i v e . Herein l i e s the paradox involved i n the 

i n t e r p r e t a t i o n of r i t u a l : 'although r i t u a l involves human gestures and 

actions (the prime medium of expression) i t i s conventionalised'.** 

Thus the p o s s i b i l i t y e x i s t s f o r d i s j u n c t i o n between the i n t e n t i o n of 

the a c t o r , the l i t u r g i c a l component and what i s a c t u a l l y communicated. 

Nevertheless, given t h a t the primary i n t e r e s t i s i n r i t u a l as a 

corporate a c t i v i t y and not the p r i v a t e obsessive actions of the 

i n d i v i d u a l , the r i t u a l b o d i l y gesture i s open t o i n t e r p r e t a t i o n , 

p a r t i c u l a r l y i n the context of the e a r l i e r p o i n t t h a t there may w e l l 

be unconscious expression involved. As Lewis puts i t : ' i n the s o c i a l 

case we l e a r n and understand about the performance and the c u l t u r e 

r a t h e r than the mental s t a t e of the i n d i v i d u a l performing i t ' . * ' To 

proceed w i t h an i n t e r p r e t a t i o n of the b o d i l y gesture Lewis makes the 

p o i n t t h a t i n t u i t i o n , t h a t i s an understanding based on a sense of 

common humanity, i s l i m i t e d and t h a t the observer cannot i n v a r i a b l y 

understcind human b o d i l y expression on t h i s basis. Part of what i s 

required i s a knowledge of the a l t e r n a t i v e s from which the choice of 

expressive gesture i s made. Thus the i n t e r p r e t a t i o n of expression l i e s 

i n the realm of l e a r n i n g r a t h e r than i n t u i t i o n ; the more t h a t i s known 

about the range of expression i n a given s o c i e t y and i n which contexts 

( r i t u a l and n o n - r i t u a l ) a gesture i s employed the greater the chance 

of an accurate understanding.*^ 
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But how gesture might be understood as symbol i s d e a l t w i t h more 

e f f e c t i v e l y ^ by R A Rappaport. He draws upon the n o t i o n of an index, a 

p h y s i c a l s i g n which d i r e c t l y expresses what i s s i g n i f i e d and t o which 

i t i s i n t r i n s i c a l l y r e l a t e d . Physical a c t i v i t i e s can transmit 

i n d e x i c a l i n f o r m a t i o n w i t h greater c l a r i t y than language; whereas 

language h i n t s , connotes and i m p l i e s , gesture works on a simply binary 

system. Gesture i s a means of d e f i n i n g the performer's s e l f f o r 

themselves and. f o r others. For example, by kneeling the r i t u a l 

p a r t i c i p a n t does not j u s t give a message using ephemeral words, but 

i d e n t i f i e s t h e i r 'inseparable, indispensable, and enduring body' w i t h 

t h e i r subordination. The present event of gesturing i s connected t o 

the past and the f u t u r e by the words of the l i t u r g y . Thus the physical 

and the v e r b a l aspects of l i t u r g y are regarded as complementing or 

even completing each other: 

by drawing himself i n t o a posture t o which canonical words give 
symbolic value, the performer incarnates a symbol. He gives 
substance t o the symbol as t h a t symbol gives him form. The 
canonical and the i n d e x i c a l come together i n the substance of 
the formal posture or gesture.*' 

Through h i s proposal of the i n d e x i c a l symbol Rappaport i s able t o 

combine e x i s t e n t i a l p a r t i c i p a t i o n i n r i t u a l w i t h the f a c t t h a t the 

r i t u a l i t s e l f was not encoded by those who perform i t . I n other terms, 

the i n d e x i c a l . t h a t i s , the outward gesture i n which the p a r t i c i p a n t 

conveys i n f o r m a t i o n concerning t h e i r c urrent s t a t e - p h y s i c a l , psychic 

or s o c i a l - i s i n t e g r a t e d w i t h the canonical, t h a t i s the component of 

the r i t u a l performance - word, movement and gesture - which i s 

characterised as possessing ' r e g u l a r i t y , p r o p r i e t y , and apparent 

d u r a b i l i t y and immutability'.'" 
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I n r i t u a l gesture the concept of the i n d e x i c a l symbol therefore 
conveys the key idea of human i n t e n t i o n i n t e r p e n e t r a t i n g w i t h the 
r i t u a l form. I t describes how an i n d i v i d u a l takes p a r t i n r i t u a l and 
allows f o r the enhancement of the e x i s t e n t i a l s t a t e through r i t u a l 
p a r t i c i p a t i o n . Most valuably however, Rappaport provides a means f o r 
understanding how r i t u a l both communicates and expresses meaning; no 
one i n d i v i d u a l i s going t o be able t o have a consciousness of the f u l l 
complexity of the symbolic value of the canonical, u n i t i n g as i t does 
the past w i t h the present; the p o s s i b i l i t y of d i s j u n c t i o n between the 
i n t e n t i o n of the actor cind the meaning of any gesture ensures the 
presence of ambiguity i n what i s conveyed. What i s c e r t a i n though i s 
t h a t without the i n t e r a c t i o n of t h e i n d e x i c a l , the canonical i t s e l f 
lacks purposive f o r c e . Rappaport's symbolic understanding of gesture 
emphasises what Lewis' does not, t h a t the mental s t a t e of the 
p a r t i c i p a n t i s an important b u i l d i n g block f o r r i t u a l a nalysis, even 
i f i t cannot always be ascertained w i t h c e r t a i n t y . 

I t i s possible now t o summarise the c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s of r i t u a l from 

the perspective of s o c i a l anthropology which w i l l be c a r r i e d forward. 

I n r i t u a l human beings both accomplish something and convey 

i n f o r m a t i o n . The purpose of r i t u a l i s t o b r i n g about a permcinent and 

ir r e v o c a b l e change i n the being of the i n d i v i d u a l both i n a personal 

sense and i n a r e l a t i o n a l one. Exactly how such a change i s 

characterised i s r e l a t e d t o the category given t o the p a r t i c u l a r 

r i t u a l ; i n the instance of a r i t u a l of t r a n s i t i o n , the l a b e l 

transformatorv i s p r e f e r r e d . I n a d d i t i o n t o i n d i v i d u a l persons, there 

i s a t r a n s f o r m a t i o n of s o c i e t y i n r i t u a l , as i t ensures the 

transmission of i t s b e l i e f s and values. One way i n which r i t u a l does 

t h i s i s through i t s a b i l i t y t o image r e a l i t y , and t h i s i s the key t o 
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understanding the s o c i a l theory t h a t i s i m p l i c i t i n the idea of a r i t e 
of passage, through the concepts of l i m i n a l i t y and c l a s s i f i c a t o r y 
operations. The manner i n which r i t u a l i s ass e r t i v e i s complex. I t can 
convey meaning i n t e n t i o n a l l y or meaning can be expressed t h a t i s 
a d d i t i o n a l or even c o n t r a d i c t o r y t o t h i s i n t e n t ; the complexity of the 
process i s due to the q u a l i t y of r i t u a l t h a t has been Icibelled i t s 
formulaic s p a t i a l i t y . Such a q u a l i t y r e s u l t s i n a variance of meaning 
i n repeated r i t u a l s as p a r t i c i p a n t s a t a l l l e v e l s contest the r i t u a l ' s 
performance. I t also draws a t t e n t i o n t o the r o l e of the human body i n 
gesture which c o n t r i b u t e s meaning and gives purposive force t o the 
otherwise vacuous canon or form of the r i t u a l . 

3 Baptism as R i t u a l : A Preliminary Theological Reading 

A model of r i t u a l has now been e x p l i c a t e d , which w i l l inform the 

whole argximent of the t h e s i s . With what confidence may t h i s be 

allowed? This question makes necessary an e l u c i d a t i o n of the 

r e l a t i o n s h i p between the s o c i a l anthropology of r i t u a l and baptism. 

Here I s h a l l attempt t o demonstrate the p l a u s i b i l i t y of understanding 

the C h r i s t i a n sacrament of baptism i n the terms t h a t have been 

mediated through a d i s c i p l i n e other than theology. This se c t i o n w i l l 

argue t h a t w i t h i n the C h r i s t i a n t r a d i t i o n there are t h e o l o g i c a l 

concerns t o do w i t h baptism which are d i r e c t l y p a r a l l e l t o the 

concerns of the s o c i a l anthropologists already o u t l i n e d . Four 

s t r a t e g i c areas have been selected t o t e s t t h i s out: the e f f i c a c y of 

the r i t e considered under the r e c i p i e n t ' s s p i r i t u a l and s o c i a l 

dimensions, the trans-generational transmission of the C h r i s t i a n f a i t h 

and the r e l a t i o n of baptism t o human h i s t o r y . 
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3.1 E f f i c a c y : The Personal Dimension 

I t was noted t h a t a n t hropologists perceive the acceptance of an 

ambiguous r e l a t i o n s h i p between the r i t u a l act and the e f f e c t on a 

person who was the ob j e c t of change. A s i m i l a r s i t u a t i o n can be found 

i n the t h e o l o g i c a l endeavour t o el u c i d a t e what baptism achieves. God 

through the agency of the Church does something t o persons, and the 

nature of the d i v i n e a c t i o n has two formal dimensions since i t i s 

r e l a t e d a t once t o personal s p i r i t u a l i t y and t o t h e i r e c c l e s i a l 

r e l a t i o n s h i p . The personal dimension may be i l l u s t r a t e d by the 

baptismal theologies of the Reformation, and the s o c i a l by th e o l o g i c a l 

o p i n i o n on the n o t i o n of a sacramental character. 

At the Council of Trent Roman Catholic theology reasserted the 

r i t u a l e f f e c t i v e n e s s of baptism as the remission of o r i g i n a l g u i l t 

under the p r i n c i p l e of ex opere operate. I t was a response t o the 

mainstream Reformers who were understood t o have developed the 

s i g n i f i c a n c e of baptism, almost without regard t o i t s causal e f f e c t . 

Baptismal e f f i c a c y , however, was not cui i n s i g n i f i c a n t matter f o r the 

Reformers." By emphasising s i g n i f i c a t i o n , they contended t h a t space 

was created f o r an higher emphasis on God's f r e e , sovereign a c t i o n i n 

r i t u a l p r a c t i c e . Thus, Luther demonstrated a sacramental realism i n 

h i s theology of baptism. God himself i s jo i n e d t o the water, i s made 

present t o the baptisand i n the a c t i o n of baptism and reveals himself 

i n i t . But Luther d i d not regard baptism as a p u n c t i l i a r beginning 

followed by a l i f e of progress. Rather, baptism determines the being 

of the C h r i s t i a n and i s never l e f t behind; the requirement f o r new 

b i r t h i s always h e l d before the b e l i e v e r i n the concept of the 

'present tense' of baptism." 
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S i m i l a r theology i s found i n Cranmer and Calvin, Cranmer's l i t u r g y 
f o r i n f a n t baptism r e f e r r e d t o 'the mystical washing away of s i n s ' , " 
However, i n terms t h a t were used by Lutheran theologians who espoused 
the d o c t r i n e of j u s t i f i c a t i o n by f a i t h alone, p u r i f i c a t i o n f o r Cranmer 
was the g i f t of f a i t h which i s counted as a person's righteousness; i t 
i s p u r i f i c a t i o n by non-imputation of s i n s r a t h e r than the actual 
cleansing of s i n s , Cranmer c l e a r l y perceived an e f f e c t at the time of 
baptism, but l i k e Luther's understanding i t continued through a 
person's l i f e u n t i l e s c hatological completion. 

I n Calvin's theology, there i s equivocation concerning the e f f e c t 

of baptism.'* On the one hand i n a general discussion on baptism Calvin 

asserted t h a t God washes away s i n s , e f f e c t s a sharing i n Christ's 

death and u n i t e s the i n d i v i d u a l w i t h C h r i s t through baptism; washing 

w i t h water i s not mere appearance, but imparts 'the present r e a l i t y 

and e f f e c t i v e l y performs what i t s i g n i f i e s ' , ' ^ On the other hand, when 

discussing the baptism of i n f a n t s , i n h i s anxiety t o stress the place 

of f a i t h and promise i n baptism, Calvin seems to suggest t h a t l i t t l e 

else i s conveyed than a c o n f i r m a t i o n and r a t i f i c a t i o n of the covenant 

which already e x i s t s between the i n f a n t and God by v i r t u e of 

c h i l d b i r t h . ' * Yet there are also moments at which he suggests t h a t the 

'seed' of f u t u r e repentance i s imparted, even though i t i s concealed 

at the time o f baptism and t h a t there i s nothing t o prevent God from 

g i v i n g 'some p a r t of t h a t grace which i n a l i t t l e they s h a l l enjoy t o 

the f u l l " ' ; God i s understood t o convey a d i v i n e spark a t baptism 

which would develop w i t h the passing years i n t o the f u l l i l l u m i n a t i o n 

of f a i t h . 
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Luther, Cranmer and Calvin t h e r e f o r e can be said t o have developed 
the s i g n i f i c a t i o n of baptism but t o have maintained t h i s i n tension 
w i t h a s t r e s s on r i t u a l e f f i c a c y ; a greater self-consciousness of the 
tension i s apparent i n Calvin's equivocation, but nevertheless i t i s 
s t i l l maintained. However, i n Zwingli's theology the presence of the 
tension between r i t u a l e f f i c a c y and s i g n i f i c a t i o n i s consciously 
resolved. While remaining f i r m l y paedobaptist Zwingli eschewed any 
sense of God a c t i n g on the baptisand i n the r i t u a l moment, since 
S p i r i t baptism, d i v i n e a c t i o n i n respect of s a l v a t i o n , was sharply 
d i s t i n g u i s h e d from water baptism, the human a c t i o n made i n response to 
the l o g i c a l l y p r i o r a c t i o n of God. Baptism was t h e r e f o r e i n i t i a t i o n 
i n t o the covenant people of God, a pledge by which the baptisand was 
bound i n a p u b l i c manner t o pursue the o b l i g a t i o n s of being a 
C h r i s t i a n , and the donning of a badge i d e n t i f y i n g the new C h r i s t i a n 
w i t h the s o c i a l dimension of the Church. Baptism as a r i t u a l act bore 
at best 'an adiaphorous r o l e ' i n h i s s o t e r i o l o g y and i n f a c t f o r 
Z w i n g l i was more f o r the b e n e f i t of the congregation who witnessed the 
r e s u l t of the p r i o r , inward a c t i o n of the Holy S p i r i t than f o r the 
r e c i p i e n t . ' * 

That the Reformers desired a lessening of an emphasis on baptismal 

e f f i c a c y and moved towards a greater consideration of baptismal 

meaning i s consonant w i t h a r e c o g n i t i o n of the ambiguity i n the Old 

and New Testaments between the l i t u r g i c a l r i t e - s a c r i f i c e , baptism 

and the eucharist - and the i n t e r i o r r e a l i t y . On water baptism f o r 

instance St Paul spoke i n terms of r i t u a l e f f i c a c y , but also give 

warnings t o the Corinthians against assumptions t h a t sought t o take 

advantage of t h i s f a c t . " But w h i l s t the r e l a t i o n between r i t e and 

e f f i c a c y s c r i p t u r a l l y may be ambiguous, the inherent tension between 
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the f a c t t h a t a r i t e does something and communicates something i s 
never subjected t o any r a d i c a l r e d i r e c t i o n of the type advocated by 
Z w i n g l i . 

3.2 E f f i c a c y : The Social Dimension 

Social a n t h r o p o l o g i s t s , although they have discussed the notion of 

personal e f f i c a c y , have emphasised the s o c i a l dimension of r i t u a l 

e f f i c a c y . S i m i l a r l y , the C h r i s t i a n t r a d i t i o n has never r e s t r i c t e d the 

e f f i c a c y of baptism t o the i n d i v i d u a l ' s r e l a t i o n w i t h God. Instead an 

accompanying t h e o l o g i c a l s t r a t e g y has been t o give an account of an 

e f f i c a c y w i t h respect t o the s o c i a l c o n f i g u r a t i o n of the Church i n 

terms of a 'sacramental character'. 

H i s t o r i c a l l y , t h i s term was used t o argue t h a t re-baptism was an 

i m p o s s i b i l i t y . I t s l o g i c suggested t h a t the C h r i s t i a n had been 

i n d e l i b l y marked w i t h the 'symbolic r e a l i t y ' of baptism, provided t h a t 

the r i t u a l was performed i n a v a l i d manner.*" From the t w e l f t h century 

onwards the Church was engaged i n a so p h i s t i c a t e d discussion over i t s 

nature. One prominent view held t h a t the character was merely a matter 

of ' l o g i c a l r e l a t i o n ' w i t h o u t r e q u i r i n g an o b j e c t i v e r e a l i t y located 

w i t h i n the human being. This p o s i t i o n was r e j e c t e d since i t d i d not 

give due consideration t o the p a t r i s t i c view of the idea of the 'seal' 

or character which was f e l t t o r e f e r t o an actual change i n the human 

s o u l , " 

Various formulations of the idea of sacramental character were 

expounded, but of most i n t e r e s t i s t h a t of Aquinas, I n h i s discussion 

of sacramental e f f i c a c y he perceived a d i f f e r e n c e between the 

p r i n c i p a l e f f e c t of the sacrament which was 'grace' and the secondary 
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e f f e c t which was a 'character'. They were d i s t i n g u i s h e d from each 
other w i t h reference t o what was c a l l e d the two ends f o r which human 
beings were destined. The f i r s t was the 'enjoyment of g l o r y ' and f o r 
t h i s end the sacrament e f f e c t e d the 'seal of grace'. The second end 
was a r o l e i n the worshipping community whereby the i n d i v i d u a l ' i s 
deputed t o receive or t o hand on t o others the things p e r t a i n i n g t o 
the worship of God'. The sacramental character f o r Aquinas was the 
character of C h r i s t and each of the sacraments which conferred an 
i n d e l i b l e character e f f e c t e d a p a r t i c i p a t i o n i n d i f f e r e n t aspects of 
C h r i s t ' s priesthood. 

A Ganoczy has summed up the underlying l o g i c of the i n t u i t i v e l i n k 

Aquinas made between the sacramental character of baptism and 

p a r t i c i p a t i o n i n the u n i v e r s a l priesthood: 

the 'sign' i s not merely a seal on the i n d i v i d u a l soul t h a t one 
i s known by and belongs t o God; n e i t h e r i s i t the c e r t a i n t y 
t h a t the human i n d i v i d u a l becomes conformed t o the image of the 
heavenly high p r i e s t i n the d i v i n e r i t u a l . P r i m a r i l y i t 
i n d i c a t e s one's membership i n the great p r i e s t l y c o l l e c t i v e of 
God's people and so an ' o r d i n a t i o n ' and commitment to the task 
of service f o r God and man.*^ 

Ganoczy argues t h a t there i s a coherence between the scholasticism 

of Aquinas cind contemporary Roman Catholic baptismal teaching which 

understands baptism as the beginning of 'a personal f a i t h - h i s t o r y ' 

which i s supported by the community i n t o which the i n d i v i d u a l i s 

incorporated.** The n o t i o n of baptismal character implies an i n e v i t a b l e 

t ension i n the C h r i s t i a n experience between e x i s t e n t i a l f a i t h and 

p a r t i c i p a t i o n i n the e c c l e s i a l body*^, something t h a t was w e l l 

expressed by Duns Scotus who r e f e r r e d t o the character as an 

' e x t r i n s i c r e l a t i o n t o C h r i s t and h i s Church'." The n o t i o n of a 
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baptismal character became i n d i c a t i v e of a desire t o account f o r a 
personal transformation t h a t includes a corporate dimension.*' 

3.3 Transmission and Sur v i v a l of the F a i t h 

Social anthropology has established t h a t r i t u a l r e a f f i r m s s o c i a l 

values and c o n t r i b u t e s t o the a c t i v i t y of t r a n s m i t t i n g b e l i e f s t o 

subsequent generations. I n a p a r a l l e l manner, baptism has im p l i c a t i o n s 

f o r the c o n t i n u i t y of the Church. This was a self-consciousness which 

the Church enjoyed from i t s i n c e p t i o n , something t h a t the p a t r i s t i c 

baptismal r i t e s of t r a d i t i o and svmboli. which passed on the Lord's 

Prayer and the Creed, indicate.** 

What t h i s e n t a i l e d from the s o c i a l perspective, both f o r the 

c o n t i n u i t y of the Church and i t s r e l a t i o n s h i p w i t h the o v e r a l l s o c i a l 

m i l i e u has been drawn out by two studi e s . G S Worgul summarised what 

r i t u a l supplies t o the Church as 'the means f o r i n d o c t r i n a t i o n , 

p o s i t i o n , and c o r r e c t r e l a t i o n s w i t h i n the r i t u a l community'.*' What 

Worgul does not emphasise i s r i t u a l ' s f u n c t i o n i n the transmission of 

values and b e l i e f s from one generation t o another. T M Finn has 

developed t h i s w i t h h i s understanding of r i t u a l p r a c t i c e as a means of 

ensuring the very s u r v i v a l of C h r i s t i a n i t y i n l a t e second century 

Rome.*" He argued t h a t C h r i s t i a n i t y only survived i n the harsh s o c i a l 

climate of the Graeco-Roman world through the development of the 

catechuraenate, 'a dynamic r i t u a l process' f o r the s o c i a l i s a t i o n of new 

C h r i s t i a n s . C h r i s t i a n i t y was a l i m i n a l phenomenon i n h a b i t i n g 'a shadow 

world between c i t i z e n and t r a n s i e n t a l i e n ' and had subnormal l e g a l 

s t a t u s due t o i t s r e f u s a l t o acknowledge the Roman r e l i g i o u s system. 

Finn suggested t h a t i t i s u n s u r p r i s i n g t o f i n d i n such a l i m i n a l group 

a f e r t i l e source of myth, symbol and r i t u a l . The r i t u a l i s t i c 
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catechumenate served t o s o c i a l i s e and refashion the i n i t i a t e s at the 
same time as renewing the community's values and regenerating i t s 
i n t e r n a l s o c i a l s t r u c t u r e s . 

I t i s noticeeible, however, t h a t i n t h e i r a p p l i c a t i o n of Van 

Gennep's model, n e i t h e r Worgul nor Finn provide a f u l l account of the 

i n d i v i d u a l ' s p o s t - i n i t i a t i o n s o c i a l network. Finn f o r instcuice speaks 

of a journey from Roman so c i e t y t o C h r i s t i a n community. But i t has t o 

be n o t i c e d t h a t many i n i t i a t e d C h r i s t i a n s s t i l l r e t a i n e d t h e i r secular 

occupations. I t would thus be more accurate, i n the l i g h t of the 

account of r i t u a l given above, t o speak of a journey i n the sense of a 

're - c e n t r i n g ' of the i n d i v i d u a l i n the C h r i s t i a n community and of 

Roman s o c i e t y as a s o c i a l matrix a t the lower l e v e l . At a higher 

l e v e l , by v i r t u e of the transformatory operation of baptism, the 

neophytes became p a r t of the l i m i n a l C h r i s t i a n community. 

3.4 Rela t i o n t o the Human Life-Cycle 

E a r l i e r , two forms of i n i t i a t i o n were i d e n t i f i e d ; one t h a t was 

determined by p u r e l y s o c i a l f a c t o r s and another than r e l a t e d both t o 

the p h y s i o l o g i c a l and the s o c i a l . Baptism has been divorced from 

p h y s i o l o g i c a l f a c t o r s and conceived s o l e l y as the entrance t o the 

Church; equa l l y , i t has been perceived as having a close connection 

w i t h b i o l o g i c a l f a c t o r s . Hence the f o u r t h p a r a l l e l concern between the 

anthropology of r i t u a l and the theology of baptism. 

H i s t o r i c a l l y some of the C h r i s t i a n sacraments have demonstrated a 

tendency t o appropriate occasions i n the human l i f e - c y c l e t o the poi n t 

t h a t they become the sole preserve of the Church. R i t u a l l y t h i s i s t o 

be expected since anthropologists have c l e a r l y pointed out t h a t r i t u a l 
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enables humanity t o respond a p p r o p r i a t e l y t o p a r t i c u l a r l i f e - c r i s i s 

s i t u a t i o n s such as b i r t h , puberty, marriage and death. However, a key 

t h e o l o g i c a l issue a t stake here i s one t h a t has been i d e n t i f i e d by D N 

Power. I t i s whether: 

the s p e c i a l character of C h r i s t i a n worship which emphasises 
personal conversion, f a i t h and 'eschaton' can properly emerge 
i n c e l e b r a t i o n s of the l i f e - c y c l e , or whether such ce l e b r a t i o n 
i s not more p r o p e r l y the province of c i v i l i n s t i t u t i o n s . " 

I n h i s a n a l y s i s Power stressed the problems of a s o l u t i o n based on the 

sevenfold sacramental system, since there i s no i n t r i n s i c r e l a t i o n s h i p 

between the sacramental r i t e and the f i x e d moment. Free, personal 

choice and conversion i s what i s s a i d t o determine the sacramental, 

and i f sacraments have r i t e s of passage aspects i n t r i n s i c t o them then 

i t has t o do w i t h a phase i n the i n d i v i d u a l l i f e , r ather than a 

precise event. He concludes: 

i f there are t o be r i t u a l s f o r the key-moments of the l i f e -
c ycle they have a form and a meaning d i s t i n c t from the 
t r a d i t i o n a l sacraments. They are ra t h e r r i t e s t o mark the 
occasions on which the question of personal passage symbolized 
i n the sacraments i s r a i s e d w i t h i n the context of c r i s i s 
moments belonging t o the l i f e - c y c l e as such.'^ 

For Power, then, a sacrament symbolises personal transformation, and 

responds t o the v i t a l questions of l i f e r a i s e d i n the h i s t o r i c a l 

order, provoked by f e e l i n g s of v u l n e r a b i l i t y and a sense of the 

seriousness of the moment. C h r i s t i a n sacraments serve t o i n t e r p r e t 

such moments showing how i n the i n c a r n a t i o n God i n Jesus C h r i s t passed 

through such weakness, transforming i t and opening up humanity's 

f u t u r e . 

Power's emphasis on conversion means an underplaying of i n f a n t 

baptism and i s probably determined by a p a s t o r a l approach seeking t o 

guard against a prevalent use of sacraments which undermines t h e i r 

meanings. W h i l s t h i s comments can be generally accepted, the 
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r e l a t i o n s h i p between the order of h i s t o r y and the order of grace may 
i n f a c t be c l a r i f i e d more p r e c i s e l y by the d i s t i n c t i o n between an 
i n i t i a t i o n which has s o l e l y s o c i a l aspects and one which combines both 
n a t u r a l and s o c i a l components. This i s possible because when baptism 
has been l i n k e d t o the human being's h i s t o r y , i t has been t o the two 
l i f e - c y c l e events of b i r t h and death. 

That baptism has been l i n k e d t o b i r t h has been a universal 

C h r i s t i a n phenomenon since a t l e a s t 200AD. However, what i s o f t e n 

overlooked i s the l i n k t h a t has been made between baptism and death. 

The case of Constantine who was baptised s h o r t l y before h i s death i s 

the premier example of delaying baptism u n t i l the end of l i f e , a 

p r a c t i c e which developed i n the l i g h t of a f o u r t h century 

understanding of penance as something performed once only i n a 

l i f e t i m e . " However, i n the t h i r d , century baptism was also associated 

w i t h death through the p r a c t i c e of b a p t i s i n g catechumens who faced the 

p o s s i b i l i t y o f death p r i o r t o the Easter baptismal r i t e s . ' * 

I n a d d i t i o n , there i s a reading of the h i s t o r y of i n f a n t baptism, 

expounded r e c e n t l y by M Searle, which suggests t h a t the p r a c t i c e of 

the guainprimum i s r e l a t e d t o emergency c l i n i c a l baptism.'^ I n p a t r i s t i c 

times i t seems as though i n f a n t s would normally be kept f o r baptism a t 

the Easter f o l l o w i n g t h e i r b i r t h , but l i k e the s e r i o u s l y i l l 

catechumen, any r i s k of an e a r l i e r death would have meant baptism 

wit h o u t delay. Searle's reading i s supported by the p a r t i c u l a r l i t u r g y 

e v e n t u a l l y chosen f o r the occasion which was i n f a c t the r i t e f o r 

b a p t i s i n g those who were dying, and also by an e d i c t of the Council of 

Florence i n 1442 which spoke of the imminent danger of death as the 

r a t i o n a l e f o r the p r a c t i c e of quamprimum.'^ 
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H i s t o r i c a l l y , t h e r e f o r e , the t i m i n g of baptism was determined by 

impending death i n the same way as i t was by the moment of b i r t h . I n 

the t w e n t i e t h century, w i t h low i n f a n t m o r t a l i t y , the question i s now 

whether baptism should be determined - i n i t s t i m i n g and i n i t s 

theology - by i t s r e l a t i o n s h i p t o the b i r t h event. Nevertheless, the 

human i n s t i n c t f o r l i n k i n g sacraments t o l i f e - c y c l e events i s a 

s i g n i f i c a n t one f o r baptism understood from the perspective of r i t u a l . 

The observation t h a t the u n i v e r s a l r i t u a l s are those which r i t u a l i s e 

b i r t h and death can be taken w i t h the accepted view among 

ant h r o p o l o g i s t s t h a t r i t u a l i s a response t o the f r a g i l i t y emd 

transience of human l i f e . I f t h i s i s demonstrated most c l e a r l y i n 

b i r t h and death i t i s t o be expected t h a t the sacrament t h a t has most 

t o do w i t h human redemption should show a tension between being a 

s o c i a l t r a n s f o r m a t i o n and having a p h y s i o l o g i c a l determinant; t h i s i s 

something t h a t i s r e f l e c t e d i n the way baptism shares i n the universal 

c h a r a c t e r i s t i c o f a r i t e of passage t o appropriate t o i t s e l f the 

symbols and metaphors of b i r t h and death." By employing these images 

baptism engages i n an act of mutual i n t e r p r e t a t i o n w i t h the two most 

poignant events i n human h i s t o r y ; the p h y s i o l o g i c a l events of b i r t h 

and death come t o e x p l i c a t e baptism, and baptism i n t u r n as a 

sacrament which represents Jesus C h r i s t e x p l i c a t e s them i n the l i g h t 

of C h r i s t i a n f a i t h . I t i s t h i s act of d i a l e c t i c a l i n t e r p r e t a t i o n , one 

t h a t p o t e n t i a l l y overcomes the dualism between grace and h i s t o r y , 

which i s l a c k i n g from Power's account. While i t would be h i g h l y 

i n a p p r o p r i a t e t o suggest a r e - l i n k i n g of baptism and death, the 

propensity f o r theology t o l i n k b i r t h w i t h baptism r e f l e c t s an 

i n s t i n c t t h a t i s well-known t o the anthropologist and has the 
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p o t e n t i a l t o produce an i n t e r p r e t a t i o n of b i r t h which an adult baptism 
i n t r i n s i c a l l y f a i l s t o provide. 

The argument of t h i s chapter may now be summarised. Commencing 

w i t h some foundational suppositions about r i t u a l which have been 

assumed w i t h i n recent sacramental theology, four issues from the 

h i s t o r y of baptism have now been shown t o p a r a l l e l the concerns of the 

s o c i a l a n t h ropologists i n t h e i r adumbration of human r i t u a l . The 

t h e o r e t i c a l d i r e c t i o n i n which t h i s p o i n t s i s t h a t there i s something 

i m p l i c i t i n the way i n which baptism has been t r e a t e d by theologians 

t h a t i n d i c a t e s an understanding based on the p r i n c i p l e s of human 

r i t u a l . I t i s t h e r e f o r e w i t h confidence t h a t C h r i s t i a n baptism may be 

understood i n anth r o p o l o g i c a l terms: i t has a purposive dimension as a 

r i t u a l of t r a n s f o r m a t i o n , one t h a t brings decisive change t o the being 

of the i n d i v i d u a l , h i s or her s o c i a l r e l a t i o n s h i p s and the meanings of 

l i f e - c y c l e events: i t also has an a s s e r t i v e dimension which i n t e r p r e t s 

both the key events of b i r t h and death and the fundamental change 

e f f e c t e d w i t h i n the r e c i p i e n t . 

The method f o r e s t a b l i s h i n g t h i s confidence - adumbrating a model 

of r i t u a l i n ant h r o p o l o g i c a l categories - contains important 

i m p l i c a t i o n s f o r a methodology f o r o u t l i n i n g a baptismal theology. One 

i m p l i c a t i o n l i e s i n the assumed d i s t i n c t i o n between the i n t e r p r e t a t i v e 

viewpoint of the i n q u i r e r and. t h a t of the p a r t i c i p a n t . The former view 

i s centred upon explanation and pursues an analysis t h a t attempts t o 

place what t h e r i t u a l p a r t i c i p a n t s are doing w i t h i n the wider 

framework of the s o c i a l , and o f t e n involves working w i t h unconscious 

motivations and symbolic connections. The l a t t e r perspective places 

the emphasis on what the r i t u a l actor t h i n k s t h a t they are doing." I n 
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addressing t h i s d i s t i n c t i o n , C Geertz has r e f i n e d the dichotomy i n 
terms of diagnosis and- t h i c k d e s c r i p t i o n r e s p e c t i v e l y and warned 
against the danger of emphasising the former t o the detriment of the 
l a t t e r ; t h i s could lead t o a ' s o c i o l o g i c a l aestheticism' whereby 
contact i s l o s t w i t h 'the hard surfaces of l i f e ' . ' ' I t i s f o r t h i s 
reason t h a t the r i t u a l perspective w i l l involve not simply diagnostic 
analysis but also the d e r i v a t i o n of i n s i g h t from iconographic 
a r t i f a c t s i n an attempt t o understand what i t was thought was 
happening i n baptism by the p a r t i c i p a n t s themselves. 

Another i m p l i c a t i o n l i e s i n the d i s t i n c t i o n provided by Geertz, 

One question t h a t i s the preserve of the observer i s t h a t concerning 

the r e l a t i o n s h i p between myth and r i t u a l . Another anthropologist has 

r i g h t l y observed t h a t there i s a c e r t a i n p r i o r i t y given i n 

C h r i s t i a n i t y t o the 'myth' t h a t i s associated w i t h i t s key r i t u a l s , 

Following t h i s i n s t i n c t , chapter three w i l l introduce the subject of 

myth from the anth r o p o l o g i c a l viewpoint w i t h a view t o proposing a 

model t h a t can more c l o s e l y define the r e l a t i o n s h i p and give a 

p r e s c r i p t i o n f o r how i n baptism, 'myth' might be appropriated. This 

w i l l provide the necessary context f o r an appreciation of the symbolic 

a c t i o n of baptism focused i n the concepts of symbol i t s e l f i n chapter 

four and symbolic words, or metaphors, i n chapter f i v e . 
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Chapter Three 

Myth, R i t u a l and the Story of Jesus^Baptism 

1 Anthropological Perspectives on Myth and i t s Relationship w i t h 

R i t u a l 

A watershed i n modern understanding of myth has been located 

around 1920. P r i o r t o t h i s myth was perceived i n categories such as 

' f i c t i o n ' , ' i n v e n t i o n ' and ' f a b l e ' ; i n the s c i e n t i f i c r a t i o n a l i s m of 

the nineteenth century mythos became contrasted w i t h both logos and 

h i s t o r i a s i g n i f y i n g something f a l s e and unreal. From the 1920s, 

however, the concept of myth has deepened, something brought about by 

a heightened a p p r e c i a t i o n of what might be l a b e l l e d archaic or 

p r i m i t i v e s o c i e t i e s . I n t h i s context myth i s understood as a true 

s t o r y , one which i s at once sacred and exemplary. Beyond t h i s , 

contemporary usage o f the word myth c a r r i e s w i t h i t an ambiguity which 

depends on whether i t s i l l u s o r y or i t s value-giving p r o p e r t i e s are 

emphasised.^ I t i s now the case t h a t , w i t h i n academic discourse a t 

l e a s t , a consensual approach t o myth cannot be found. One recent 
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w r i t e r who has examined the c r i t i c a l theory of myth i n four t w e n t i e t h 
century t h i n k e r s asserts t h a t i n each case myth i s an ' a r t i f a c t ' , 
c r e a t i v e l y constructed from the i n t e l l e c t u a l concerns of the t h e o r i s t s 
and t h e i r i n t e r a c t i o n w i t h t h e i r s o c i a l and academic m i l i e u . ^ 

Notwithstanding the m u l t i p l i c i t y of d e f i n i t i o n s i t i s possible t o 

i d e n t i f y a f r u i t f u l c o n t r i b u t i o n t o the subject of myth from the work 

of s o c i a l a n t h r o p o l o g i s t s . F i r s t of a l l , through the w r i t i n g s of two 

ant h r o p o l o g i s t s a p a r t i c u l a r perspective on myth w i l l be developed. 

Secondly, through reference t o p a r t i c u l a r ethnographic examples, i t 

w i l l be shown how a r e l a t i o n s h i p between myth and r i t u a l might be 

characterised. 

1.1 Two Perspectives on Myth 

The emergence of the deeper understanding of myth has been 

f a c i l i t a t e d by two formative c o n t r i b u t i o n s from the d i s c i p l i n e of 

s o c i a l anthropology. Each has centred around an i n f l u e n t i a l f i g u r e , B 

Malinowski and C Levi-Strauss r e s p e c t i v e l y . 

Malinowski's t h i n k i n g about myth was rooted i n c a r e f u l l y drawn 

d i s t i n c t i o n s between categories of s t o r i e s . The term 'myth' i s o l a t e s 

one class of human s t o r i e s from a range of possible c l a s s i f i c a t i o n s 

i n c l u d i n g legends, heroic s t o r i e s and h i s t o r y . Indeed, i n one 

important work he regards h i s most important statement as the 

as s e r t i o n of the very existence of the category of myth.^ I n h i s 

f i e l d w o r k Malinowski d i s c r i m i n a t e d between categories of what are 

loos e l y c a l l e d f o l k t a l e s , and he described how he d i d t h i s by focusing 

more on c u l t u r a l s e t t i n g than on actual content. 'Fairy t a l e s ' are 

t o l d p u r e l y f o r entertainment and consist of ' t r i b a l f i c t i o n ' which i s 
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devoid of moral, r i t u a l or any other t r u t h f u l import. ' H i s t o r i c a l 
legends' are t o l d t o assert a p a r t i c u l a r family's lineage; they 
contain heroic episodes, but r a r e l y ones based on miracles or the 
supernatural realm. 'Myths' on the other hand are r e l a t e d f o r profound 
purposes and are i n t i m a t e l y connected w i t h r e l i g i o u s b e l i e f , e t h i c s , 
the s o c i a l order or r i t u a l . Myths are sacred, containing references 
t o : 

a miracle which i s f i r m l y believed i n , a miracle, moreover, 
which as l i k e l y as not, w i l l be re-enacted i n a p a r t i a l and 
modified form through the r i t u a l of n a t i v e magic and r e l i g i o n . ^ 

Myth r e l a t e s the r e l i g i o u s t r u t h about how things were created^ and, 

here i s the essence of myth, i n i t s ' a f f i r m a t i o n of primeval 

miracles'.' Although myth i s regarded as t r u t h , the Trobriand 

i s l a n d e r s , according t o Malinowski, c l e a r l y d i s t i n g u i s h e d between the 

world of supernatural myth and everyday r e a l i t y . There i s a cleavage 

between the two since i t i s believed t h a t mythical events do not 

a c t u a l l y happen i n the present.' 

The category of myth f o r Malinowski contained the s t o r i e s which he 

saw as the most important of a l l t h a t were t o l d by the Islanders. As 

such, myth i s 'an indispensable i n g r e d i e n t of a l l c u l t u r e ' and located 

i n the context of the 'three dimensional r e a l i t y of f u l l life'.° Hence 

Malinowski was also concerned t o disabuse a l t e r n a t i v e , and i n h i s view 

inadequate, understandings of myth by European anthropologists. He 

argued t h a t myth was not a 'rhapsodic rendering of n a t u r a l phenomena', 

nor the r e s u l t of contemplation on nature which attempted a symbolic 

r e p r e s e n t a t i o n of i t s laws. Neither was i t a p r i m i t i v e science, an 

explanatory s p e c u l a t i o n on contemporary phenomena borne from 

p h i l o s o p h i c a l enquiry, and nor was i t an h i s t o r i c a l chronology of past 

events.' A l l three c h a r a c t e r i s a t i o n s could not be established as 
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dominant themes from Malinowski's observations of p r i m i t i v e c u l t u r e 
and could be regarded as uni-dimensional and as dispassionate verbal 
phenomena. 

Thus context was v i t a l t o Malinowski's understanding of myth. 

Whilst advantage i s gained from an academic study of myth which 

enables a c e r t a i n a b s t r a c t i o n , and th e r e f o r e independence from the 

s o c i e t y under observation, a myth i s a n a r r a t i v e w i t h a concrete 

l o c a t i o n i n a l i v i n g c u l t u r e . As a myth i s r e c i t e d i t e f f e c t s both 

t e l l e r and audience, producing a deeper l e v e l of meaning than t h a t 

which may be derived from the study of the t e x t . The exact e f f e c t w i l l 

vary according t o context, but the important p o i n t i s t h a t myth i s 

'not an i d l e rhapsody, not an aimless outpouring of vain imaginings, 

but a hard-working extremely important c u l t u r a l force'^'', which i s 

a c t i v a t e d a t those c u l t u r a l moments when ' r i t e , ceremony, or a s o c i a l 

or moral r u l e demands j u s t i f i c a t i o n , warrant or a u t h o r i t y , r e a l i t y , 

and s a n c t i t y ' .̂ ^ 

Myth has a f u n c t i o n i n s o c i e t y and e m p i r i c a l knowledge of t h i s 

through f i e l d w o r k makes a v i t a l c o n t r i b u t i o n t o an evaluation of i t s 

meaning. I t i s the f i e l d w o r k context which leads Malinowski t o the 

n o t i o n of a myth as a ' s o c i o l o g i c a l charter'. Only when t h i s i s made 

the primary reference f o r any study of myth can a l t e r n a t i v e 

d e f i n i t i o n s assume t h e i r appropriate t h e o r e t i c a l p o s i t i o n s , as 

s u b s i d i a r y considerations.^^ There i s no denial t h a t the content of a 

myth may r e f l e c t a kernel of h i s t o r i c a l t r u t h , have an element of 

nature symbolism and f u l f i l an explanatory r o l e . However, they become 

coherent c h a r a c t e r i s a t i o n s only when t h e i r paradigmatic status i s re

aligned behind t h a t of a l e g i t i m a t i n g and c h a r t e r - g i v i n g f u n c t i o n , one 
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t h a t i s c l o s e l y r e l a t e d t o mythology's concern w i t h o r i g i n s and t h e i r 
sacredness. 

The s o c i o l o g i c a l c h a r t e r contains w i t h i n i t , f o r Malinowski, an 

under l y i n g s t r u c t u r e of human behaviour; i t i s the 'simple empirical 

t r u t h ' t h a t a 'norm of general conduct' i s followed, p a r t i c u l a r l y i f 

i t i s t h a t of a primeval and supernatural ancestor. I n one sense then 

myth i s a pr e s e n t a t i o n of the r e a l i n the terms of the i d e a l . A myth 

w i l l present the p o s s i b i l i t i e s f o r success, i n say a f i s h i n g 

e x p e d i t i o n , and feed the imagination w i t h the e l a b o r a t i o n of 'cin i d e a l 

towards which t h e i r desires must go o u t ' . " 

Much of Malinowski's t h i n k i n g on myth i s summed up when he 

port r a y s myth as: 

a s t o r y which i s t o l d [ e i t h e r ] i n order t o e s t a b l i s h a b e l i e f , 
t o serve as a precedent i n ceremony or r i t u a l , or t o rank as a 
p a t t e r n of moral or r e l i g i o u s conduct. Mythology, t h e r e f o r e , or 
the sacred t r a d i t i o n of a s o c i e t y , i s a body of n a r r a t i v e s 
woven i n t o t h e i r c u l t u r e , d i c t a t i n g t h e i r b e l i e f , d e f i n i n g 
t h e i r r i t u a l , a c t i n g as the charter of t h e i r s o c i a l order and 
the p a t t e r n of t h e i r moral behaviour. Every myth has n a t u r a l l y 
a l i t e r a r y content, since i t i s always a n a r r a t i v e , but t h i s 
n a r r a t i v e i s not merely a piece of e n t e r t a i n i n g f i c t i o n or 
explanatory statement t o the b e l i e v e r . I t i s a t r u e account of 
sensational events which have shaped the c o n s t i t u t i o n of the 
world, the essence of moral conduct, and determines the r i t u a l 
conduct between man and h i s maker, or other powers t h a t be.^^ 

Malinowski's understanding of myth, t h e r e f o r e , i s a 

multidimensional one: myth i s d i s t i n g u i s h e d from other l i t e r a r y 

components i n c u l t u r e by t h e i r charter c o n f e r r i n g s t a t u s , by t h e i r 

sacred and venerated content which presents the r e a l i n terms of the 

i d e a l and also by t h e i r concern w i t h o r i g i n s . Above a l l , though, the 

observation t h a t myth i s n a r r a t i v e i s a c e n t r a l one. Myth's n a r r a t i v e 

form i s not accidental and d i f f e r e n t i a t e s i t from a set of ideas such 
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as a cosmology; i t i s a s p e c i f i c ordering of events i n time, even 
though t h a t time i s primeval, unspecified cuid beyond the contemporary 
memory, which 'anchors the present i n the p a s t ' . " I n ordering s p e c i f i c 
events the n a r r a t i v e presents a p o i n t of o r i g i n t h a t i s a c r e a t i o n or 
t r a n s f o r m a t i o n ; from t h i s the c h a r t e r i n g f u n c t i o n derives, p r o v i d i n g a 
p o t e n t i a l t r a c i n g of s o c i a l a c t i o n t o a primeval but temporal source-
event. This may be s a i d t o be the f i n a l key t o Malinowski's theory of 
mythology: 'myth does not argue, but presents' i n n a r r a t i v e form." As 
the a n t h r o p o l o g i s t P S Cohen has h e l p f u l l y expressed i t : 

t o locate t h i n g s i n time, even i f the exact time i s 
u n s p e c i f i e d , creates a f a r more e f f e c t i v e device f o r 
l e g i t i m a t i o n than simply c r e a t i n g a set of abstract ideas 
which are t i m e l e s s . " 

There i s wide acceptance i n anthropological c i r c l e s of 

Malinowski's views on myth, even i f only as an i n i t i a l working 

assumption. A cautionary use of the l a b e l ' f u n c t i o n a l i s t ' may be 

adopted t o characterise the t h e o r e t i c a l p o s i t i o n they represent, 

expressing the concern t o locate t h e i r r o l e w i t h i n a s o c i a l frcimework. 

C o n t i n u i t y w i t h the transformatory view of r i t u a l taken i n chapter two 

i s found i n V W Turner's w r i t i n g s . He has p e r c e p t i v e l y remarked: 

'myths t r e a t of o r i g i n s but derive from t r a n s i t i o n s ' . However, not 

only does Turner observe t h a t myths are phenomena o f t e n narrated i n 

times or places t h a t are l i m i n a l l y s i t u a t e d , he also argues t h a t they 

describe t r a n s i t i o n s . I n t h e i r d e s c r i p t i o n of o r i g i n s they assert the 

t r a n s f o r m a t i o n of one s t a t e of a f f a i r s t o another; f o r instance, an 

unpopulated world becomes a populated one, human i m m o r t a l i t y i s l o s t 

and m o r t a l i t y assumed and androgynous beings become male and female." 
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The second formative approach t o myth may be said t o have arisen 
out of the d i f f i c u l t i e s associated w i t h the f u n c t i o n a l i s t p o s i t i o n . A 
c e n t r a l c r i t i c i s m has been t h a t the very st r e n g t h of Malinowski's 
theory - h i s o v e r r i d i n g emphasis on s o c i o l o g i c a l context - i s also a 
weakness, since i t was achieved at the expense of any d e t a i l e d 
examination of the n a r r a t i v e c o n t e n t . " To overcome t h i s a stress was 
brought t o bear on an analysis of a myth's n a r r a t i v e character. 
Regarded as a ' s t r u c t u r a l i s t ' perspective, a primary influence was a 
c o n v i c t i o n shared w i t h f o l k l o r i s t s t h a t myth was a p a r t i c u l a r form of 
the f o l k t a l e , the l a t t e r conceived as a ' t r a d i t i o n a l , dramatic, o r a l 
n a r r a t i v e ' . ^ " I t was suggested t h a t a f o l k t a l e had a 'morphology', 
which was 'the d e s c r i p t i o n of the f o l k t a l e according t o i t s component 
p a r t s and the r e l a t i o n s h i p of these components t o the whole'.^^ 

I t was i n the n o t i o n of morphology t h a t Levi-Strauss found an 

a n t i c i p a t i o n of h i s own proposals f o r a s t r u c t u r a l analysis, although 

he argued t h a t i t s methodology was inadequate on account of i t s 

f o r m a l i s t i c emphasis which opposed the form of the n a r r a t i v e t o i t s 

content and made the assumption t h a t only the l a t t e r i s i n t e l l i g i b l e . 

For the s t r u c t u r a l i s t a n t h r o p o l o g i s t , however, both form and content 

are of the same nature, i n t e l l i g i b l e and open t o the same type of 

a n a l y s i s . T h e r e i s no o u t r i g h t r e j e c t i o n of the e s s e n t i a l i n s i g h t s 

o f f e r e d by the f u n c t i o n a l i s t ; the f u n c t i o n of myth as a charter f o r 

s o c i a l s t r u c t u r e s i s accepted as v a l i d . " U l t i m a t e l y , however, the 

f u n c t i o n a l i s t perspective i s perceived as a l i m i t i n g one and the 

s t r u c t u r a l i s t method seeks t o move beyond i t s frame of reference. 

Most i m p o r t a n t l y , and Levi-Strauss adds t h i s t o an acknowledgement 

of the s o c i o l o g i c a l c h a r t e r , i t i s argued t h a t myths: 
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make i t possible t o discover the operational modes of the human 
mind, which have remained so constant over the centuries, and 
are so widespread over geographical distances, t h a t we can 
assume them t o be fundamental and can seek t o f i n d them i n 
other s o c i e t i e s and i n other areas of mental l i f e , where t h e i r 
presence was not suspected, and whose nature i s thereby 
i l l u m i n a t e d . ^ * 

I n Levi-Strauss' i n v e s t i g a t i o n of myth, the o b j e c t i v e was t o locate 

the s t r u c t u r e t h a t gives 'access t o the mechanism of thought'" and 

allows an i n v e s t i g a t i o n i n t o the u n i v e r s a l workings of the human mind. 

This i s framed i n terms of d i s t i n c t i o n s cuid b i n a r y oppositions which 

provide the l o g i c of the associations made i n mythology. I n the words 

of I S t r e n s k i , myth f o r Levi-Strauss i s a 'strongly s t r u c t u r e d , 

important s t o r y ' . " What i s being s a i d by the myth i s i n f e r r e d by the 

discovery of i t s underlying mental s t r u c t u r e s . That i s the object of 

what may be c a l l e d the s e m i o t i c - s t r u c t u r a l i s t study of myth. 

Like the f u n c t i o n a l i s t theory the s t r u c t u r a l i s t method has i t s 

weaknesses when i t i s deployed i n i t s extreme form. So the emphasis on 

the search f o r the s t r u c t u r e of the human mind can e l i d e the very 

n a r r a t i v e q u a l i t y which gave r i s e t o t h a t i n q u i r y . Also, the 

c h a r t e r i n g f u n c t i o n can be disregarded as the s o c i o l o g i c a l context 

diminishes i n importance. Nevertheless, t h i s a l t e r n a t i v e approach t o 

myth i s not incompatible w i t h the f i r s t and i t brings some key 

emphases. Not l e a s t i t stresses the nature of myth as a humcui response 

t o the ' i n s o l u b l e ' c o n d i t i o n i n which humanity f i n d s i t s e l f immersed, 

namely the v i c i s s i t u d e s of nature. M Bloch summarises t h i s view by 

n o t i n g t h a t myths are 'speculations' which t a c k l e the problems of the 

world and t h a t i n mythology human beings 'bruise themselves on the 

c o n t r a d i c t i o n s of e x i s t e n c e ' . " A l t e r n a t i v e l y , i t may be said t h a t myth 

operates as a ' s o c i a l l y imposed hermeneutic f o r experience' i n as much 

as i t encapsulates humanity's response t o the 'zone of u n c e r t a i n t y ' , 
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namely 'the set of events' which produce ' s i g n i f i c a n t e f f e c t s f o r 
which there e x i s t no r e a d i l y perceivable causes f o r a large number of 
a s o c i e t y ' s members'.^^ 

Another valued emphasis comes w i t h the weight the s t r u c t u r a l i s t 

method gives t o a diachronic understanding of myth. The permanence of 

the s t r u c t u r e s of the human mind allows Levi-Strauss t o assert t h a t 

one myth may have a number of a l t e r n a t i v e versions; a v a l i d analysis 

of the myth must t h e r e f o r e include a l l v a r i a n t s , since 'there i s no 

s i n g l e " t r u e " v e r s i o n of which a l l the others are but copies or 

d i s t o r t i o n s . Every v e r s i o n belongs to the myth'." Thus, every re

t e l l i n g of a myth, w i t h a l l the contrasts w i t h i t s antecedent 

n a r r a t i o n s , becomes p a r t of t h a t myth and has an e f f e c t on i t s 

i d e n t i t y , i t s f u t u r e perception and a p p r o p r i a t i o n . The r e - t e l l i n g of a 

myth i s something t h a t has an h i s t o r i c a l dimension, since the t e l l e r 

i s r e l a t e d t o previous generations who have t o l d and r e - t o l d the myth. 

Whilst Levi-Strauss can t r e a t the n a r r a t i v e aspect of myth as somewhat 

secondary t o the s t r u c t u r e of human thought h i s drawing a t t e n t i o n t o 

the diachronic c o n s t r u c t i o n of myth through r e - t e l l i n g i n d i f f e r e n t 

contexts i s an important c o n t r i b u t i o n t o the theory of myth. 

H i t h e r t o , the c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s of myth have been tr e a t e d on a 

general l e v e l . Most i m p o r t a n t l y i t has emerged t h a t myth, ta k i n g the 

form of a n a r r a t i v e t h a t concerns i t s e l f w i t h o r i g i n s , and therefore 

by i m p l i c a t i o n , transformations, has a capacity t o exercise a 

s o c i o l o g i c a l c h a r t e r on human l i f e . The aspect of human l i f e t h a t i s 

r e l e v a n t t o t h i s essay i s r i t u a l p r a c t i c e , and so now the r e l a t i o n s h i p 

between myth and r i t u a l r equires f u r t h e r e x p l o r a t i o n . 
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1.2 Myth and i t s Relationship w i t h R i t u a l 

Questions i n v e s t i g a t i n g the r e l a t i o n s h i p between myth and r i t u a l 

may be introduced by some observations from Turner which both r e f l e c t 

h i s t h i n k i n g on the concept of transformations and are apposite t o an 

a p p l i c a t i o n of r i t u a l categories t o a C h r i s t i a n sacrament. He 

commented t h a t i n the genesis of a r e l i g i o u s movement there i s a 

q u a l i t y which shares much w i t h the l i m i n a l moments experienced w i t h i n 

a t r a d i t i o n a l r i t u a l . There i s a l i m i n a l i t y , 'spontaneously generated 

i n a s i t u a t i o n of r a d i c a l s t r u c t u r a l change' which corresponds t o the 

communitas of a t r a n s i t i o n a l r i t e . He argues t h a t i n the decline of 

the 'primal impetus' charisma becomes r o u t i n i s e d : the a c t i v i t y of the 

prophet and h i s f o l l o w e r s becomes 'a behavioural model t o be 

represented i n stereotyped and selected l i t u r g i c a l form'. A r i t u a l 

s t r u c t u r e then emerges which has two aspects: 

on the one hand, the h i s t o r i c a l deeds of the prophet and h i s 
clo s e s t companions become a sacred h i s t o r y ; on the other 
hand, both the deeds of the founder and h i s v i s i o n s and 
messages achieve c r y s t a l l i z a t i o n i n the symbolic objects and 
a c t i v i t i e s of c y c l i c a l and r e p e t i t i v e r i t u a l s . " 

Therefore, not only i s l i m i n a l i t y c o n d i t i o n a l f o r the emergence of 

myth but i t i s also the occasion f o r i n s p i r a t i o n a l forms which are 

r o u t i n i s e d i n a 'symbolic mimesis' i n subsequent s o c i a l contexts. I n 

the terminology introduced above, the sacred h i s t o r y charters 

subsequent s o c i a l a c t i o n ; i n Turner's own words, a 'creative deed 

becomes an e t h i c a l or r i t u a l p a r a d i g m ' . T h i s , however, leads on t o a 

f u r t h e r question. Might the nature of the r e l a t i o n s h i p between a myth 

and i t s r i t u a l be characterised more s p e c i f i c a l l y , and e s p e c i a l l y i n 

i t s p a r t i c u l a r f u n c t i o n as a s o c i o l o g i c a l charter? 
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At an i n i t i a l l e v e l , each of the anthropological approaches t o 
myth c o n t r i b u t e s t o the r e l a t i o n s h i p ' s c h a r a c t e r i s a t i o n i n the 
broadest sense. The f u n c t i o n a l i s t theory contends t h a t myth cannot be 
studied other than w i t h i n the s o c i a l context w i t h which i s i t s 
associated. Myth studied out of context i s i n danger of being 
perceived as fantasy; t a k i n g i n t o account i t s r e l a t i o n t o i t s s o c i a l 
context, i n c l u d i n g any r i t u a l f o r which i t acts as a charter, 
precludes t h i s type of judgement. I n contr a s t t o t h i s , a sharp 
p r e s e n t a t i o n of the s t r u c t u r a l i s t view can r e j e c t any causal l i n k 
between a myth and a p a t t e r n of s o c i a l a c t i o n . Levi-Strauss could 
c h a r a c t e r i s e the f u n c t i o n a l i s t p o s i t i o n as one i n which 'the myth and 
the r i t e reproduce each other, the one at the l e v e l of a c t i o n the 
other at the l e v e l of i d e a s ' . A c t u a l l y , he argued, t h i s i s 
demonstrable i n only a very small number of cases, and even then i t i s 
to be regarded as a p a r t i c u l a r example of the more generalised case i n 
which myth and r i t u a l e x i s t together i n a d i a l e c t i c a l r e l a t i o n s h i p 
w i t h i n the same context. The i m p l i c a t i o n s of t h i s f o r the 
s t r u c t u r a l i s t method are t h a t a comparison of myth and r i t u a l i s t o be 
undertaken w i t h i n the s o c i e t y i n question and i n neighbouring ones; no 
automatic and o r d e r l y correspondence may be presumed." 

At a f u r t h e r l e v e l the assumptions made by s o c i a l anthropologists 

may not be i s o l a t e d from the long-standing debate over the 

r e l a t i o n s h i p between myth and r i t u a l which received a major focus i n 

the search f o r the o r i g i n s of Greek r e l i g i o n and drama by the 

'Cambridge R i t u a l i s t s ' i n the e a r l y years of the t w e n t i e t h century.^* 

I n t e r e s t i n t h i s group's achievements continues. I t i s of s i g n i f i c a n c e 

because i t l i n k s questions about myth and r i t u a l w i t h l i t e r a r y 
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c r i t i c i s m . For the moment, two issues a r i s e from an engagement w i t h 
t h e i r thought. 

The f i r s t issue addresses questions of u n i v e r s a l i t y cuid 

p a r t i c u l a r l y and whether i t i s arguable t h a t there i s an a p r i o r i 

r e l a t i o n s h i p between myth and r i t u a l . One of the foundational 

influences on the School was W R Robertson Smith who asserted t h a t a 

myth developed as an elaborate explanation of a r i t u a l , which was the 

primary epistemological category. The only way t o understand a myth 

t h e r e f o r e was t o locate the r i t u a l w i t h which i t was associated. 

However, i f the r i t u a l was no longer accessible the observer's task 

was t o penetrate beyond the myth i n order t o reconstruct the r i t u a l . 

The problem however i s simply t h a t Robertson Smith's case cannot be 

e m p i r i c a l l y s u b s t a n t i a t e d ; anomalies of r i t u a l s w i t h no associated 

myth and of myths t h a t are antecedent t o r i t u a l do not suggest t h a t 

the proposed a p r i o r i r e l a t i o n s h i p e x i s t s , at l e a s t on a chronological 

basis. 

Secondly, questions a r i s e over the accuracy of t e r m i n o l o g i c a l 

d e f i n i t i o n . The myth and r i t u a l t h e o r i s t s embraced the conception t h a t 

a r i t e c o n s i s t s of the ' t h i n g done' accompanied by the 'thing said'. 

The former i s the r i t u a l and the l a t t e r i s the myth; according t o one 

t h e o r i s t , myth i n the c l a s s i c a l world was the 'spoken c o r r e l a t i v e of 

the acted r i t e , the t h i n g done'. However, t h i s does not make clear 

what i s o f t e n the case e m p i r i c a l l y , t h a t there i s a d i s t i n c t i o n t o be 

made between a 'verbal formula' which i s r e c i t e d i n the r i t u a l context 

and the myth which i s n a r r a t i v e l y more complex than could be 

i n c l u d e d . T h e l e v e l of coincidence between the verbal formula and the 
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myth may vary but any attempt t o conceal the d i s t i n c t i o n becomes 
problematic. 

Thus, although there i s no genuine consensus over the r e l a t i o n s h i p 

between myth and r i t u a l , a c l u s t e r of t h e o r e t i c a l p r i n c i p l e s have been 

found t o be p e r t i n e n t : namely, t h a t there i s a necessary tension 

between a contextual analysis and one which emphasises the search f o r 

s t r u c t u r e s t h a t inform the n a r r a t i v e s ; also, t h a t there are dangers i n 

the tendency t o u n i v e r s a l i s e t h e i r r e l a t i o n s h i p , and t h a t there i s a 

requirement f o r c l e a r l y d i s t i n g u i s h e d t e c h n i c a l categories. 

These p r i n c i p l e s , representing the r e l a t i o n s h i p between myth and 

r i t u a l i n i t s broadest sense, are p r e l i m i n a r y t o the more p a r t i c u l a r 

understanding of the r e l a t i o n s h i p i n i t s c h a r t e r i n g dimension. The 

n o t i o n t h a t myth i s a c h a r t e r i n g n a r r a t i v e f o r r i t u a l may now be 

developed i n two d i r e c t i o n s . 

The f i r s t d i r e c t i o n recognises the tendency t o assume t h a t 

c h a r t e r i n g i s the sole fianction of a myth and disputes t h i s 

p r esupposition. I f t h i s i s a weakness i n Malinowski's case i t probably 

represented a d i s i l l u s i o n m e n t w i t h the a p r i o r i assumptions of 

a l t e r n a t i v e approaches t o myth and an e m p i r i c a l and pragmatic r e a c t i o n 

away from such p o s i t i o n s . I t seems, however, t h a t an approach which 

stresses t h a t a l l myths serve only one f u n c t i o n i s l i m i t e d and i t may 

be argued t h a t the c h a r t e r f u n c t i o n i s only one possible dimension of 

the o v e r a l l f u n c t i o n t h a t a myth might have w i t h i n a p a r t i c u l a r s o c i a l 

context. For instance, i n h i s dialogue w i t h s o c i a l anthropology the 

c l a s s i c i s t G S K i r k has suggested t h a t i t i s possible t o speak of a 

'typology of mythical f u n c t i o n s ' i n which myth might f i r s t of a l l be 

70 



3: Myth and the Story of Jesus' Baptism 

' n a r r a t i v e and e n t e r t a i n i n g ' , secondly 'operative, i t e r a t i v e and 

v a l i d a t o r y ' and t h i r d l y 'speculative and explanatory'." I m p l i c i t i n 

K i r k ' s account i s t h a t the myth's p o t e n t i a l m u l t i p l i c i t y of f u n c t i o n 

i s a source of i t s appeal t o humanity, i t s power and i t s sacred 

q u a l i t i e s . Cohen has expressed t h i s w e l l : 

because myths perform several l i n k e d f u n c t i o n s , and because 
they contain l e v e l s of meaning which achieve an i n t u i t i v e l y 
experienced correspondence, because myths are n a r r a t i v e s w i t h a 
time-anchored s t r u c t u r e , because they deal simultaneously w i t h 
the s o c i a l l y and p s y c h o l o g i c a l l y s i g n i f i c a n t , because they make 
use of what i s perceived and a v a i l a b l e and l i n k i t t o the 
p r i m o r d i a l sense of a deeper l e v e l of r e a l i t y , they have had 
the power which we r i g h t l y a t t r i b u t e t o them i n some 
s o c i e t i e s . 

Equally, i t i s when the d i f f e r e n t f u n c t i o n s of a myth become separated 

from each other t h a t a p r o p o r t i o n of i t s power i s l o s t . I n the 

contextual a n a l y s i s of any myth, t h e r e f o r e , an expectation should 

e x i s t t o f i n d the performance of a number of f u n c t i o n s simultaneously. 

A focus upon what has been c a l l e d the c h a r t e r i n g f u n c t i o n n e i t h e r 

presumes t h a t i t i s always present, nor precludes the simultaneous 

op e r a t i o n of other f u n c t i o n s . 

The second d i r e c t i o n recognises, and accepts at the outset, the 

broad nature of the category of 'charter' when applied t o myth. Again 

i t i s K i r k who has c r i t i c i s e d any simple acceptance of t h i s 'ambiguous 

and confusing' concept which he f i n d s 'misleadingly loose'. For 

instance, he claims, a myth which l e g i t i m a t e s a t r i b e ' s inheritcuice 

operates d i f f e r e n t l y t o one which a f f i r m s the v a l i d i t y of an 

i n s t i t u t i o n such as kingship. One may take the form of a dogmatic 

account of a mythical founder and the other may be argumentative i n 

s t y l e , suggesting the consequences of society's non-compliance. 

Equally, a myth which charters an abstract b e l i e f i s , almost by 

d e f i n i t i o n , l i k e l y t o be d i f f e r e n t i n ki n d t o one which l e g i t i m a t e s an 
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e x i s t i n g i n s t i t u t i o n ; i n c o n t r a s t , i t w i l l t y p i c a l l y involve a more 
ab s t r a c t approach, i n c l u d i n g n a r r a t i v e but w i t h an extension of i t s 
symbolic dimensions, which attempts t o solve some i n t r a c t a b l e problem 
l i k e humanity's loss of i m m o r t a l i t y . I n b r i e f . Kirk's case i s t h a t the 
concept of charter must be employed c a r e f u l l y , acknowledging t h a t 
there are d i f f e r e n t types of c h a r t e r . Moreover, K i r k draws a t t e n t i o n 
t o the overlap between a c h a r t e r i n g f u n c t i o n and an a e t i o l o g i c a l one. 
The l a t t e r , which gives an account of the o r i g i n or cause of a 
contemporary phenomenon, may be explanatory or even speculative and 
may not be c l e a r l y d i s t i n g u i s h e d from the former. A myth which 
char t e r s by r e f e r r i n g t o a past event i s l i k e l y t o have an 
a e t i o l o g i c a l dimension. Kir k ' s most important c o n t r i b u t i o n , however, 
i s simply h i s a s s e r t i o n t h a t the c h a r t e r i n g (and a e t i o l o g i c a l ) 
f u n c t i o n occurs i n s p e c i f i c ways which i t i s prudent t o specify.^' 

The p r i n c i p l e s of the r e l a t i o n s h i p between myth and r i t u a l and the 

two d i r e c t i o n s i n which the c h a r t e r i n g dimension of t h a t r e l a t i o n s h i p 

may be developed combine t o give a t h e o r e t i c a l background against 

which i t may now be shown how myths have been understood t o y i e l d up 

t h e i r s o c i o l o g i c a l force i n the c h a r t e r i n g of r i t u a l p r a c t i c e . The 

a n t h r o p o l o g i c a l l i t e r a t u r e suggests t h a t there are three p r i n c i p a l 

means. To summarise i n advance: through i t s c h a r t e r i n g myth, a r i t u a l 

may be given an appropriate h i s t o r i c a l foundation, i t may provide an 

i m i t a t i v e impulse which provokes p a r t i c u l a r r i t u a l behaviour and i t s 

symbols and metaphors may be v a l i d a t e d . Each means requires a b r i e f 

e l a b o r a t i o n . 

F i r s t of a l l , the charter myth can provide the h i s t o r i c a l 

dimension t o contemporary r i t u a l , anchoring the present i n past 
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p r a c t i c e . I n the mythological c h a r t e r i n g of a r i t u a l i t i s 
c h a r a c t e r i s t i c f o r i t s inauguration t o be described, e i t h e r i n 
mythical time or time which i s acknowledged t o be h i s t o r i c a l . Such 
myths vary i n t h e i r complexity. I n Turner's account of the Ndembu 
circumc i s i o n r i t u a l the myth simply r e l a t e s the f i r s t circumcision of 
a Ndembu boy and how t h i s was tremsferred t o other boys u n t i l there 
developed the f i r s t f e s t i v a l t h a t was celebrated w i t h the d r i n k i n g of 
beer.''° I n the case of the circumcision r i t u a l of the Merina i n 
Madagascar, studied by Bloch, the myth i s r e l a t e d about how a 
p a r t i c u l a r h i s t o r i c a l k i n g i n s t i t u t e d the ceremony and how c e r t a i n 
r i t u a l procedures were developed t o prevent i n f a n t s from dying as a 
r e s u l t of the o p e r a t i o n . " 

I t may t h e r e f o r e be claimed t h a t a c h a r t e r i n g myth provides a 

r i t u a l ' s l i n k w i t h the past. According t o Bloch, myth ' l i n k s the 

dramatic argument t o an image of the past'. Myth l i n k s r i t u a l p r a c t i c e 

t o an accepted h i s t o r y ; i n the case of the Merina i t i s t o the h i s t o r y 

of the Merina i n general and the r o y a l dynasty more s p e c i f i c a l l y . The 

r i t u a l performance i s said t o create an image which i s given a greater 

r e a l i t y by the evocation of t h a t which i t i s made t o r e f e r . At the 

same time as the r i t u a l i s made more concrete, the mythological 

characters and events are perceived i n the l i g h t of the r i t u a l . " ^ 

A d d i t i o n a l l y , i t may be argued t h a t the l i n k between the past and the 

present i s a question of the l i n k between the actors and the previous 

communities who have performed the same r i t u a l . * ^ 

Secondly, there i s an i m i t a t i v e component i n the r e l a t i o n s h i p 

between a char t e r myth cind i t s r i t u a l . According t o Malinowski a 

myth's c h a r t e r i n g f u n c t i o n i s derived from the simple empirical t r u t h 
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t h a t human beings have a propensity t o repeat the actions of others 

and e s p e c i a l l y t o i m i t a t e the formative actions of t h e i r ancestors i n 

the primeval past.** R e f e r r i n g t o the Arunta, Malinowski deduced t h a t 

t h e i r r i t u a l s were nothing less than r e p e t i t i o n s of the ancient 

miracles described i n t h e i r mythology which have been preserved, not 

j u s t i n memory, but also i n performance.** Turner appreciated t h i s type 

of i m i t a t i v e impulse when he appropriated Freud's notion of 

' r e p e t i t i o n compulsion' t o describe the developmental process of 

r o u t i n i s e d r i t u a l s r e f e r r e d t o previously.** The same i m i t a t i v e 

r e l a t i o n has been developed i n t o an ontology by Eliade whose premise 

was t h a t every r i t u a l has a 'divine model' or archetype mediated t o 

the present through myth.*' He argued f o r an 'archaic ontology' which 

he perceived t o be located i n the concept of i m i t a t i o n : 

an o b j e c t or an act becomes r e a l only i n s o f a r as i t i m i t a t e s or 
repeats an archetype. Thus r e a l i t y i s acquired s o l e l y through 
r e p e t i t i o n or p a r t i c i p a t i o n ; everything which lacks an 
exemplary model i s "meaningless", i . e . , i t lacks r e a l i t y . * * 

Archaic human ontology i s t h e r e f o r e t o be found i n the tendency f o r 

persons t o become archetypal through r e p e t i t i o n of the exemplary 

event; they are r e a l only i n so f a r as there i s an apparently 

paradoxical movement away from the s e l f . 

F i n a l l y , a charter myth may l e g i t i m a t e the symbolism and 

metaphorical content of i t s associated r i t u a l . Although there are 

instances of r i t u a l s where t h e i r associated myths do not go beyond a 

d e s c r i p t i o n of the founding event*', i t i s common t o f i n d t h a t r i t u a l 

symbolism i s l e g i t i m a t e d by r e l a t i n g i t s use back t o the o r i g i n a l 

event. I n the Ndembu circumcision r i t u a l , one piece of symbolism i s 

c l e a r l y r e l a t e d t o the o r i g i n of the r i t e ; the hide of a cow i s cut 

i n t o s t r i p s and stands as a symbol of the sharp, tough grass t h a t was 
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the a c c i d e n t a l cause of i t s f i r s t instance. I n the Merina circumcision 
r i t e the char t e r myth's c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s are more pronounced and, i n 
a d d i t i o n t o symbolic o b j e c t s , actual r i t u a l actions are prescribed as 
the c o n d i t i o n of a successful outcome. Thus, i t was p r e c i s e l y because 
a p a r t i c u l a r gourd was not used c o r r e c t l y w i t h the holy water, and 
because the house had not been prepared, and because the s h i e l d and 
the lance were absent t h a t the f i r s t circumcision had f a i l e d . Whilst 
the Ndembu myth i s n a r r a t i v e l y sparse, barely e l a b o r a t i n g the sources 
of the r i t u a l ' s symbolism and i t s use, the Merina charter myth 
supplies q u i t e complex d e t a i l s f o r r i t u a l procedures. 

However, i t i s not only r i t u a l symbolism t h a t i s v a l i d a t e d by the 

charter myth. The n a r r a t i v e of the r i t u a l ' s o r i g i n can o f t e n provide 

the key metaphors f o r the contemporary performance. I n the Merina 

r i t u a l , the verb a l designation of c e r t a i n lake water as 'powerful', a 

metaphor which connotes wildness and s t r e n g t h , i s derived d i r e c t l y 

from the myth; the myth even supplies the words f o r several of the 

r i t u a l songs.^° 

R i t u a l symbolism cind metaphor o f t e n feeds o f f a body of mythology 

t h a t does not have t o be f u l l y r e c i t e d t o l e g i t i m a t e a performance. 

Often one episode can be r e c a l l e d , even i n an a l l u s i v e manner, t o 

provide a reason t o ca r r y out a r i t u a l a c t i o n . Such an instance was 

found by Lewis i n h i s research of Gnau puberty r i t e s , where the 

treatment and t e a r i n g of a l e a f , and the thumping of the f o o t upon the 

ground have t h e i r c h a r t e r i n a primeval a c t i o n t h a t i s found w i t h i n 

the body of peoples' mythological consciousness." Also, there are 

cases, notably i n East and Central A f r i c a , where there i s a paucity of 

mythology associated w i t h r i t u a l ; i n compensation, however, there may 
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be 'piecemeal' exegesis of p a r t i c u l a r symbols." I n the view of Levi-
Strauss, t h i s i s best characterised as ' i m p l i c i t ' mythology of a 
fragmentary form, remaining as a gloss on r i t u a l p r a c t i c e rather than 
being brought i n t o the overarching and e x p l i c i t form of myth." 

I t i s unnecessary t o regard these three patterns of r e l a t i o n s h i p 

as a s u b s c r i p t i o n t o a u n i v e r s a l i s i n g model of the myth and r i t u a l 

r e l a t i o n s h i p . * * Rather each i s an attempt t o understand the mecins by 

which a myth might w e l l y i e l d up i t s c h a r t e r i n g force t o i t s 

associated r i t u a l w i t h i n the context of a transformatory r i t e . They 

may be regarded, not as a p r e s c r i p t i v e i m p o s i t i o n , but as an o f f e r i n g 

of three h e u r i s t i c devices f o r the understanding and explanation of 

r i t u a l s i n c u l t u r a l s i t u a t i o n s other than those from which they have 

been derived. Each of the three means have been understood t o occur 

where myth acts t o confer s o c i a l status on a r i t u a l by embedding i t 

w i t h i n contemporary s o c i a l i t y , i l l u s t r a t i n g Malinowski's i n s i g h t t h a t 

myth f u n c t i o n s t o shape 'the c o n s t i t u t i o n of the world'. 

2 A Theological A p p r o p r i a t i o n of the Relation between Myth and R i t u a l 

At t h i s stage a s t r a i g h t f o r w a r d p a r a l l e l may be drawn between the 

'sacredness' of the anth r o p o l o g i c a l myth and the c e n t r a l i t y of the 

C h r i s t i a n s t o r y . The i m p l i c i t suggestion i s t h a t the C h r i s t i a n s t o r y 

c harters the r i t u a l s of the Church i n a manner s i m i l a r t o the manner 

i n which a myth charters a r i t u a l i n a t r a d i t i o n a l s o c i e t y . Yet p r i o r 

t o the development of the i m p l i c a t i o n s of t h i s p a r a l l e l f o r a theology 

of baptism two questions must be pressed. F i r s t of a l l , i s the 

co o r d i n a t i o n assumed between the category of myth u t i l i s e d by s o c i a l 

a n t h r o p o l o g i s t s and the more recognisably t h e o l o g i c a l category of 
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n a r r a t i v e a p l a u s i b l e one? And secondly, does the understanding of the 
r e l a t i o n s h i p between myth and r i t u a l o u t l i n e d i n the previous section, 
o f f e r any immediate a p p l i c a t i o n f o r the theology of baptism? 

2.1 Coordinating Myth i n Anthropology w i t h N a r r a t i v e i n Theology 

F i r s t o f a l l , the anthropological understanding of myth requires 

c o o r d i n a t i o n w i t h t h e o l o g i c a l discourse and es p e c i a l l y i t s 

understanding of n a r r a t i v e . I n the l i g h t of the expos i t i o n of myth 

o f f e r e d above, there appear t o be three areas of i n s i g h t which 

coordinate i n a compelling way w i t h p a r a l l e l i n s i g h t s i n theology. 

The f i r s t area of coo r d i n a t i o n occurs i n the anthropological 

r e c o g n i t i o n t h a t the most basic property of myth i s i t s n a r r a t i v e 

character. This c o r r e l a t e s w i t h the t h e o l o g i c a l r e c o g n i t i o n t h a t 

n a r r a t i v e has an e s s e n t i a l connection w i t h human experience. I n an 

essay, i n f l u e n t i a l i n the way i n which i t has informed the development 

of what might be l a b e l l e d 'Narrative Theology', S C r i t e s argued t h a t 

'the formal q u a l i t y of experience through time i s i n h e r e n t l y 

n a r r a t i v e ' . " Personal i d e n t i t y i s dependent upon experience through 

time and i t i s only n a r r a t i v e t h a t 'can contain the f u l l t e mporality 

of experience i n a u n i t y of form' The human sense of s e l f at any 

p a r t i c u l a r moment, even when i t i s i m p l i c i t i n self-consciousness, i s 

always i n t e g r a t e d i n t o one s t o r y . The tensed u n i t y of the modalities 

of past, present and f u t u r e has an i n c i p i e n t n a r r a t i v e form; memory 

i n s t i n c t i v e l y c h r o n i c l e s the past i n terms of before and a f t e r whereas 

a n t i c i p a t i o n of the f u t u r e i s a question of 'framing l i t t l e s t o r i e s 

about how thi n g s may f a l l o u t ' . " Thus C r i t e s argues t h a t there i s a 

'primitiveness'*^ about n a r r a t i v e i n the sense t h a t i t i s an 

undeniable, c o n s t i t u t i v e p a r t of human experience. I n t h i s case, myth 
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i n so f a r as i t i s understood t o be a s i g n i f i c a n t n a r r a t i v e , 
c o r r e l a t e s w i t h theology's desire t o recognise the c e n t r a l , indeed 
o n t o l o g i c a l place of s t o r y i n i t s methodology. 

Another area of co o r d i n a t i o n i s found i n the s t r u c t u r a l i s t 

emphasis t h a t myth addresses issues of u n c e r t a i n t y which are common t o 

the s o c i a l grouping. Although the language t h a t i s employed t o 

charac t e r i s e t h i s experience v a r i e s , there i s a coordination w i t h the 

sense t h a t t h e o l o g i c a l r e f l e c t i o n i s , i n T i l l i c h ' s words, engagement 

w i t h 'what concerns us u l t i m a t e l y ' . Just as a myth i s regarded as the 

response t o e f f e c t s f o r which there i s no immediately comprehensible 

cause, so t h e o l o g i c a l discourse has i t s object i n matters of u l t i m a t e 

concern. For mythic a l t h i n k i n g the cause of the event, and not the 

event i t s e l f , i s the dilemma which i s addressed because i n t h i s l i e s 

the u n c e r t a i n t y of human existence. Equally, f o r the theologian 

nothing i s r e a l l y of u l t i m a t e concern unless i t has the power t o 

threaten or t o save the very being of humanity. Although t h a t which i s 

of f i n i t e concern i s able t o be a v e h i c l e of u l t i m a t e concern i t 

cannot demand the Scime passion cind a t t e n t i o n without becoming 

i d o l a t r o u s . As T i l l i c h s t a t e s , a human being i s ' u l t i m a t e l y concerned 

about t h a t which determines h i s u l t i m a t e destiny beyond a l l 

p r e l i m i n a r y n e c e s s i t i e s and accidents'.*' For T i l l i c h , 'nothing less 

than symbols and myths can b r i n g t o expression what concerns us 

u l t i m a t e l y ' * " and t h e r e f o r e he i s able t o assert t h i s as one f u n c t i o n 

of the Gospel narratives.*^ 

T h i r d l y , there i s an area of coo r d i n a t i o n i n the way t h a t both 

d i s c i p l i n e s have a d i f f i c u l t y i n the i d e n t i f i c a t i o n of the u l t i m a t e 

nature of myth or n a r r a t i v e r e s p e c t i v e l y . For Malinowski the mythology 
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of the p r i m i t i v e s o c i e t y studied by the s o c i a l anthropologist was 
e q u i valent t o the sacred t e x t s of C h r i s t i a n i t y . " However, the 
s t r u c t u r a l i s t view i s more nuanced and i n f a c t suggests a more 
profound way of viewing the p a r a l l e l . As has already been noted, Levi-
Strauss implies t h a t myth i s something t h a t transcends a p a r t i c u l a r 
t e l l i n g or a w r i t t e n account; each r e - t e l l i n g or r e - w r i t i n g i s i n f a c t 
p a r t of the h i s t o r y of the myth which i n i t s e l f i s greater than i t s 
a c t u a l enactments. This d i s t i n c t i o n between the myth and i t s enactment 
may be coordinated w i t h one made by C r i t e s between a 'sacred s t o r y ' 
and a 'mundane s t o r y ' , " The term 'sacred s t o r y ' may be taken to 
express the f a c t t h a t there i s always more t o be narrated; i t 
c o n t r i b u t e s t o the formation of consciousness r a t h e r than 'being among 
the o b j e c t s of which i t i s d i r e c t l y aware'. A l t e r n a t i v e l y , mundane 
s t o r i e s , narrated i n the context of a world of meaning, are 'the 
s t o r i e s which are t o l d , a l l s t o r i e s d i r e c t l y seen or heard'. I n a 
sense, sacred s t o r i e s are s t o r i e s which cannot be narrated but which 
ne c e s s a r i l y provide the context i n which a l l r e l a t e d mundane s t o r i e s 
are t o l d . The overarching sacred s t o r y provides the c r i t e r i a of 
t h e o l o g i c a l l e g i t i m a c y f o r the assessment of the overlapping 
m u l t i p l i c i t y of mundane n a r r a t i o n s . 

Myth as i t i s understood by s o c i a l a n t h r o p o l o g i s t s , t h e r e f o r e , has 

strong p a r a l l e l s w i t h how n a r r a t i v e i s understood by theologians, but 

how f a r may the c o o r d i n a t i o n be taken? An obstacle l i e s w i t h i n 

n a r r a t i v e theology i t s e l f . To put i t s u c c i n c t l y , the anthropological 

n o t i o n of myth as an important n a r r a t i v e which shapes the i n s t i t u t i o n s 

and b e l i e f s of a p a r t i c u l a r s o c i e t y has been e l i d e d by the assumption 

t h a t a myth i s above a l l a s t o r y about the gods, something untrue and 

c e r t a i n l y a h i s t o r i c a l . 
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The w r i t i n g s of H F r e i , perhaps the p r i n c i p a l t h e o r e t i c i a n of 

n a r r a t i v e theology t o date, c o n t a i n t h i s assumption. Frei's o v e r a l l 

argument was t h a t post-Enlightenment hermeneutics neglected the 

n a r r a t i v e shape of the b i b l i c a l t e x t by p l a c i n g the emphasis on 

reference. This separation of n a r r a t i v e and meaning betrayed f o r Frei 

the e s s e n t i a l character of the b i b l i c a l s t o r i e s as ' r e a l i s t i c ' or 

' h i s t o r y - l i k e ' n a r r a t i v e s , e s p e c i a l l y when the issue became transposed 

i n t o the question of the n a r r a t i v e ' s h i s t o r i c a l reference. F r e i 

sharply d i s t i n g u i s h e d t h i s n o t i o n of a r e a l i s t i c n a r r a t i v e from myth, 

but i n doing so he followed the understanding of myth a r t i c u l a t e d by D 

F Strauss. F r e i described t h i s not only as being the expression of a 

c h i l d l i k e consciousness but also as being: 

i n the form of a sensuous or h i s t o r y - l i k e account of d i v i n e and 
human miraculous a c t i o n s , i n which the gods appear without 
mediation d i r e c t l y i n the f i n i t e world as agents. Like 
a l l e g o r y , i t s meaning - what i t represents - i s obviously 
d i f f e r e n t from the representation of i t Myths r e f e r not 
to s p e c i f i c events but t o general c u l t u r a l conditions and kinds 
of group consciousness.** 

F r e i ' s primary o b j e c t i o n t o myth, t h e r e f o r e , was the 

presupposition t h a t as cin i n t e r p r e t i v e device i t focuses a t t e n t i o n 

upon 'a profound, b u r i e d substratum underneath which c o n s t i t u t e s or 

determines the subject matter'.** A p r e f e r a b l e model f o r Fr e i was the 

r e a l i s t i c novel which came t o prominence i n Europe during the 

nineteenth century. I t s primary c h a r a c t e r i s t i c l a y i n the 

i n d i s p e n s a b i l i t y of the n a r r a t i v e i n which meaning i s said not t o be 

i l l u s t r a t e d or symbolised but enacted and embodied. The human subject 

and i t s s o c i a l context i s portrayed l i t e r a l l y and i n t e r a c t i v e l y , i n 

the manner of 'ordinary and c r e d i b l e i n d i v i d u a l s ' . * * O v e r a l l , a 

r e a l i s t i c n a r r a t i v e has a h i s t o r y - l i k e character. 
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There are problems, however, w i t h Frei's p o s i t i o n . On the one hand 

the category of ' r e a l i s t i c n a r r a t i v e ' may not prove t o be the f i n a l 

v e r d i c t on how the b i b l i c a l n a r r a t i v e s are t o be characterised. As has 

been pointed out, the term ' r e a l i s t i c ' implies t h a t the events 

described are consonant w i t h everyday experience of contemporary 

humanity. This can hardly be un i f o r m l y the case, since many of the 

events portrayed have a uniquely strange, even mysterious, q u a l i t y 

about them. Equally, t o accept i n the f i r s t place a view t h a t a myth 

divulges s i g n i f i c a n c e a t l e v e l s which l i e below i t s surface s t r u c t u r e 

i s c o n t r a r y t o the view which t r a d i t i o n a l s o c i e t i e s would have of 

t h e i r own myths; the n o t i o n t h a t a myth provides an exemplary model 

f o r human a c t i v i t y implies t h a t such n a r r a t i v e s enact t h e i r own 

meaning, e x a c t l y what F r e i i s searching f o r . * ' 

Given the inconsistencies i n Frei's p o s i t i o n h i s one-sided 

a p p r o p r i a t i o n of myth should not the r e f o r e stand i n the way of the 

t h r e e f o l d c o o r d i n a t i o n w i t h n a r r a t i v e which has now been argued. Also, 

given t h i s c o o r d i n a t i o n , i t i s not unreasonable t o expect t h a t the 

b i b l i c a l n a r r a t i v e s would show signs, both i n themselves and i n t h e i r 

i n t e r p r e t a t i o n , of being able t o f u l f i l the s o c i o l o g i c a l functions 

emphasised by f u n c t i o n a l i s t t h e o r i e s . I n other words, the functions of 

myth as they are expressed i n anthropological discourse may be 

expected t o be c h a r a c t e r i s t i c of i t s n a r r a t i v e counterpart i n 

theology. Further, i f myth may be coordinated t o n a r r a t i v e then an 

ant h r o p o l o g i s t ' s understanding of mythology may be coordinated t o the 

overarching s t o r y which i s made up of many n a r r a t i v e s . Leach stated 

t h a t the b i b l e ' i s a corpus of mythology which provides a 

j u s t i f i c a t i o n f o r the r e l i g i o u s performances of believers'.*^ When 
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' r e l i g i o u s performances' i s understood t o include r i t u a l acts as w e l l 
as e t h i c a l ones the i n s i g h t s i m p l i c i t i n t h i s statement may now be 
appreciated and c o n f i d e n t l y embraced. 

The process of co o r d i n a t i o n may be completed by not i n g t h a t there 

are p o i n t s i n recent theology where the i n s i g h t s of s o c i a l 

anthropology have been accepted and some of t h e i r i m p l i c a t i o n s 

expounded. To begin w i t h , the n o t i o n t h a t a myth has a s o c i o l o g i c a l 

c h a r t e r i n g f u n c t i o n i s w e l l known. Thus, Pannenberg argues, i n a 

discussion on the h i s t o r y of r e l i g i o n s , t h a t myth 'legitimates and 

propagates' the meaning of the c u l t . * ' Later i n an argument t h a t 

supports the close l i n k i n g of myth and r i t u a l and accepts the 

character of myth as something centred on an archetype, he suggests 

t h a t the person of Jesus functioned f o r the C h r i s t i a n Church i n a way 

t h a t i s 'reminiscent of the archetypal elements of myth'.'° There are, 

of course, two d i s t i n c t i o n s t o be made. The f i r s t i s t o q u a l i f y the 

no t i o n t h a t the C h r i s t i a n n a r r a t i v e s are t o be understood as true 

s t o r i e s . At t h e i r i n c e p t i o n , a l l myths would have been regarded as 

f u l l y h i s t o r i c a l ; even though now t h i s cannot be sustained i n every 

aspect, the o r i g i n they p o r t r a y i s h i s t o r i c a l i n basis, i f not i n 

every d e t a i l . The second i s t h a t there i s a d i s t i n c t i o n between the 

myths of the r e l i g i o n s and the myths of the Judeo-Christian f a i t h s ; 

whereas the former are sai d t o be closed t o the f u t u r e the l a t t e r 

e x h i b i t an eschatological dimension.'^ The reason f o r t h i s i s the 

perception of Jesus as the event i n which the presence of God, t h a t i s 

the coming of the f u t u r e kingdom, was revealed. Salvation f o r the 

e a r l y Church was concerned w i t h being associated w i t h the events of 

h i s e a r t h l y l i f e . Such was the guarantee of p a r t i c i p a t i o n i n the 

coming of the Kingdom of God.'^ 
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S W Sykes also values the i n s i g h t s of s o c i a l anthropology, and 

p a r t i c u l a r l y i n an a p p r e c i a t i o n of n a r r a t i v e which i s regarded as 'raw 

m a t e r i a l ' f o r theology. Sykes h e l p f u l l y d i s t i n g u i s h e s between the 

s y n t h e t i c and a n a l y t i c manifestations of n a r r a t i v e . S y n t h e t i c a l l y , i n 

the l i t u r g y of the Church and p r i n c i p a l l y i n the two sacraments of 

baptism and e u c h a r i s t , the sacred h i s t o r y of Jesus C h r i s t i s r e c a l l e d 

i n a n a r r a t i v e sense. However, the sacraments show a 'highly 

abbreviated form' i n which the p r i n c i p a l n a r r a t i v e s are summarised. 

That i s , the f l o w i n g n a r r a t i v e s of s c r i p t u r e are r o u t i n i s e d , 

e s p e c i a l l y i n the r i t u a l s of baptism, t o f a c i l i t a t e memorisation and 

r e c a l l f o r the candidate. The same p r i n c i p l e may be applied t o the 

r e s t of the l i t u r g y ; the n a r r a t i v e s of the Gospels are r o u t i n i s e d f o r 

ease of pr e s e n t a t i o n and r e l y on a c e r t a i n ' r e c o l l e c t e d a m p l i f i c a t i o n ' 

on the p a r t of the congregation. I n a s i m i l a r v e i n , the a n a l y t i c a l 

s t y l e of t h e o l o g i c a l discourse appropriates the Gospel n a r r a t i v e s i n 

an attempt t o a s c e r t a i n the questions the enquirer must address t o the 

n a r r a t i v e s . Over time, new questions a r i s e from i d e n t i c a l n a r r a t i v e s 

i n the hands of new readers and f r e s h a n a l y t i c a l appropriations of the 

n a r r a t i v e s are r e q u i r e d . " 

The c o o r d i n a t i o n of myth w i t h a t h e o l o g i c a l understanding of 

n a r r a t i v e may t h e r e f o r e be now approached c o n f i d e n t l y . Even though no 

unanimity e x i s t s among theologians as t o how t h i s i s done, the 

proposal t h a t the perspective of anthropology brings t o t h i s 

c o o r d i n a t i o n i s one t h a t has claim t o some degree of p l a u s i b i l i t y . ' ^ 

The question perhaps now ari s e s as t o how t h i s might be applied t o the 

theology of baptism, and i n p a r t i c u l a r t o i t s o r i g i n . 
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2.2 The Provenance of C h r i s t i a n Baptism 

The search f o r the o r i g i n of C h r i s t i a n baptism may be addressed by 

recognising t h a t on t h i s question the Fathers are d i f f i c u l t t o assess 

accurately. However, there i s one approach t h a t sought t o maximise the 

s i g n i f i c a n c e of water i n the s c r i p t u r e s and attempted a cohesive 

response t o the question, 'what i s i t i n the foundation of 

C h r i s t i a n i t y which provides the a u t h o r i t y t o baptise?' T e r t u l l i e m was 

an e a r l y instance of t h i s approach; a f t e r o u t l i n i n g the use of water 

i n the Old Testament, he remarked: 

see how great i s the grace t h a t water has i n the presence of 
God and h i s C h r i s t f o r the corr o b o r a t i o n of baptism. Wherever 
C h r i s t i s , there i s water " 

T e r t u l l i a n then c i t e s a whole range of water-events from the Gospels, 

commencing w i t h Jesus' Baptism, as a u t h o r i s a t i o n f o r the Church's 

p r a c t i c e . Later, the t h e o l o g i c a l p r i n c i p l e upon which he was working 

was expressed by Cyprian when he remarked, 'every time t h a t water i s 

named by i t s e l f i n the Holy S c r i p t u r e s , there i s a prophetic a l l u s i o n 

to baptism' .'* 

The s t r a t e g y of connecting baptism w i t h the water events of 

s c r i p t u r e was adopted i n the Western baptismal l i t u r g i e s which were 

used up u n t i l the eve of the Reformation and indeed i n the l i t u r g i c a l 

s e t t i n g s i n which they were used. This i s evident i n the pai n t i n g s of 

the catacombs, the a r t which decorated b a p t i s t e r i e s and the 

iconography of f o n t d esign." 

Frequently, though, water images were juxtaposed w i t h a wider 

s e l e c t i o n of n a r r a t i v e a r t . Thus, i n the e a r l y t h i r d century 

b a p t i s t e r y a t Dura Europos, there were images of the Samaritan woman 

and Jesus walking on the water alongside the women at the tomb of 
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C h r i s t , the Good Shepherd and the p r i m o r d i a l couple." The iconography 
of Medieval f o n t panels demonstrates w e l l t h i s n a r r a t i v e enrichment of 
baptism; episodes from the infancy and passion n a r r a t i v e s , the s t o r y 
of Lazarus' r e s u r r e c t i o n and even the l a s t judgement are o f t e n shown.'' 

Whilst t h i s p r o l i f e r a t i o n of n a r r a t i v e j u s t i f i c a t i o n continued i n 

the Church's iconography, perpetuating the p a t r i s t i c desire to assert 

the u n i t y of the i n c a r n a t i o n , another approach was gaining ground. 

This was a Scholastic a n a l y s i s t h a t developed the formal n o t i o n of 

' i n s t i t u t i o n ' . The impetus f o r greater s p e c i f i c i t y i n the d e f i n i t i o n 

of the sacraments probably owed much t o the questions raised from 

controversies over the o b j e c t i v i t y of C h r i s t ' s presence at the 

e u c h a r i s t . Among the categories introduced was t h a t of ' i n s t i t u t i o n by 

C h r i s t ' which was adopted f o r m a l l y i n the t w e l f t h century.*" I f C h r i s t 

' i n s t i t u t e d ' a sacrament then there was a requirement t o locate a 

p a r t i c u l a r moment i n h i s m i n i s t r y which demonstrated the d i v i n e w i l l 

t o inaugurate the r i t u a l i n question. The i n s t i t u t i o n of the eucharist 

was s e l f - e v i d e n t but the i n s t i t u t i o n of the other sacraments was more 

problematic. This applied not l e a s t t o baptism and so, u n s u r p r i s i n g l y , 

there were a range of opinions o f f e r e d by s c h o l a s t i c theologians. 

Thus, Jesus was argued t o have i n s t i t u t e d baptism i n h i s i n j u n c t i o n t o 

Nicodemus or w i t h h i s i n s t r u c t i o n s t o the d i s c i p l e s at the Ascension. 

The m a j o r i t y of medieval theologians, however, held the opinion t h a t 

Jesus i n s t i t u t e d baptism at h i s own Baptism. For instance, Peter 

Lombard held the Baptism was the f i r s t occasion of the invocation of 

the name of the T r i n i t y which was henceforth employed i n baptism." 

However, there was precedent f o r a more nuanced approach which 

focused on more than one n a r r a t i v e moment. Thus, the East Syrian, 
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Aphrahat, regarded the washing of the d i s c i p l e s ' f e e t as the o r i g i n of 
C h r i s t i a n baptism; u n t i l t h i s moment, baptism performed by the 
d i s c i p l e s was ' f o r the repentance of s i n s ' , whereas from thence the 
mystery of b u r i a l and r e s u r r e c t i o n w i t h C h r i s t was disclosed t o them. 
P r i o r t o t h i s though, the p a t t e r n f o r C h r i s t i a n baptism had been 
esta b l i s h e d by C h r i s t i n h i s own Baptism.*^ Following t h i s type of 
argumentation, a l a t e r Scholastic l i k e Bonaventure, who had at h i s 
disposal an i n c r e a s i n g l y s o p h i s t i c a t e d t e c h n i c a l vocabulary, attempted 
t o u n i t e the various opinions of h i s predecessors; according t o the 
'matter' of the sacrament, baptism was i n s t i t u t e d when C h r i s t was 
baptised i n water; according i t s 'form', when he rose from the dead 
and pronounced i t s t r i n i t a r i a n formula; according t o the e f f e c t , when 
he s u f f e r e d , f o r i t received i t s power from the passion; and according 
to i t s purpose when, t o Nicodemus, he described both i t s necessity and 
i t s b e n e f i t . * ^ 

This median p o s i t i o n of the l a t e r s c h o l a s t i c s demonstrates the 

tension between two t h e o l o g i c a l s t r a t e g i e s . One endeavours t o show the 

p e r f e c t i o n of the i n c a r n a t i o n as a f u l f i l m e n t of Old Testament 

typology i n every mention of water i n the New Testament. The other 

s t r a t e g y underlines the C h r i s t i a n ' s p a r t i c i p a t i o n i n one p a r t i c u l a r 

moment of the i n c a r n a t i o n . This s o r t of tension has con t r i b u t e d t o a 

questioning of the category of i n s t i t u t i o n w i t h i n contemporary 

theology. For instance, i t has been characterised as a product of a 

'f a l s e r a t i o n a l i t y ' , a j u r i d i c a l n o t i o n which has produced a 

' d o c t r i n a i r e domination' over the Church's r i t e s . * * This may be 

understandable from some perspectives but i t may also be argued t h a t 

what i s r e q u i r e d i s r e - i n t e r p r e t a t i o n r a t h e r than complete demise. 
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This i s because, f i r s t of a l l , the category of i n s t i t u t i o n does 
have a reputable t h e o l o g i c a l content. I n s t i t u t i o n i s about securing 
the boundaries of c e r t a i n modes of d i v i n e a c t i o n ; i t may be seen as 
the r e j e c t i o n of a type of 'pansacramentalism' where i f every r i t u a l 
the Church performs i s a sacrament then e f f e c t i v e l y none of them i s . * ^ 
I f God may be demonstrated as the author of a sacrament, then i t may 
not be regarded as a r b i t r a r y human in v e n t i o n and the c e n t r a l and 
necessary place accorded t o i t by the Church i n the economy of 
s a l v a t i o n i s securely grounded. An a f f i r m a t i o n of d i v i n e guidance f o r 
the Church i n the s e l e c t i o n of a sacrament i s , however, more f a r -
reaching than t h i s . For the Scholastic, d i v i n e i n s t i t u t i o n was 
i n t i m a t e l y l i n k e d w i t h the e f f i c a c y of the sacrament i n question. The 
i n s t i t u t o r i s the one who gives the sacrament st r e n g t h and power. 
Conversely, since the power of a sacrament comes from God, only He can 
i n s t i t u t e a sacrament and not the Church.^* I n the case of Aquinas, the 
l o g i c of t h i s p o s i t i o n l e d d i r e c t l y t o the case f o r C h r i s t i a n baptism 
being i n s t i t u t e d a t C h r i s t ' s own Baptism. I f the e f f i c a c y of a 
sacrament i s derived from i t s i n s t i t u t i o n then the i n s t i t u t i o n of a 
sacrament occurs when i t receives the necessary power enabling i t t o 
produce i t s e f f e c t . Following Augustine, Aquinas asserts t h a t i t was 
at C h r i s t ' s Baptism t h a t the waters were s a n c t i f i e d and received t h e i r 
power t o wash away the sins of humanity.*' 

Secondly, i t i s because a p l a u s i b l e r e - i n t e r p r e t a t i o n of 

' i n s t i t u t i o n ' has occurred i n contemporary theology. This has emerged 

f o l l o w i n g a post-Reformation emphasis on the search f o r the verbal 

i n s t i t u t i o n of a sacrament. The impetus behind t h i s depended on the 

theologian's perspective. For the Reformer, the c e r t a i n t i e s of the 

s c r i p t u r a l t e x t were the c r i t e r i a against which t o judge the 

87 



3: Myth and the Story of Jesus' Baptism 

l e g i t i m a c y of the Catholic Church's sacramental system. For the Roman 
Cat h o l i c , t h i s same c r i t i c i s m heightened the need f o r a defence of i t s 
self-understanding as a d i v i n e l y sanctioned organisation which was 
appointed t o mediate s a l v a t i o n ; t h i s could be achieved i f the e n t i r e t y 
of i t s sacramental l i f e could be proven from sc r i p t u r e . * * A t y p i c a l 
p r e - c r i t i c a l understanding of the i n s t i t u t i o n of baptism was therefore 
based on the a c t u a l words of Jesus assumed t o be f a i t h f u l l y reported 
by s c r i p t u r e . The t e x t s t h a t bore the weight of necessary evidence 
were Jesus' i n j u n c t i o n t o Nicodemus and the 'dominical command' given 
a t the Ascension. 

Soon however, t e x t u a l c r i t i c i s m disallowed such a s t r a i g h t - f o r w a r d 

appeal*' and gave an impetus t o a r e - i n t e r p r e t a t i o n . I n Protestant 

c i r c l e s the dominical a u t h o r i t y t o baptise began t o be found i n an 

' i n t e n t i o n ' r a t h e r than i n the w r i t t e n words of a 'commcind'.'° I n Roman 

Cathol i c c i r c l e s , the questions were addressed less towards i n d i v i d u a l 

r i t e s and more towards the general concept of sacrament. Schillebeeckx 

argued t h a t sacraments derive from C h r i s t 'the p r i m o r d i a l sacrament' 

and discussion of t h e i r nature must take place i n the context of h i s 

sacramental r e l a t i o n s h i p w i t h the Church based on the in c a r n a t i o n ; he 

concluded t h a t although C h r i s t s p e c i f i e d the meaning of each 

sacrament, the manner i n which h i s w i l l was expressed var i e d and i n 

f a c t may not a c t u a l l y be accessible f o r some.'^ I n con t r a s t , Rahner 

commenced h i s theology of the sacraments from the phenomenology of the 

Church. I n d i v i d u a l sacraments were the self-expression of the Church 

which i s t h e 'primal and fundamental sacrament' and th e r e f o r e the 

' w e l l - s p r i n g ' of the i n d i v i d u a l sacraments. Sacraments are i n s t i t u t e d 

by r e f l e c t i o n on the paschal mystery; t h i s includes the immediate 

i n s t i t u t i o n by C h r i s t himself but also the Church's discernment of 
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which r i t e s e s p e c i a l l y r e f l e c t C h r i s t ' s w i l l i n the i n s t i t u t i o n of the 
Church." 2 

The work of modern Roman Catholic theology has the r e f o r e brought a 

r e - o r i e n t a t i o n t o the n o t i o n of i n s t i t u t i o n . I t i s no longer the 

search f o r an h i s t o r i c a l event, i n t e n t i o n or verbal formula which i s 

necessary f o r the e f f i c a c y of the sacrament. Rather, the question of a 

sacrament's meaning and r e f l e c t i v e reception by the Church i s given 

p r i o r i t y . L G Walsh expressed the importance of t h i s : 

contemporary theology sees the question of d i v i n e o r i g i n as 
bearing on the s i g n i f i c a t i o n of the r i t e before i t bears on the 
r i t u a l , words and elements C h r i s t i s seen t o i n s t i t u t e a 
sacrament as much by what he was and d i d , and by the imagery 
and h i s t o r i c a l t r a d i t i o n i n which h i s l i f e was expressed, as by 
commands he gave t o perform c e r t a i n r i t e s . " 

This r e - o r i e n t a t i o n of ' i n s t i t u t i o n ' , one t h a t accepts i t as a 

reputable t h e o l o g i c a l concept and r e - i n t e r p r e t s i t i n the l i g h t of the 

modern sacramental categories, i s congenial t o baptism perceived from 

the perspective of r i t u a l . The hinge i s the importance of n a r r a t i v e , 

simply because i t i s i n the four Gospels t h a t the being and acts of 

Jesus C h r i s t are expressed i n a p a r t i c u l a r h i s t o r i c a l t r a d i t i o n and 

genre of imagery. The Gospel n a r r a t i v e s are not reports of an 

h i s t o r i c a l event, but c o n s t i t u t e diverse receptions of t h a t event, and 

t h e r e f o r e a breadth of meanings, by the Church.'* The meaning of an 

event i n the i n c a r n a t i o n i s determined by i t s n a r r a t i v e s e t t i n g , 

something t h a t was i n s t i n c t i v e t o the North A f r i c a n theologians, the 

iconographers of the medieval Church, and the l a t e r Scholastics, a l l 

c i t e d e a r l i e r . Part of t h a t i n s t i n c t was t h a t the s t o r y of Jesus, 

i n t e r p r e t e d i n a c e r t a i n way, provided the a u t h o r i t y f o r the Church's 

c o n t i n u i n g baptismal p r a c t i c e . I n the phraseology of F Schussler 
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Fiorenza, 'divine i n s t i t u t i o n i s a hermeneutical concept'; a sacrament 
i s i n s t i t u t e d when i t 'mirrors the r e l a t i o n between Jesus and the 
Church as normatively described i n the New Testament'." 

How i t i s t h a t the s t o r y of Jesus i n s t i t u t e s baptism, y i e l d i n g up 

i t s c h a r t e r i n g f o rce i n C h r i s t i a n r i t u a l , i s the task f o r the 

remainder of the chapter. P r i o r t o t h a t , i t has been noted already 

t h a t the n o t i o n of i n s t i t u t i o n o f t e n l e d t o a focus on one p a r t i c u l a r 

n a r r a t i v e episode from the Gospels - the Baptism of Jesus. Eminent 

theologians since have also a t t r i b u t e d i t a prominent place i n the 

o r i g i n of C h r i s t i a n baptism.'^ The question requires addressing, 

however, whether t h i s i s a p l a u s i b l e i n s t i n c t : i s there anything 

i n t r i n s i c t o t h i s p a r t i c u l a r moment i n Jesus' l i f e which suggests 

baptismal ' i n s t i t u t i o n ' i n the way t h a t others do not? 

I n a d d i t i o n t o the strong t h e o l o g i c a l precedent, there are two 

reasons f o r accepting the Baptism of Jesus as the o r i g i n of C h r i s t i a n 

baptism. The f i r s t reason i s an h i s t o r i c a l one. Attempts t o f i n d the 

o r i g i n of C h r i s t i a n baptism i n the r i t u a l of Jewish proselyte baptism 

have f a l t e r e d on the r e c o g n i t i o n t h a t the c l e a r e s t and e a r l i e s t 

references t o an i n i t i a t o r y , immersion ceremony are t o be found i n the 

l a s t decade of the f i r s t c e n t u r y . " Equally, attempts t o f i n d i t s 

o r i g i n i n the H e l l e n i s t i c mystery r e l i g i o n s have been less than 

c o n c l u s i v e . " I n co n t r a s t the baptism of John i s i n c r e a s i n g l y regarded 

as the locus f o r the o r i g i n of C h r i s t i a n baptism." The Baptism of 

Jesus i s an i n t e r s e c t i o n of John's baptism and the in c a r n a t i o n and i t 

t h e r e f o r e was an i d e n t i f i c a t i o n by Jesus w i t h the Bapti s t ' s movement 

and t h e o l o g i c a l outlook. 
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John's baptism probably had i t s own t w o f o l d o r i g i n : i n the 
p r a c t i c e of L e v i t i c a l a b l u t i o n s which were growing i n p o p u l a r i t y 
d uring the f i r s t century, p a r t i c u l a r l y amongst groups l i k e the 
Pharisees emd the Qumran community; and also i n the prophetic-
a pocalyptic t r a d i t i o n which looked forward t o a f u t u r e d i v i n e 
i n t e r v e n t i o n and understood cleansing from defilement i n e t h i c a l 
terms. The most convincing scenario of development i s t h a t of 'an 
unbroken c o n t i n u i t y from the baptism of John through the baptism 
associated w i t h the a c t i v i t y of Jesus, t o the baptism p r a c t i s e d by the 
e a r l y C h r i s t i a n s ' This explains the apparent lack of a s p e c i f i c a l l y 
C h r i s t i a n r i t e a t Pentecost and also the Apostles' explanation of 
baptism which, although i t adds new elements, shows the same basic 
s t r u c t u r e of the forgiveness of sins as does John's baptism.^" The 
developmental process continues through the New Testament and beyond, 
an important p o i n t t o which a t t e n t i o n w i l l be d i r e c t e d l a t e r . 

The second reason i s of an i n t u i t i v e nature. I t a l i g n s the 

pro p e n s i t y of myth t o give a n a r r a t i v e account o f o r i g i n s w i t h the 

understanding t h a t baptism also i s concerned w i t h o r i g i n s . I n due 

course I s h a l l suggest t h a t the s t o r y of Jesus' Baptism i s read as an 

es c h a t o l o g i c a l new c r e a t i o n i n c o n t i n u i t y w i t h the Genesis c r e a t i o n 

n a r r a t i v e s . Understood thus, the n a r r a t i v e of the r i t u a l enactment of 

Jesus' Baptism might then be expected t o be the n a r r a t i v e t h a t 

describes the o r i g i n of the sacrament which transforms humanity. 

This i n t u i t i o n i s one which i s mediated by the work of Eliade who 

has e x p l o i t e d the connection between myth and i t s r i t u a l performance, 

e s p e c i a l l y i n h i s advocacy of an i n t r i n s i c connection between myths of 

o r i g i n and cosmogonic m y t h s . A t y p i c a l mythological p a t t e r n would be 
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t h a t the o r i g i n myth of a r i t e commences w i t h or i s preceded by an 
o u t l i n e of the cosmogony which i t completes or continues. The 
dependence of an o r i g i n myth on a cosmogonic one i s explained by the 
f a c t t h a t they both deal w i t h beginnings. The o r i g i n myth deals w i t h 
the o r i g i n of a p a r t i c u l a r r i t u a l or i n s t i t u t i o n , but the cosmogony i s 
the 'absolute beginning'; i n other words, i t i s a re-establishment of 
the c r e a t i o n of the world, the event t h a t i s presupposed i n any 
subsequent beginning. 

Appreciation of Eliade's ontology of archaic humanity takes t h i s 

f u r t h e r . The t r a d i t i o n a l s o c i e t y has a desire t o recover the primeval 

time since o n l y t h i s can guarantee the renewal of the cosmos which i s 

portrayed i n any o r i g i n myth. I t i s i n the suggestion t h a t the myth of 

the o r i g i n a l c r e a t i o n f u n c t i o n s as a model f o r subsequent creations 

which are the subject of f u r t h e r myths t h a t Eliade a s s i s t s the 

argument. To show how t h i s suggestion i s relevant i t i s necessary t o 

note Eliade's c h a r a c t e r i s a t i o n of the C h r i s t i a n l i t u r g y : 

the r e l i g i o u s experience of the C h r i s t i a n i s based upon an 
i m i t a t i o n of the C h r i s t as exemplary p a t t e r n , upon the 
l i t u r g i c a l r e p e t i t i o n of the l i f e , death and r e s u r r e c t i o n of 
the Lord and upon the contemporaneity of the C h r i s t i a n w i t h 
i l l u d tempus which begins w i t h the N a t i v i t y a t Bethlehem and 
ends, p r o v i s i o n a l l y , w i t h the Ascension.^"* 

D i s t i n g u i s h i n g between the n o t i o n of the p r i m o r d i a l 'Great Time' 

of the archaic world and t h a t of C h r i s t i a n i t y - the h i s t o r i c a l events 

of the i n c a r n a t i o n , which become the sacred time emerging out of the 

profane time i n the l i t u r g y - allows Eliade t o say t h a t C h r i s t i a n i t y 

maintains a ' s p i r i t u a l horizon' i n common w i t h archaic s o c i e t i e s . To 

address the o r i g i n of C h r i s t i a n baptism w i t h i n the parameters of 

Eliade's horizon focuses a t t e n t i o n on the search f o r a possible 
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exemplary p a t t e r n . I f the c r i t e r i o n i s t h a t C h r i s t i a n l i t u r g y i s the 
i m i t a t i o n of a d i v i n e model or archetype then i t i s reasonable t o 
suppose t h a t t h i s l i e s i n an o r i g i n a l r i t u a l a c t i o n . 

Although the l i n e s of contact can a t t h i s p o i n t only be ind i c a t e d , 

Eliade's mediation suggests t h a t baptism has i t s exemplary p a t t e r n i n 

the r i t u a l a ct of a d i v i n e personage which i s i t s e l f rooted i n 

cosmogonic mythology. Therefore the suggestion i s t h a t i n Jesus' 

Baptism, something t h a t i n d i c a t e s a renewal of the o r i g i n of the 

world, i s found the o r i g i n of C h r i s t i a n Baptism. 

3 Recent Theological Deployment of Jesus' Baptism 

Theological precedent, h i s t o r i c a l - c r i t i c a l studies and the nature 

of myth t h e r e f o r e converge i n t h e i r suggestion t h a t the s t o r y Jesus' 

Baptism me r i t s f u r t h e r a t t e n t i o n as a s o c i o l o g i c a l charter f o r the 

r i t u a l of C h r i s t i a n baptism. I n modern and contemporary theology there 

has been some r e c o g n i t i o n of the s t o r y of Jesus' Baptism as the o r i g i n 

of C h r i s t i a n baptism. Three c o n t r i b u t i o n s i n p a r t i c u l a r , those from 

Lampe, Barth and Osborne, stand out. An evaluation of each w i l l enable 

the advantages of the r i t u a l perspective on baptism t o be in d i c a t e d by 

re v e a l i n g d i f f i c u l t i e s w i t h each t h e o l o g i c a l a p p r o p r i a t i o n of the 

Gospel n a r r a t i v e s . This s e c t i o n , t h e r e f o r e , w i l l not only continue the 

j u s t i f i c a t i o n of a r i t u a l approach but i t w i l l also prepare the ground 

f o r the f o l l o w i n g section's n a r r a t i v e reading of the Baptism. 

3.1 S u f f e r i n g Servant Christo l o q y : Lampe 

Lampe argued t h a t C h r i s t i a n baptism i s the 're-presentation' of 

Jesus' Baptism. Within the range of h i s argument, he employs i t t o 
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assert t h a t through the ceremony of C h r i s t i a n baptism, and not through 

any s u b s i d i a r y r i t e such as a physic a l a n o i n t i n g , the be l i e v e r 

receives the S p i r i t of C h r i s t and membership of h i s body. Recognising 

t h a t the Baptism of Jesus was a neglected feature i n baptismal 

theology he sums up i t s import: 

the Baptism of Jesus was p r o l e p t i c , s i g n i f y i n g and summing up 
i n a s i n g l e a c t i o n the e n t i r e mission and saving work of the 
Servant-Messiah, which was t o be unfolded and revealed 
g r a d u a l l y i n the course of His l i f e , death, r e s u r r e c t i o n and 
ascension. ̂"̂  

Just as Jesus' Baptism p r o l e p t i c a l l y embraced h i s e n t i r e m i n i s t r y , so 

the baptism of the C h r i s t i a n i s p r o l e p t i c i n i t s s i g n i f i c a t i o n and 

summing up i n one a c t i o n ' a l l the consequences of t h e i r f a i t h - u n i o n 

w i t h C h r i s t ' . Such consequences are 'gradually unfolded' during human 

l i f e and only f u l l y r e a l i s e d a t the Parousia. 

Lampe addressed the t h e o l o g i c a l r e l a t i o n s h i p between baptism and 

co n f i r m a t i o n , and e s p e c i a l l y the r o l e of the Holy S p i r i t i n 

i n i t i a t i o n . His deployment of Jesus' Baptism was p a r t of h i s argument 

to secure the d o c t r i n e of pneumatic se a l i n g w i t h i n baptism i t s e l f . 

Speaking of a second century i d e n t i f i c a t i o n of the r i t u a l of baptism 

w i t h the s e a l i n g of the S p i r i t , he commented on the n a t u r a l equation 

t h a t was made: 

the seal was received by the b e l i e v e r i n baptism because h i s 
baptism re-enacted C h r i s t ' s own Baptism, so t h a t he was enabled 
t o p a r t i c i p a t e s y m b o l i c a l l y i n the S p i r i t ' s descent at the 
Jordan, and, through the mediation of the Son of God, t o hear, 
as i t were, the d i v i n e d e c l a r a t i o n of h i s own adoptive 
sonship."^ 

I n the r i t u a l perspective i t i s Lampe's emphasis on the p r o l e p t i c 

nature of baptism which i s open t o c r i t i c i s m . To put t h i s sharply, 

when pursued too f a r , a p r o l e p t i c emphasis can denigrate the r e a l i t y 
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of the Baptismal event. There i s evidence of t h i s i n Lampe's treatment 
of the so - c a l l e d Marcan and Lukan baptisma sayings, where Jesus 
describes h i s death i n terms of a baptism."' Lampe takes these t o mean 
t h a t Jesus looks forward t o h i s death which w i l l be a f u l f i l m e n t of 
t h a t which was symbolised i n h i s Baptism. The Baptism of the Servant 
has been undertaken i n a f i g u r a t i v e sense, but requires manifestation 
and f u l f i l m e n t i n the greater event at C a l v a r y . T h i s stands i n 
con t r a s t t o Lampe's claim t h a t the Baptism of Jesus i s a summing up of 
the whole of the i n c a r n a t i o n . I f C h r i s t ' s baptism i s t o be seen as an 
embrace of the complete d i v i n e r e - c r e a t i v e and redemptive work, then 
baptisma may p r e f e r a b l y be regarded as a metaphorical means of 
understanding the death of C h r i s t r a t h e r than a concept which i s from 
now on t o be understood i n terms of death only. I n t h i s way the 
Baptism of Jesus remains a r e a l , concrete, decisive and c e n t r a l r i t u a l 
event w i t h i t s own s i g n i f i c a n c e , r a t h e r than being merely i l l u s t r a t i v e 
of a f u t u r e event and the r e a l i t y of the r i t u a l moment i s safeguarded. 

Closely r e l a t e d t o t h i s r i t u a l p o i n t i s one which concerns Lampe's 

i n t e r p r e t a t i o n of the Gospel n a r r a t i v e s , p a r t i c u l a r l y the dominance he 

gives t o the concept of the I s a i a n i c s u f f e r i n g servant. I t i s through 

the concept of s u f f e r i n g servanthood t h a t Jesus' d i v i n e Sonship and 

vocation t o Messiahship i s worked out. Thus the Matthean j u s t i f i c a t i o n 

f o r the Baptism i s i n t e r p r e t e d as an a l l u s i o n t o a v i c a r i o u s , s i n -

bearing f u n c t i o n which the Son-Messiah w i l l f u l f i l . Since t h i s took 

place not at the Jordan but a t the c r u c i f i x i o n , i t i s the r e f o r e again 

apparent t h a t the Baptism becomes e s s e n t i a l l y a p r e f i g u r a t i o n of 

Calvary. 
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Formative t o Lampe's argument i s Cullmann's i n f l u e n t i a l exegesis 
of C h r i s t ' s Baptism, which eschewed any r e l a t i o n s h i p between the 
d e c l a r a t i o n from heaven and the theme of messianic kingship and 
t h e r e f o r e gave a t h e o l o g i c a l hegemony to the I s a i a n i c servant songs."' 
Other e x e g e t i c a l decisions f o l l o w t h i s . The baptisma sayings are 
regarded as an exclusive l i n k between the r i t u a l Baptism and Jesus' 
death. Problems t h e r e f o r e a r i s e because the Baptism becomes s o l e l y a 
matter of Jesus' own d e d i c a t i o n t o h i s death, and i s eventually e l i d e d 
as C h r i s t i a n baptism becomes regarded as a sharing i n Jesus 'general' 
baptism, t h a t i s h i s death. Also, the Matthean reason f o r Jesus' 
Baptism, 'to f u l f i l a l l righteousness', was i n t e r p r e t e d i n terms of 
the Servant's achievement of the forgiveness of sins."° The s t r i c t u r e s 
of Cullmann's, and t h e r e f o r e Lampe's, exegesis w i l l be apparent i n the 
n a r r a t i v e reading proposed below. 

3.2 The Unique Sacramentalitv of C h r i s t : Barth 

I n h i s a s s e r t i o n of the basis of C h r i s t i a n baptism, Barth both 

extends and eschews the Matthean dominical command. I t does not stand 

alone, but r e f e r s back t o the h i s t o r y of Jesus C h r i s t ; i t i s an 

' e x p l i c a t i o n and proclamation' of the i n s t i t u t i o n of baptism e f f e c t e d 

i n Jesus' Baptism i n the Jordan, from which the command t o baptise 

i t s e l f d e r i v e d . " * A c e n t r a l theme of the Baptism i s the e s s e n t i a l 

freedom of an obedient a c t i o n : i n freedom Jesus submitted himself t o 

the w i l l of God, t o an i d e n t i f i c a t i o n w i t h a humanity which was under 

the judgement of God, and t o a d i v i n e service which he alone could 

achieve as r e p r e s e n t a t i v e of both God and humanity."^ 

I n one of h i s most i n c i s i v e comments on Jesus' Baptism Barth l i n k s 

word and a c t i o n together, and gives expression t o the idea, f o l l o w i n g 
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suggestions of Augustine and Luther, of the unique sacramentality of 
Jesus C h r i s t : 

the baptism of Jesus was, i n a t y p i c a l and decisive way f o r His 
whole h i s t o r y , the f i r s t and basic act of His self-proclamation 
as the Mediator between God and men. I n i t the m i n i s t r y of 
r e c o n c i l i n g the world t o God began t o take place, and t o do so 
indeed as His own h i s t o r y . I n i t he came forward as the One i n 
whose person and work a l l t h a t John had announced - the 
kingdom, judgement and forgiveness of God - was now t o take 
place. I n i t , i t began t o do so."^ 

I n h i s Baptism t h e r e f o r e , there i s both an a c t i o n and a 

proclamation by Jesus. However, Barth also speaks, i n a somewhat 

uncomfortable v e i n , of the Baptism as an ' a e t i o l o g i c a l "cult-legend" 

which c r e a t i v e l y i n d i c a t e s the o r i g i n of C h r i s t i a n baptism'."^ The act 

of Jesus' baptism has a f o r c e ; i t i s the 'exemplary and imperative 

baptismal event'^" t h a t provides 'a mo t i v a t i o n as a command' f o r a l l 

C h r i s t i a n s t o be baptised."* 

Barth does not appear t o use the phrase i m i t a t i o C h r i s t i and there 

i s a sense i n which C h r i s t i a n baptism f i n d s i t s basis i n Jesus' 

Baptism, but only t o a c e r t a i n degree. C h r i s t i a n baptism f i n d s i t s 

model i n C h r i s t ' s baptism only i n the sense t h a t i t i s the f i r s t step 

of f r e e obedience i n the C h r i s t i a n l i f e , the human response t o God's 

i n i t i a l , p r i o r act of s a l v a t i o n , and a response t h a t provides w i t h i n 

i t s e l f the model f o r subsequent C h r i s t i a n l i f e which i s l i v e d under 

t h i s s i g n . " ' The a c t i o n of God and the a c t i o n of the i n d i v i d u a l i n 

baptism, are t o be maintained i n a d i f f e r e n t i a t e d u n i t y , but there i s 

no equivocation t h a t even though the human response i s 'absolutely 

indispensable' i t i s a secondary work t o the 'primary d i v i n e 

f o u n d a t i o n ' H e n c e , the baptism w i t h S p i r i t i s separate from the 

baptism w i t h water, i n a way i n which d i f f e r s from Ch r i s t ' s Baptism: 
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f o r here baptism w i t h the Holy Ghost, which may be regarded as 
the epitome of the d i v i n e change e f f e c t e d on a man, meets 
baptism w i t h water, which represents here the f i r s t concrete 
step of the human deci s i o n which f o l l o w s and corresponds t o the 
d i v i n e change.*" 

As i n f l u e n t i a l as Barth's theology of baptism has been there are 

two l i n e s of c r i t i c i s m t o be made. F i r s t of a l l , there i s a r i t u a l 

p o i n t . I n the f i n a l fragment of the Church Dogmatics there i s the 

culmination of an increasing r e j e c t i o n of 'sacramentalism', which 

leads Barth t o an understanding of baptism which does not f i t e a s i l y 

w i t h h i s ecclesiology. On the one hand Barth can speak of the Church 

as the ' e a r t h l y - h i s t o r i c a l form of C h r i s t ' s presence' between the 

events of the i n c a r n a t i o n and the parousia, y e t there i s a reduction 

of the Church's a c t i v i t y i n the sacraments t o the human e t h i c a l one of 

obedience t o the d i v i n e command.*^" Baptism i n r i t u a l perspective, 

which i s a t once purposive and a s s e r t i v e , and which i s coupled w i t h an 

understanding of d i v i n e agency through human a c t i o n , renders Barth's 

conception of the baptismal act problematic. 

Secondly, there i s an issue concerning Barth's use of the Baptism 

n a r r a t i v e s , symptomatic of which i s h i s understanding of the symbol of 

water i n C h r i s t i a n baptism. Water i s employed only because of i t s 

formal connection w i t h the human a c t i o n of b o d i l y washing. To attempt 

t o see connections between the baptismal water and themes of the 

c r e a t i o n i s said t o be 'an unpromising and f a r too a r b i t r a r y 

e n t e r p r i s e from the stand-point of the New Testament'.*" Barth does 

not e n t i r e l y eschew c r e a t i o n or r e b i r t h imagery though: the 

b i f u r c a t i o n between water and S p i r i t baptism allows i t t o c l u s t e r 

around the l a t t e r . I t i s hardly s u r p r i s i n g , then, t h a t the exposition 

of Jesus' Baptism i n Barth's account i s devoid of any mention of the 
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theme of d i v i n e c r e a t i o n , such i s the c o n t r o l l i n g hermeneutic from h i s 
d o c t r i n e of C h r i s t i a n baptism. Again, the short-comings here w i l l 
become apparent i n the exegesis o f f e r e d below. 

3.3 The Pr i m o r d i a l Sacramentality of C h r i s t : Osborne 

Osborne's p r e s e n t a t i o n of C h r i s t i a n baptism i s one of the most 

f r u i t f u l o f recent years and w i l l repay close a t t e n t i o n . What needs t o 

be noted f i r s t o f a l l are h i s methodological steps and then the actual 

content of h i s theology. 

Osborne's i n i t i a l p r o p o s i t i o n i s the acceptance of the p r i m o r d i a l 

sacramentality of Jesus i n h i s 'humanness' and the derived 

sacramentality of the Church and i t s sacraments; C h r i s t i a n baptism i s 

only a sacrament because Jesus and the Church are sacraments. Also, 

Osborne r e i n t e r p r e t s the suggestion t h a t i n studies of C h r i s t i a n 

i n i t i a t i o n S p i r i t data should take precedence, i n a governing sense, 

over water data; since the S p i r i t i s the S p i r i t of C h r i s t , then Jesus 

as the baptised one i s primary i n baptismal theology and must govern 

whatever i s s a i d about C h r i s t i a n baptism. 

A reading of s c r i p t u r a l references from the Gospels t o the New 

Testament's l a t e s t w r i t i n g s demonstrates the c e n t r a l i t y of Jesus f o r 

baptismal r e f l e c t i o n . I n the Gospels, the n a r r a t i v e s of Jesus' Baptism 

are concerned w i t h His i d e n t i t y . The p o s t - r e s u r r e c t i o n viewpoint of 

the w r i t e r s makes t h i s understandable: 

the baptism of Jesus by John i s not portrayed as a baptism of 
John applied t o Jesus, hence remission of s i n s , but as a 
baptism of Jesus, the main focus, which profoundly transforms 
the very meaning of baptism i n t o the acceptance by God through 
the S p i r i t . 
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Osborne then proposes h i s theology of baptism which commences w i t h 
the Baptism of C h r i s t and p a r t i c u l a r l y w i t h i t s Marcan version. The 
f i r s t sentence of the Gospel i s juxtaposed w i t h the opening of the 
Fourth Gospel and the f i r s t verse of Genesis. 'The beginning of the 
good news of Jesus C h r i s t ' connotes an absolute beginning and 
t h e r e f o r e a c r e a t i o n . I n Mark the address from heaven i s d i r e c t e d 
p e r s o n a l l y towards Jesus: 'You are my Son, the Beloved' provides an 
e x i s t e n t i a l moment i n which humanity i s confronted w i t h the 'shock of 
non-being'. I n terms of beginnings, i t i s the presence of the d i v i n e 
i n Jesus which 'establishes the very beginning of what Jesus i s 
about'.*" Therefore Mark i s suggesting t h a t a t the o r i g i n of Jesus i s 
the presence of God, and i n t h i s presence of God i n C h r i s t i s the 
o r i g i n of s a l v a t i o n , and beyond t h i s source there i s no other. 

C h r i s t i a n baptism, at the heart of which i s 'the presence of God 

to an i n d i v i d u a l ' , i s modelled on Jesus' Baptism: 

of a l l men and women, no one, and so we believe i n our 
C h r i s t i a n f a i t h , has ever been more i n t i m a t e l y u n i t e d t o the 
presence of God than the humanness of Jesus, and i t i s t h i s 
a n o i n t i n g of God's presence i n and through the humanness of 
Jesus, i t i s t h i s thorough washing of the humanness of Jesus, 
t h a t s y m b o l i c a l l y i n h i s own baptism on the one hand, but i n 
the r e a l i t y of h i s being, on the other, i n d i c a t e s the presence 
of God so immensely i n the humanness of Jesus.*^'' 

As 'baptism' i n t o God's own s e l f , Jesus' Baptism has an 

'unreasonableness' and cannot be r a t i o n a l i s e d since i t i s an absolute 

beginning; p r i m o r d i a l l y , Jesus' Baptism i s the communication of the 

S p i r i t i n order t h a t Jesus can begin t o be. Thus from t h i s perspective 

baptism i s r e v o l u t i o n i s e d . To be i n the presence of Jesus i s t o be i n 

the presence of the baptised. Jesus i s the o r i g i n a l sacrament, the one 

from whom C h r i s t i a n baptism i s derived; the creedal statement 'we 
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b e l i e v e i n one baptism' thus i n d i c a t e s t h a t 'there i s r a d i c a l l y only 
one baptism, the Lord himself as the baptized'. 

Osborne elaborates f u r t h e r . Baptism i s t o be regarded as a prayer 

event which responds t o the s e l f - G i f t of God through C h r i s t . A 

contemporary s t r e s s on baptism as i n i t i a t i o n requires c o r r e c t i o n and 

key t o t h i s realignment i s the d o c t r i n e of c r e a t i o n . The doctrine of 

c o n t i n u i n g c r e a t i o n establishes the r e l a t i o n s h i p t h a t God has w i t h an 

i n d i v i d u a l from b i r t h through the events of conception and d e l i v e r y . 

Baptism makes e x p l i c i t the reasons f o r God's c r e a t i v e a c t i v i t y , the 

basic p r e d e s t i n a t i o n of humanity t o e t e r n a l l i f e . Baptism celebrates 

what God has done and continues t o do, the eschatological 'now and not 

yet' dimensions of God's s a l v i f i c a c t i v i t y . However, i f baptism 

celebrates i t also transforms, and t h i s has two aspects - the 

corporate and the i n d i v i d u a l . There i s a j o i n i n g together of the 

baptisand and the v i s i b l e community of the Church, and God makes 

himself more present t o the i n i t i a t e . 

Like the evaluations of Lampe and Barth, the d i f f i c u l t i e s w i t h 

Osborne's account may be focused i n two areas. I n the f i r s t place, the 

c r i t i c i s m which comes from the r i t u a l perspective i s evident i n his 

presupposition of the sacramentality of Jesus i n h i s humamness. 

Although the n o t i o n of Jesus C h r i s t as p r i m o r d i a l sacrament has been 

w e l l developed and encapsulates w i t h i n i t something i n t r i n s i c t o 

sacramental theology, i t i s by no means u n i v e r s a l l y accepted. Even i n 

Roman Ca t h o l i c theology there remains an o b j e c t i o n t o the l a b e l of 

'sacrament' being employed i n t h i s context. Ganoczy, f o r instance, i s 

d e c i s i v e when he remarks t h a t the designation of C h r i s t as the 

' o r i g i n a l sacrament' i s a confusion of the c u l t i c w i t h 'supra-cultic 
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r e a l i t y ' and runs the r i s k of approaching the c u l t i c w i t h a pro x i m i t y 
t h a t prevents the very establishment of the c u l t ; the danger i s t h a t , 
'the g l o r i f i e d C h r i s t be f a l s e l y s t y l i z e d according t o the model of 
the r i t e ' . * " I n Protestant theology, there i s acceptance of the 
underlying sacramental s t r u c t u r e of the in c a r n a t i o n but an 
unwillingness t o f o l l o w the t e r m i n o l o g i c a l lead set by Roman 
Catholics. For instance, there i s a strong preference f o r continuing 
to regard C h r i s t as the 'author' of the sacraments and the Church as 
the 'bearer' of the sacraments*", and t h i s i s r e l a t e d t o the p o t e n t i a l 
danger of a uniform l a b e l l i n g of C h r i s t and the Church as sacraments 
obscuring the v i t a l d i s t i n c t i o n between C h r i s t as head of h i s body and 
the members of the body.*^' 

Such a c r i t i c i s m i s serious because i t r e s u l t s i n ein awkwardness 

t o Osborne's Christo l o g y . This comes about i n the way t h a t Jesus' 

Baptism i s presented as a 'sacrament' of the e t e r n a l begetting of the 

Son from the Father. Symptomatic of t h i s are phrases such as 'absolute 

beginning' and ' i t i s the presence of the d i v i n e i n Jesus, t h a t 

e stablishes the very beginning of what Jesus i s a l l about'. Comments 

t h a t Jesus' Baptism i s fundamentally unreasonable emerges from the 

n o t i o n t h a t 'we must not ask questions behind a beginning; r a t h e r , we 

begin w i t h the beginning'. What i s l a c k i n g i n Osborne's treatment i s a 

proper r e l a t i o n s h i p and d i s t i n c t i o n between the d i f f e r e n t beginnings 

i n the t r a j e c t o r y of the e t e r n a l l y begotten Logos. A r i t u a l 

p erspective avoids t h i s confusion of C h r i s t o l o g i c a l m o t i f s by 

mainta i n i n g the an a l o g i c a l tension between the person of C h r i s t and 

the n o t i o n of sacrament. 
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The second c r i t i c i s m i s a n a r r a t i v e one. Although Osborne 
con v i n c i n g l y introduces c r e a t i o n imagery, i t l i e s underdeveloped and 
u l t i m a t e l y unintegrated w i t h what he regards as the climax of the 
Pauline development, baptism i n t o the death of C h r i s t . This i s a 
consequence of attempting a r e - s t y l i n g of baptismal theology w i t h i n 
the paschally o r i e n t e d l i t u r g i c a l framework of the sacraments of 
i n i t i a t i o n . I t i s perhaps h i s insi s t e n c e t h a t S p i r i t - d a t a be given 
p r i o r i t y over water-data which leads him t o neglect the symbolic 
q u a l i t i e s of water, p a r t i c u l a r l y i n the Johannine l i t e r a t u r e , which i s 
d e a l t w i t h only on a cursory basis. The weakness which t h i s represents 
i s p o t e n t i a l l y overcome not only i n the next se c t i o n but also i n the 
r i t u a l perspective's a t t e n t i o n t o both symbol and metaphor. 

The theologies of Lampe, Barth and Osborne contain elements which 

cohere w i t h the r i t u a l approach t o C h r i s t i a n baptism being developed 

here. P a r t i c u l a r l y , i n Lampe there i s the profound sense t h a t Jesus' 

Baptism i s re-presented i n C h r i s t i a n baptism and encapsulates w i t h i n 

i t the f u l l scope of the i n c a r n a t i o n . There i s appreciation, 

e s p e c i a l l y i n Barth, of the c h a r t e r i n g c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s of the Baptism 

s t o r y ; and, i n Osborne, there i s a r e c o g n i t i o n of the importance of a 

baptismal d o c t r i n e of c r e a t i o n . Nevertheless, each theology c a r r i e s 

w i t h i t a d i f f i c u l t y which becomes apparent from the r i t u a l 

p erspective t h a t i s being developed: r e s p e c t i v e l y , there i s a tendency 

t o remove the focus from the r i t u a l moment, an evasion of the 

i n e v i t a b l e r i t u a l s t r u c t u r e of baptism and a confusion of 

C h r i s t o l o g i c a l and c u l t i c categories. Equally, i n each treatment there 

were weaknesses i n the a p p r o p r i a t i o n of the b i b l i c a l n a r r a t i v e s : again 

r e s p e c t i v e l y , there i s an over-emphasis on s u f f e r i n g servanthood t o 

the exclusion of other C h r i s t o l o g i c a l m o t i f s , a neglect of cr e a t i o n 
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imagery i n the i n t e r p r e t a t i o n of Jesus' Baptism and a tendency t o 
leave the d o c t r i n e of c r e a t i o n stranded from other baptismal 
metaphors. 

The agenda f o r the remainder of t h i s chapter i s therefore set. 

What i s the perspective on the Baptism of Jesus as the foundation f o r 

C h r i s t i a n baptism t h a t the r i t u a l approach o f f e r s ? Given the 

c o o r d i n a t i o n t h a t has been demonstrated between the anthropological 

category of myth and. the more recognisably t h e o l o g i c a l category of 

n a r r a t i v e the suggestion i s simply t h a t the s t o r y of Jesus' Baptism 

may be understood as c h a r t e r i n g C h r i s t i a n baptism. I t was shown t h a t a 

myth may y i e l d up i t s c h a r t e r i n g force i n three p a r t i c u l a r ways. I n 

t u r n , each of these w i l l be used t o expound t h i s suggestion i n some 

d e t a i l . 

4 The Story of Jesus' Baptism as the Charter f o r C h r i s t i a n Baptism. 

The f i r s t way i n which a myth might y i e l d up i t s c h a r t e r i n g force 

towards i t s associated r i t u a l i s by p r o v i d i n g a l i n k w i t h the past. 

This suggests t h a t the s t o r y of Jesus' Baptism provides the l i n k 

between C h r i s t i a n baptism and i t s archetypal predecessor. The task of 

t h i s s e c t i o n i s t o explore the most appropriate understanding of the 

s t o r y of Jesus' Baptism. However, there i s a p r i o r question t h a t 

a r i s e s from the i n h e r e n t l y ambiguous p r o p o s i t i o n found i n the notion 

of the 'story of Jesus'. There i s ambiguity because i t may r e f e r 

e i t h e r t o the events of the i n c a r n a t i o n , conceived of as independent 

of t h e i r n a r r a t i v e s t r u c t u r e , or t o the n a r r a t i o n of those events. I t 

tu r n s out, however, t h a t the indeterminacy of the term 'story' has an 

important i m p l i c a t i o n , which i s r e l a t e d t o s o t e r i o l o g y . 
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I n an h e l p f u l essay, M Root has described the i m p l i c a t i o n s of what 

he terms 'the n a r r a t i v e s t r u c t u r e s of s o t e r i o l o g y ' , He argues t h a t the 

presupposition of C h r i s t i a n s o t e r i o l o g y i s the s t o r y of Jesus which i s 

dec i s i v e i n the movement of the human c o n d i t i o n from d e p r i v a t i o n t o 

redemption. The ambiguity contained w i t h i n the term 'the s t o r y of 

Jesus' i s c r u c i a l f o r s o t e r i o l o g y since: 

n e i t h e r simply the events nor simply t h e i r n a r r a t i o n s redeems. 
The events are redemptive as they grasp peoples and i n d i v i d u a l s 
through t h e i r d e p i c t i o n i n n a r r a t i v e and r i t u a l . Word and 
Sacrament. 

Root's r e f l e c t i o n s enable the n o t i o n of 'the s t o r y of Jesus' t o be 

c l a r i f i e d and f o r a d i s t i n c t i o n t o be made between the h i s t o r i c a l 

event which i s the subject of the Gospel n a r r a t i v e s and the na r r a t i v e s 

i n which the archetypal event i s narrated. Thus, t o assert t h a t the 

s t o r y of Jesus' Baptism charters C h r i s t i a n baptism because i t provides 

a l i n k w i t h the past involves a demarcation between the event and i t s 

n a r r a t i v e d e p i c t i o n . The ambiguity allows both f o r the i n s e p a r a b i l i t y 

of the event and the n a r r a t i v e and f o r them t o be t r e a t e d d i s t i n c t l y . 

4.1 The Archetypal Event which i s Narrated 

The Baptism of Jesus by John the B a p t i s t , as an h i s t o r i c a l 

occurrence, i s secure. The d i f f i c u l t i e s t h a t i t s i n t e r p r e t a t i o n has 

brought t o the Church's understandings of Jesus' sinlessness, 

uniqueness and pre-existence i n d i c a t e s the extent t o which the event 

was embedded i n C h r i s t i a n i t y ' s o r i g i n s . The h i s t o r i c a l matrix i n t o 

which Jesus presented himself may be understood i n the r i t u a l terms 

developed i n the previous chapter w i t h the assistance of the recent 

monograph on John the B a p t i s t by R L Webb who draws on the f u l l range 

of b i b l i c a l and n o n - b i b l i c a l sources."' 
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John's baptism was purposive. I t was p r i m a r i l y a 'baptism of 

repentance f o r the forgiveness of s i n s ' . The close r e l a t i o n s h i p 

between the water r i t e and forgiveness of sins and the p a r a l l e l w i t h 

the operation of the Jewish s a c r i f i c i a l system i n d i c a t e s t h a t baptism 

was the channel through which God forgave the r e c i p i e n t ' s sins. Sin i n 

Jewish c u l t u r e produced i m p u r i t y and, given the background of 

p u r i f i c a t o r y w a t e r - r i t e s from which John's baptism emerged, the 

evidence suggests t h a t the r e c i p i e n t received p u r i f i c a t i o n from 

uncleanness o r i g i n a t i n g i n moral contagion. John's baptism also was 

i n i t i a t i o n i n t o the t r u e I s r a e l . I t served t o d i s t i n g u i s h the 

repentant from the unrepentant and, since repentance f o r a Jew was 

associated w i t h the renewal of the covenant and the formation of a 

remnant f a i t h f u l t o Yahweh, the former had a corporate i d e n t i t y . 

John's baptism was also a s s e r t i v e . I t expressed the personal 

a t t i t u d e of 'conversionary repentance' understood as a t u r n i n g from 

s i n and towards God, as opposed t o what might be t y p i f i e d as a 

' p e n i t e n t i a l repentance' which focused on the f e e l i n g s of remorse 

associated w i t h personal c o n t r i t i o n ; as Webb puts i t , John's baptism 

was a 'baptismally-expressed repentance'. I n t e g r a l t o i t was the 

announcement of an expected f i g u r e who would exercise a superior 

S p i r i t - b a p t i s i n g m i n i s t r y " " ; as a transformation i t therefore 

foreshadowed and prepared f o r the completion of the process which had 

already begun. There were i m p l i c a t i o n s f o r the established r e l i g i o n ; 

by o f f e r i n g the forgiveness of sins John o f f e r e d an a l t e r n a t i v e means 

of r e c o n c i l i a t i o n w i t h God and, i t i s possible, a p r o t e s t against the 

c e n t r a l i t y of the I s r a e l i t e c u l t . L a s t l y , there was a symbolic 

dimension. The l i v i n g waters of the Jordan r i v e r i n d i c a t e d the 
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s e v e r i t y of personal uncleanness and would have produced expectations 
of a r e v e l a t i o n a l e v e n t . T h e wilderness l o c a t i o n of John's baptism 
would have evoked f o r the r e c i p i e n t s the p o s s i b i l i t y of the New Exodus 
and conquest of the promised land of the end-times. 

This was the h i s t o r i c a l r i t u a l context i n which the Evangelists 

located Jesus' encounter w i t h , and baptism by, John. As a r i t u a l event 

i t may also be el u c i d a t e d by employing the categories of purpose and 

a s s e r t i o n . The Baptism of Jesus was an i r r e v e r s i b l e step, marking the 

beginning of h i s 'public h i s t o r y ' . " ' Like a l l those who received 

John's baptism, Jesus underwent a transformatory r i t u a l which a l t e r e d 

h i s s o c i a l s t a t u s . He became a member of the New I s r a e l , an 

i d e n t i f i c a t i o n w i t h those who understood themselves t o be subject t o 

the judgement of God and saw the need f o r a conversionary repentance 

i n the l i g h t of an expected f i g u r e who would baptise w i t h the S p i r i t . 

The baptism of John was a transformatory operation which permanently 

a l t e r e d Jesus' c l a s s i f i c a t o r y matrix of s o c i a l r e l a t i o n s and therefore 

the r o l e categories i n s o c i e t y which he would be expected t o f u l f i l . 

I n t h i s l i e s the ten s i o n between Jesus' a s s i m i l a t i o n t o John and h i s 

m i n i s t r y and h i s d i s t i n c t i o n from i t , and yet i t i s the Baptism of 

Jesus t h a t i s the dec i s i v e f a c t o r i n the d i f f e r e n c e between Jesus and 

John i n terms of t h e i r proclamation."^ 

Like a l l others baptised by John, Jesus had a p a t t e r n of r e a l i t y 

presented t o him through the r i t u a l which acted as a determining 

f a c t o r throughout h i s subsequent l i f e . Unlike other baptisands Jesus 

was presented w i t h a p a r t i c u l a r i n t e n s i t y of experience; he may have 

shared w i t h other baptisands i n s o c i a l terms, but he was presented 

w i t h h i s own i d e n t i t y i n t o which he was t o develop. To penetrate the 
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e x i s t e n t i a l aspect of the Baptism, recourse must be made t o i t s 
a s s e r t i v e dimension. At t h i s p o i n t , a t t e n t i o n i s d i r e c t e d towards i t s 
n a r r a t i o n . 

4.2 The N a r r a t i o n of the Archetypal Event 

I n i t s a s s e r t i v e dimension the Baptism of Jesus becomes a unigue 

event. As such i t had a diverse reception among the communities of the 

f i r s t century Church. Later Gregory of Nyssa argued t h a t the 

n a r r a t i o n s of the Baptism i n the synoptic Gospels each s i g n i f i e d 

something p a r t i c u l a r about C h r i s t i a n baptism."^ This i s an emphasis 

which i s consonant w i t h the r e - i n t e r p r e t a t i o n of ' i n s t i t u t i o n ' o f f e r e d 

e a r l i e r which was concerned t o emphasise i t s hermeneutical aspects and 

one which w i l l be maintained i n the f o l l o w i n g e x p o s i t i o n of the 

a s s e r t i v e dimension of the Baptism. An i n t e r p r e t a t i o n w i l l be 

suggested which works from the u n i f y i n g features of the Baptismal 

n a r r a t i v e s ; l a t e r , t h e i r d i v e r s i t y , and t h a t of the f o u r t h Gospel, 

w i l l be an important p a r t of the l e g i t i m a t i o n of the symbols and 

metaphors of C h r i s t i a n baptism. 

I n t h i s i n t e r p r e t a t i o n a foundational p r i o r i t y w i l l be given t o 

the Marcan account of the Baptism. This i s because both Matthew and 

Luke show signs of a more considered, and t h e r e f o r e l a t e r , t h e o l o g i c a l 

stance. Matthew demonstrates embarrassment w i t h the c o n f l i c t between 

Jesus' sinlessness and h i s submission t o a baptism f o r the forgiveness 

of s i n s . Luke may also show a reserve and he appears t o have 

o b j e c t i f i e d Mark's account by des c r i b i n g the descent of the S p i r i t ' i n 

b o d i l y form, l i k e a dove'."* I t i s Mark which has the most claim t o 

preserve the o r i g i n a l n a r r a t i v e which Matthew and Luke l a t e r modified. 

I t i s sustainable t h a t a t h i s Baptism Jesus experienced a decisive 

108 



3: Myth and the Story of Jesus' Baptism 

v i s i o n - even i f i t i s accepted t h a t the c h a r a c t e r i s a t i o n of i t s exact 
nature i s problematic - and i t i s t h e r e f o r e probable t h a t the personal 
form of the d i v i n e address found i n Mark i s i n d i c a t i v e of t h i s . " ' The 
n a r r a t i v e s of the synoptic Gospels demonstrate a unanimity i n t h e i r 
d e p i c t i o n of the t h r e e d i v i n e actions t h a t occurred at the Baptism: 
the opening of the heavens, the descent of the S p i r i t and the voice 
from heaven."^ These three d i v i n e actions w i l l be used as an 
expository framework. 

F i r s t of a l l , the s p l i t t i n g of the heavens i n d i c a t e s a background 

i n a pocalyptic dualism. The Marcan d e s c r i p t i o n of the t e a r i n g of the 

heavens as a v i o l e n t event i s rooted i n the apocalyptic imagery found 

i n Deutero-Isaiah."' The heavens and the earth are closed t o each 

other; the people of I s r a e l cannot experience God i n an unmediated 

manner as they once d i d , and t h e i r rending i s a sign of unusual grace. 

The Baptism i s t h e r e f o r e portrayed as an 'apocalyptic theophany', the 

'eschatological occurrence of t h e S p i r i t ' s advent'^'"', a sign t h a t God 

i s answering the I s a i a n prayer t h a t he would 'tear open the heavens 

and come down'. I t i s the breaking through of the heavenly i n t o the 

e a r t h l y . 

The I s a i a n passage t h a t Mark draws on i s a plea f o r the g i f t of 

the S p i r i t " ^ and i t i s t h i s , secondly, which i s s i g n i f i e d by the 

image of the dove i n a l l three Synoptic Gospels. At the beginning of 

the t w e n t i e t h century i t was thought t h a t t h e re was no explanation f o r 

any symbolism i t contained. I n mid-century i t was noted t h a t the 

Rabbinic l i t e r a t u r e could regard the dove as a sign of the S p i r i t and, 

where i t does, i t does so i n a h i g h l y suggestive manner by 

c o n s t r u c t i n g l i n k s w i t h the c r e a t i o n n a r r a t i v e . The S p i r i t of God was 
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said t o brood over the waters of c r e a t i o n i n a way t h a t could be 
compared t o a dove brooding over her y o u n g . R e c e n t l y , the connection 
between the descent of the dove over Jesus and the c r e a t i o n n a r r a t i v e s 
has been r e a f f i r m e d as the most l i k e l y i n t e r p r e t a t i o n out of a number 
of a l t e r n a t i v e s . " * 

The i n t e r p r e t a t i o n of the descent of the S p i r i t cannot be 

separated from the t h i r d of the d i v i n e a c t i o n s , the heavenly voice. 

Since t h e demise of the prophets, the S p i r i t had been denied t o I s r a e l 

who had t o be content w i t h the i n d i r e c t communication of God i n the 

bath q o l , something o f t e n compared t o the cry of a b i r d . " ^ Thus Jesus, 

as the r e c i p i e n t not only of the S p i r i t i n the form of a dove but also 

of the d i r e c t l y spoken word of God, was elevated i n t o the category of 

a prophet. Equally, the symbolism of an i n t e r v e n i n g heavenly voice may 

f o l l o w the l i t e r a r y device employed i n the Targum and i n d i c a t e the 

d i v i n e s o l u t i o n t o what was seen as a problematic event. Just as a 

heavenly voice provided the s o l u t i o n t o P a t r i a r c h a l dilemmas and 

mysteries, Jesus' submission t o a baptism f o r repentance required 

j u s t i f i c a t i o n . " * 

The content of the voice from heaven - 'You are my Son, the 

Beloved; w i t h you I am w e l l pleased' - conveys two primary a l l u s i o n s 

t o the Old Testament. The one which Cullmann and h i s fo l l o w e r s have 

made the dominant m o t i f of the Baptism i s c e r t a i n l y apparent, t h a t of 

the e l e c t , s u f f e r i n g servant. This i s clinched by the way the I s a i a n i c 

servant songs r e f e r t o God's chosen one, the one who d e l i g h t s God's 

soul and the one on whom the d i v i n e S p i r i t w i l l be placed."' The 

second i s t h a t of a r o y a l psalm: the opening words of the heavenly 

voice, 'You are my Son' would have r e f e r r e d the reader t o Psalm 2 
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which i n i n t e r - t e s t a m e n t a l Judaism was imderstood t o be a prophecy of 
e s c h a t o l o g i c a l events. The psalm was i n t e r p r e t e d i n terms of a 
r e b e l l i o n against God and h i s anointed one, the d i v i n e instrument, and 
defeat of the c o n s p i r i n g nations. There i s great emphasis on the scale 
of the o p p o s i t i o n t o God and h i s Messiah, one t h a t takes i t beyond the 
human realm i n t o a cosmic b a t t l e between d i v i n e and demonic powers. 
Amidst t h i s , the theme of k i n s h i p i s c e n t r a l . The e a r t h l y king 
represents the heavenly k i n g , and t h e i r a u t h o r i t y i s inseparable. The 
context of the q u o t a t i o n i s important: 'You are my Son; today I have 
begotten you' r e f e r s t o an act of adoption by God of h i s 
r e p r e s e n t a t i v e on e a r t h . But probably more than adoption i s implied 
w i t h the b i r t h i n g metaphor suggesting a change of essence not merely 
of o f f i c e . 1 " 

When t h i s evidence i s placed alongside Jewish l i t e r a t u r e ' s close 

a s s o c i a t i o n of the Messiah w i t h the g i f t of the S p i r i t the resources 

which Mark had t o work w i t h are now c l e a r . However, i n supplying the 

key opening phrase employed by the d i v i n e voice, J Marcus r i g h t l y 

observes t h a t Psalm 2 i s given a ' c l i m a c t i c ' p o s i t i o n i n the Baptism 

n a r r a t i v e " ^ - i t s p o s i t i o n i s a p r i o r one t o the a l l u s i o n t o the 

s u f f e r i n g servant and t h i s moderates i t s e l i s i o n by Cullmann and h i s 

f o l l o w e r s . For Marcus, the context of Psalm 2 i n the Jewish i n t e r -

testamental p e r i o d gives t h e key t o Mark's a p p r o p r i a t i o n of i t . The 

way i n which i t was understood t o have nuances of a cosmic b a t t l e 

implies t h a t e f f e c t i v e o p p o s i t i o n t o e v i l forces could only be brought 

about through the 'Son of God' whose sonship had more than adoptive or 

j u r i d i c a l c r e d e n t i a l s . Jesus was Son of God then i n a way t h a t 

transcended the Old Testament concept of r o y a l sonship. Jesus shared 

God's power and being and yet was d i s t i n c t from God i n the way t h a t 
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heavenly and e a r t h l y kings are separate i n Psalm 2."° Marcus sums up 

h i s f i n d i n g s by n o t i n g t h a t i n h i s n a r r a t i v e , Mark has brought 

together p r i m o r d i a l time and eschatological time: 

the heavens t h a t have been shut up since the youth of humanity 
are reopened; the S p i r i t t h a t hovered over the primeval waters 
once more descends t o l i b e r a t e the earth from the stranglehold 
of chaos; and a voice unheard f o r age upon age sounds f o r t h , 
announcing a decision made long ago i n the etern a l counsel. 

the good pleasure of God, h i s d e l i g h t i n h i s c r e a t i o n , h i s 
l i f e - g i v i n g c o n v i c t i o n t h a t ' i t i s very good', i s reborn i n the 
baptismal waters, r i s e s from them i n the person of Jesus, and 
goes out w i t h him t o embrace the world and do b a t t l e against 
the forces of negation t h a t crush the hopes of humanity."^ 

Marcus' conclusions from the voice from heaven cohere w i t h those 

of other b i b l i c a l scholars"^ and when coupled w i t h the remaining 

a l l u s i o n s t o the Old Testament - the representation of the Sonship of 

I s r a e l c a l l e d out of sla v e r y i n Egypt"' and the echoing of the 

s a c r i f i c e of Isaac"* - the r e a l i t y of the Baptismal images which would 

have had an e x i s t e n t i a l impact on Jesus, e i t h e r a t the moment of 

baptism or l a t e r , have been established. 

As an 'overarching sacred s t o r y ' t h i s a p p r o p r i a t i o n of the Gospel 

n a r r a t i v e s brings an emphasis t o Jesus' Baptism as an eschatological 

event whereby the S p i r i t c a l l s i n t o being the new cr e a t i o n . I n 

comparison t o the ap p r o p r i a t i o n s examined i n the previous sections, i t 

i s e x e g e t i c a l l y advantageous because i t resolves some of the 

t h e o l o g i c a l d i f f i c u l t i e s which c l u s t e r around the Baptism. For 

instance, the questions about the sinlessness of Jesus are ameliorated 

by the f a c t t h a t the n a r r a t i v e demonstrates a r e c o g n i t i o n of the 

d i f f i c u l t y through i t s i n t r o d u c t i o n of the d i v i n e voice. The messianic 

q u a l i t i e s of Psalm 2 prevent the C h r i s t o l o g i c a l d i f f i c u l t i e s so o f t e n 

associated w i t h i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s of the Baptism. I n the Matthean reason 
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f o r the Baptism, the righteousness of God comes t o be regarded as the 
commencement of the Kingdom of God. As regards the recent tendency t o 
confine the Baptism of Jesus t o a p r e f i g u r a t i o n of h i s death and 
r e s u r r e c t i o n , there i s now a broader p i c t u r e i n which t o locate the 
sin-bearing death of C h r i s t . 

Thus, t o summarise t h i s s e c t i o n : the suggestion t h a t the s t o r y of 

Jesus' Baptism ch a r t e r s C h r i s t i a n baptism by l i n k i n g contemporary 

r i t u a l p r a c t i c e w i t h the past i s p l a u s i b l e . The s t o r y of Jesus' 

Baptism contains w i t h i n i t both the event i t s e l f and the na r r a t i v e s of 

t h a t event. I t allows the 'mundane' n a r r a t i v e s t o be read as 

c o n t r i b u t i n g t o an overarching 'sacred' s t o r y . I n C h r i s t i a n baptism 

the s t o r y of Jesus i s appropriated i n summary form and establishes 

l i n k s between the Baptism i t s e l f , i t s n a r r a t i v e s and contemporary 

l i t u r g i c a l p r a c t i c e . While t h i s has been established, how the s t o r y of 

Jesus' Baptism i s heard and i n t e r n a l i s e d by the r i t u a l p a r t i c i p a n t s 

has been a primary occupation. The r i t u a l perspective being pursued 

here suggests t h a t Jesus' Baptism i s heard as a r i t u a l a c t i o n which 

presents a d e f i n i t i o n of r e a l i t y , one t h a t i s best perceived as an 

esch a t o l o g i c a l new c r e a t i o n . 

From t h i s p o i n t onwards, the d i s t i n c t i o n t h a t does not separate 

the event and the n a r r a t i v e of Jesus' Baptism remains of importance. 

This i s because the argument so f a r suggests t h a t the s t o r y of Jesus' 

Baptism y i e l d s up i t s c h a r t e r i n g f o r c e i n respect of C h r i s t i a n baptism 

i n two f u r t h e r ways. I n C h r i s t i a n baptism there i s an i m i t a t i o n of the 

archetypal event of Jesus' Baptism which i s narrated i n the Gospels; 

equal l y , the symbols and metaphors of baptism f i n d t h e i r l e g i t i m a t i o n 

i n the Gospel's n a r r a t i o n of the same archetypal event. 
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5 The I m i t a t i v e - R e p e t i t i o n of Jesus' Baptism i n C h r i s t i a n Baptism 

The second of the an t h r o p o l o g i c a l means by which a myth might 

charter a r i t u a l i s through the p r o v i s i o n of an i m i t a t i v e impulse. 

This suggests t h a t the event of the Baptism of Jesus which i s narrated 

i n the Gospels provides an i m i t a t i v e impulse f o r C h r i s t i a n baptism. 

The p o t e n t i a l f r u i t f u l n e s s of such an approach i s evident from the 

iconography of Jesus' Baptism which contains an expression of the 

i m i t a t i v e r e l a t i o n s h i p . P o r t r a y a l s of baptism i n the e a r l y Church 

d i s p l a y the features of the Gospel n a r r a t i v e s - the descent of the 

dove, the f i g u r e of the baptisand and t h a t of a b a p t i s e r . The baptiser 

i s i n e v i t a b l y of l a r g e r proportions than the r e c i p i e n t , normally 

portrayed naked, whose age and r e l a t i v e height v a r i e d widely."^ Where 

i t i s c l e a r t h a t the Baptism of Jesus i s intended, the r e l a t i o n s h i p 

w i t h the baptism of the C h r i s t i a n was o f t e n presumed t o be such t h a t 

m o t i f s from the Church's l i t u r g y could become p a r t of the 

iconography."* The existence of t h i s type of feedback i n t o the 

d e p i c t i o n of the model i s a consequence of an i m i t a t i v e r e l a t i o n s h i p 

which draws together the o r i g i n a l event and the l i t u r g i c a l r i t e . 

Support f o r t h i s observation may indeed come from the Gospel 

n a r r a t i v e s themselves; Bultmann claimed t h a t they demonstrated an 

i n f l u e n c e from the r i t e of baptism already p r a c t i s e d by the emergent 

Church. Such a phenomenon, i f c o r r e c t , i s only f e a s i b l e i f the 

i m i t a t i v e r e l a t i o n s h i p i s understood t o be present i n the f i r s t 

p l a c e . "' 

However, understandings of the i m i t a t i v e r e l a t i o n s h i p have not 

always c o n t r i b u t e d towards i t s c l a r i f i c a t i o n . An instance i s found i n 
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the mystagogical l e c t u r e s of C y r i l of Jerusalem. He spoke of the 
nakedness of the baptismal candidate as an i m i t a t i o n of C h r i s t naked 
on the cross and of the t h r e e f o l d immersion as a re-enactment of 
C h r i s t ' s entombment. C y r i l ' s emphasis i s on the i m i t a t i o n of C h r i s t by 
the i n d i v i d u a l baptismal candidate, an i m i t a t i o n t h a t i s said t o be 
'symbolic' or 'through the medium of an image'. This i s where the 
d i f f i c u l t i e s begin f o r two i n t e r p r e t e r s of l a t e f o u r t h century 
mystagogy."® 

For H M R i l e y there i s a problem i n the t r a n s i t i o n t h a t i s being 

made from mystagogy t o theology. C y r i l wants t o preserve the r e a l i t y 

of t h e p a r t i c i p a t i o n by t h e baptisand i n the s u f f e r i n g s of C h r i s t , but 

by i n s i s t i n g on t h e i r r e presentation i n the images of the baptism 

l i t u r g y he begins t o force the c o r r e l a t i o n between what i s portrayed 

i n symbol and a t h e o l o g i c a l understanding. According t o R i l e y , the 

l o g i c of C y r i l ' s approach u l t i m a t e l y l e d t o the c r e a t i o n of subsidiary 

symbols which attempted t o represent more accurately the h i s t o r i c a l 

event of the c r u c i f i x i o n . " ' A f u r t h e r d i f f i c u l t y i s a r t i c u l a t e d by E 

Mazza. He draws a t t e n t i o n t o the l i m i t a t i o n s of th e o r i e s of i m i t a t i o n 

or likeness which can 'over-emphasize otherness and d i f f e r e n c e ' . He 

has concluded t h a t i m i t a t i o n became incompatible w i t h a sacramental 

theology t h a t was concerning i t s e l f 'more w i t h the immanence of the 

event i n r e l a t i o n t o the r i t e than w i t h the transcendence of the event 

over the r i t e ' . " * * This was i n the i n t e r e s t s of a sacramental realism, 

which was perceived t o be required by f a i t h , e s p e c i a l l y i n the case of 

e u c h a r i s t i c theology. 

Such c r i t i c a l comments enable a c l a r i f i c a t i o n of what the no t i o n 

of i m i t a t i o n might suggest when i t i s used r i t u a l l y . The i m i t a t i v e 
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component of the r i t e cannot be coherently regarded as a symbolic 
r e p r e s e n t a t i o n of the mysteries of C h r i s t , since t h i s removes the 
primacy of the m i n i s t r y of the word and t h e r e f o r e the emphasis on 
d i v i n e a c t i o n through t h e r i t e . " ^ Although i m i t a t i o n i n the p a t r i s t i c 
era was mostly applied t o matters of i n t e r i o r s p i r i t u a l i t y , there was 
a s t r o n g sense t h a t r i t u a l i m i t a t i o n s t i l l had an important f u n c t i o n . 
I n the r i t u a l sense the l i m i t a t i o n of the theory of i m i t a t i o n becomes 
a p o s i t i v e b e n e f i t . I n baptismal terms, i t emphasises both the 
d i f f e r e n c e between the Baptism of Jesus and C h r i s t i a n baptism and, as 
a P l a t o n i c category, t h e i r o n t o l o g i c a l r e l a t i o n s h i p . 

The t h e o l o g i c a l concept of i m i t a t i o n i s most o f t e n found discussed 

w i t h i n the framework of C h r i s t i a n mysticism or e t h i c s . I t i s r a r e r t o 

f i n d i t elaborated w i t h i n the context of l i t u r g i c a l studies. Therefore 

i n an e x p l o r a t i o n of t h i s suggestion two tasks are necessary. F i r s t , 

t o enquire f u r t h e r i n t o the way the t r a d i t i o n has e x p l o i t e d the sense 

t h a t Jesus' Baptism i s i m i t a t e d i n C h r i s t i a n baptism, cuid secondly t o 

suggest a contemporary a p p r o p r i a t i o n of r i t u a l i m i t a t i o n . 

5.1 R i t u a l I m i t a t i o n i n P a t r i s t i c and Medieval Baptism 

I t has already been noted t h a t there was an inescapable, even i f 

problematic, r e c o g n i t i o n t h a t baptism i s a r i t u a l i m i t a t i o n of Jesus' 

Baptism. The suggestion t h a t i n baptism there i s a r i t u a l i m i t a t i o n of 

the Baptism of Jesus i s f a c i l i t a t e d i f there i s wider evidence t h a t 

t h i s has been e i t h e r e x p l i c i t l y envisaged or i m p l i c i t l y assumed i n the 

r i t u a l context. This s e c t i o n w i l l review the evidence from both 

p a t r i s t i c and medieval periods. 

116 



3: Myth and the Story of Jesus' Baptism 

I n the Eastern Church there i s evidence of a generous t h e o l o g i c a l 
acceptance of the Baptism as the source of C h r i s t i a n baptism, one 
which shares i n the confidence demonstrated by the Marcan n a r r a t i v e . 
Research by G Winkler, widely accepted as a u t h o r i t a t i v e , has argued 
t h a t the e a r l i e s t Eastern l i t u r g i e s took the Jordan event as t h e i r 
model f o r C h r i s t i a n baptism. Through an i n v e s t i g a t i o n of the 
terminology of the o i l used f o r a n o i n t i n g , she concludes t h a t the 
d e c i s i v e evidence l i e s i n the messianic character of the pre-baptismal 
anointings i n the o l d e s t Syriac documents. I n the l i t u r g i e s of the 
Greek-speaking Mediterranean t h i s a n o i n t i n g g r a d u a l l y developed a 
c a t h a r t i c and apotropaic nature. However, even when t h i s e v o l u t i o n was 
t a k i n g place and baptism was becoming estranged from i t s o r i g i n a l 
t h e o l o g i c a l grounding, the more dominant p u r i f i c a t o r y tone d i d not 
e n t i r e l y obscure the older i m i t a t i v e understanding."^ So i n the f o u r t h 
century, Chrysostom could s t i l l understand the dove at the Baptism t o 
teach the Church of the pneumatic c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s of baptism. Theodore 
could argue t h a t Jesus' Baptism presented a f i g u r e of the baptism 
which the C h r i s t i a n undergoes by means of grace;"^ and Gregory of 
Nyssa could suggest t h a t a C h r i s t i a n receives baptism from the Church, 
' i n i m i t a t i o n of our Lord and teacher and guide'."* 

I n c o n t r a s t , the Western Church has demonstrated a greater reserve 

over the deployment of Jesus' Baptism; the Matthean t r a d i t i o n of 

responding p r i m a r i l y t o the t h e o l o g i c a l d i f f i c u l t i e s i t presents has 

normally been emphasised. Therefore, Augustine suggested t h a t Jesus 

was baptised i n order t o demonstrate h i s exemplary h u m i l i t y , and 

stressed t h a t , 'baptism found nothing i n him t o wash away, j u s t as 

death found n o t h i n g t o punish'."^ Hence Jesus took on h i s Baptism not 

out of any necessity, but as a m e r c i f u l a c t i o n which was p a r t of a 
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preordained s t r a t e g y t o solve the problems of s i n i n the world. 
Although Augustine found no necessity f o r the Baptism he does give two 
t e n t a t i v e reasons why i t i s a p a t t e r n f o r C h r i s t i a n baptism. F i r s t l y , 
the g i f t of the Holy S p i r i t i s the inner connection between the 
Baptism of Jesus and the baptism of the b e l i e v e r who, b e l i e v i n g i n 
C h r i s t ' i s reborn by t h a t same S p i r i t , of whom C h r i s t was born, 
needing not t o be reborn'."^ I n t h i s case the heavenly voice, 'today 
have I begotten you' r e f e r s t o an e t e r n a l 'today' and points back t o 
the e t e r n a l generation of the Son. Secondly, the Baptism declares the 
u n i t y of water and word t o the Church: the Baptism of Jesus i s 'the 
bath of water i n the Word. Take away the water, there i s no baptism. 
Take away the Word; there i s no baptism'."' 

Thus, i f Augustine stressed the e t h i c a l i m i t a t i o n of Christ's 

h u m i l i t y , he s t i l l accepted the Baptism as the p a t t e r n f o r C h r i s t i a n 

baptism but was uneasy at developing the no t i o n too f a r . However, 

t h e r e are signs t h a t t h e Western Church d i d accept the i m i t a t i v e 

dimension aspect of C h r i s t ' s baptism at a r i t u a l l e v e l . The evidence 

f o r t h i s i s found i n the e a r l y Church's iconography. Not only d i d t h i s 

iconography presume the i m i t a t i v e r e l a t i o n but there were po i n t s where 

i t was made e x p l i c i t . 

One of these p o i n t s has been i n v e s t i g a t e d by A J Wharton who has 

given a t e l l i n g e x p o s i t i o n of the iconography of the l a t e f o u r t h and 

f i f t h century B a p t i s t r i e s a t Ravenna. She argues t h a t the l i n k w i t h 

t h e church a t Milan was strong and t h a t of a l l the baptismal l i t u r g i e s 

a v a i l a b l e , none was b e t t e r known t h a t the r i t e s used by Ambrose who 

asserted t h a t the Baptism of Jesus was the p a t t e r n f o r C h r i s t i a n 

baptism."^ 
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Wharton concludes t h a t upon e n t r y t o the Neonian b a p t i s t r y the 

congregation would have been confronted w i t h a 'triple-zoned' mosaic 

covering the domed c e i l i n g . The c e n t r a l roundel portrays John 

b a p t i s i n g Jesus by a f f u s i o n , o r i e n t e d towards the body of the 

congregation and t h e r e f o r e the i n i t i a t e s , i n d i c a t i n g the model f o r 

baptism. The second zone i s decorated w i t h a procession of Apostles, 

each bearing a crown and l e d by St Peter and St Paul; the crowns 

s i g n i f y the d i v i n e g i f t s which are mediated through the m i n i s t r y of 

the Apostles and t h e i r successors, commissioned by the r i s e n C h r i s t t o 

f u l f i l such a r o l e . The t h i r d zone has a l t e r n a t i n g thrones and a l t a r s , 

the signs of the a u t h o r i t y of the bishop and a representation of the 

Church i n t o which the neophyte would have been e n t e r i n g . The ordering 

of the images conveys what d e t a i l e d exegesis could not; they were 

'images t h a t intervened through the a c t i o n they represented'"', 

d e c i s i v e l y presenting the o r i g i n , the transmission and the e f f e c t of 

baptism t o the i n i t i a t e . 

I n northern I t a l y d u ring the post-Constantinian era, when the 

bishop enjoyed p o l i t i c a l s i g n i f i c a n c e as the representative of h is 

congregation, the r i t u a l of baptism mediated the tension inherent i n 

the bishop's power which was derived from the worshipping congregation 

which was also the r e c i p i e n t of i t s b e n e f i t s . The ' p a r t i c i p a t o r y 

potency' of the image of the Baptism of C h r i s t would have expressed 

the bishop's a u t h o r i t y t o incorporate new members of the Church. I n 

Wharton's words: 

the c e n t r a l t h i r d of t h e roundel i s shared by C h r i s t and John, 
who are rendered not as unchanging emblems, but as f i g u r e s 
i n t e r a c t i n g w i t h i n a space created f o r them by subsidiary 
elements. I l l u s i o n i s t i c devices complement the i n t e n t i o n : the 
audience i s v i s u a l l y engaged not by one or the other f i g u r e , 
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but by t h e i r synergy. The formal organisation of the 
rep r e s e n t a t i o n d i r e c t s the baptizand's a t t e n t i o n t o the 
l i t u r g i c a l performance. The i n i t i a t e must acknowledge the 
importance of the r o l e of the i n i t i a t o r , t h a t i s , the bishop. 

the bishop i s i d e n t i f i e d w i t h the Ba p t i s t i n the 
p r o t o t y p i c a l enactment of the ritual."° 

Later iconography of the Baptism i n the West gradually l o s t i t s 

mimetic dimension and became the d e p i c t i o n of the r e v e l a t i o n of the 

T r i n i t y . " ^ This was i n d i c a t i v e of a p r e f e r r e d emphasis on the 

i n t e r i o r , s p i r i t u a l and n o n - r i t u a l aspects of the ' i m i t a t i o C h r i s t i ' . 

I t i s i n t e r e s t i n g t h a t although Ambrose shared t h i s preference, the 

r i t u a l s e t t i n g provides the evidence t h a t the e x t e r i o r and l i t u r g i c a l 

dimensions t o i m i t a t i o n were also a t work even i f i t was communicated 

i c o n o g r a p h i c a l l y r a t h e r than v e r b a l l y a r t i c u l a t e d . 

During the eleventh and t w e l f t h c enturies a s i g n i f i c a n t change 

occurred i n the d o c t r i n e of the i m i t a t i o n of C h r i s t , w i t h a growing 

emphasis on the i m i t a t i o n of h i s humanity. As G Constable has argued, 

t h i s i s the context f o r an emerging desire t o i m i t a t e Christ's body, 

an emphasis which produced an i n c r e a s i n g l y ardent concentration on the 

e a r t h l y l i f e of Jesus. I n what i s termed the 'mysticism of the 

h i s t o r i c a l event', attempts were made t o personalise the f u l l scope of 

C h r i s t ' s human nature i n a movement towards a s s i m i l a t i o n or 

i d e n t i f i c a t i o n w i t h the i n c a r n a t i o n . Out of systematic meditation on 

Jesus' e a r t h l y l i f e emerged a devotion t o the c h i l d - C h r i s t which by 

the m i d - t w e l f t h century had become widespread."^ Theologians of the 

t h i r t e e n t h century who nevertheless maintained an o v e r a l l framework of 

d i v i n i s a t i o n continued t o stressed the i d e a l of the i m i t a t i o n of the 

C h r i s t ' s humanity. For Aquinas, t h i s included not only the 

a p p r o p r i a t i o n of the inner q u a l i t i e s of Jesus but also the extern a l 

a c t i o n s , i n c l u d i n g of course h i s s u f f e r i n g s . The Pauline i n j u n c t i o n , 

120 



3: Myth and the Story of Jesus' Baptism 

'be i m i t a t o r s of me, as I am of C h r i s t ' i n d i c a t e d the incar n a t i o n as 
the norm f o r a l l human beings, through successive i m i t a t i o n , as those 
who i m i t a t e d C h r i s t became the examples f o r others. Thus, Aquinas 
could argue, i n h i s Baptism C h r i s t 'was set before men as an example 
t o a l l ' . " ^ 

There i s evidence t o suppose t h a t t h i s i n j u n c t i o n was taken 

s e r i o u s l y i n i t s r i t u a l aspect, at l e a s t i n regard t o the i m i t a t i v e 

nature of the baptism of a d u l t s . Hence the iconography of Jesus' 

Baptism on medieval f o n t s could depict C h r i s t i n the form of a 

contemporary male and the b a p t i s e r wearing the r i t u a l dress of the 

medieval p r i e s t . " * Equally, where the f i g u r e of Jesus i s a diminutive, 

even c h i l d l i k e f i g u r e , t h i s shows the i m i t a t i v e i n t e r p l a y between 

C h r i s t and the newly-born s t a t u s of the neophyte."* 

However, there i s also evidence t h a t t h i s new emphasis on the 

i m i t a t i o n of C h r i s t ' s humanity, producing an increased devotion t o the 

c h i l d - C h r i s t , allowed the baptism of i n f a n t s t o be understood more 

e x p l i c i t l y as a r i t u a l i m i t a t i o n of C h r i s t ' s exemplary Baptism, 

something mediated by the iconography of the bath of the i n f a n t Jesus. 

Evidence f o r t h i s emerges from a medieval iconographical 

r e p r e s e n t a t i o n . A r e c e n t l y discovered c a p i t a l i n a l a t e t w e l f t h 

century Spanish c l o i s t e r not only portrays Jesus as a beardless youth 

but also s i t u a t e s h i s Baptism i n a 'footed' f o n t which i s being f i l l e d 

from the side by an urn of water. I n order t o ex p l a i n the d e v i a t i o n of 

t h i s d e p i c t i o n from the more t r a d i t i o n a l formula of an ad u l t Jesus 

being baptised, i n the Jordan r i v e r P A Patton has argued the p l a u s i b l e 
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s o l u t i o n t h a t the iconography depends upon a d i a l o g i c a l r e l a t i o n s h i p 
between images of the bath of the i n f a n t Jesus and h i s Baptism."* 

The exact o r i g i n of the f i r s t bath of Jesus i s open t o discussion, 

although i t i s c l e a r t h a t the e a r l i e s t a r t i s t i c d e pictions date back 

t o the seventh century."' I n the East i t became a standard component 

of the N a t i v i t y Icon and i n the West i t was found i n a quarter of a l l 

n a t i v i t y scenes by the t w e l f t h century. I t s components include a 

young-looking Jesus, the pouring of an urn of water and a f o n t - l i k e 

basin, and i n the Spanish image a l l these have been incorporated. 

Patton proposes t h a t the i n t e r a c t i o n w i t h images of the Baptism took 

place independently i n three d i s t i n c t geographical f a m i l i e s of 

bath/Baptism iconography - based around the Spanish peninsular, Anglo-

Saxon t e r r i t o r y and Sweden. I t i s a d i a l o g i c a l i n t e r a c t i o n because not 

only i s the d e p i c t i o n of the Baptism influenced by the bath image, but 

the l a t t e r can on occasion incorporate themes from the Baptism such as 

the dove. According t o Patton's arguments, and they are persuasive, 

the three independent developments of the d i a l e c t i c a l r e l a t i o n s h i p 

t e s t i f i e s t o the essence of the i n s p i r a t i o n t h a t l a y behind the new 

designs. Such i n s p i r a t i o n derived, she suggests, from both a p i c t o r i a l 

typology based on the v i s u a l s i m i l a r i t y between the bath i n 

t r a d i t i o n a l iconography and the conventional form of baptism, and an 

i d e o l o g i c a l typology t h a t bound them together i n both popular and 

t h e o l o g i c a l t r a d i t i o n s . 

However, th e i d e o l o g i c a l typology involved i n the r e l a t i o n s h i p i s 

more complex than Patton acknowledges since i t a c t u a l l y includes three 

poles and not two: the bath, t h e Baptism of Jesus and the r i t u a l 

context - the baptism of i n f a n t s . On one hand, as Patton p o i n t s out, 
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there was a reluctance i n the p a t r i s t i c era t o develop a comparison 
between the bath of the i n f a n t Jesus and h i s Baptism. I t i s not hard 
t o locate the reason since the p u r i f i c a t o r y overtones of the bath are 
not e a s i l y a s s i m i l a t e d t o the Baptism. Yet as i n f a n t baptism increased 
i n i t s p o p u l a r i t y and the p u r i f i c a t o r y theme came t o be i t s primary 
r a t i o n a l e , the bath of the newly-born Jesus, which seems t o suggest -
at the l e v e l of the v i s u a l image at any r a t e - a foreshadowing of the 
l a t e r Baptism, at t h e i d e o l o g i c a l l e v e l now emerged as a type of the 
baptism of i n f a n t s who required p u r i f i c a t i o n also. Even though the 
type of p u r i f i c a t i o n d i f f e r s the t r a d i t i o n t h a t employed t h i s i n s t i n c t 
found a means of enabling the Baptism of the a d u l t Jesus t o be the 
archetype f o r the baptism of an i n f a n t which p a r t i c i p a t e s i n i t . Yet 
the iconographic symbolism does not f i n i s h here; i t can also 
incorporate the foreshadowing of the c r u c i f i x i o n . I n the Scandinavian 
development, i n one p o r t r a y a l of the bath, on the side of a f o n t and 
alongside a d e p i c t i o n of t h e Baptism, the i n f a n t Jesus has h i s hands 
out - s t r e t c h e d i n a cru c i f o r m manner. Add t o t h i s the simple 
observation t h a t the f o n t has the form of a cha l i c e then suddenly the 
b i r t h , baptism and c r u c i f i x i o n are l i n k e d , as Jesus i s born i n order 
t o s u f f e r f o r the si n s of the world."* 

Recognition of the r i t u a l context of the image answers the issue 

t h a t Patton leaves unsolved: the question of any s p e c i f i c motivation 

f o r i t s i n v e n t i o n . I t i s perhaps the case t h a t t h i s i s confirmed by 

the appearance of the bathing scene on the Scandinavian f o n t t o which 

reference has j u s t been made."' Not only does t h i s j u x t a p o s i t i o n imply 

a close t y p o l o g i c a l r e l a t i o n s h i p between the two events but t h e i r 

common l o c a t i o n on a f o n t may w e l l suggest t h a t the impulse f o r the 
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c o n s t r u c t i o n of the image arose from the very desire t o show how the 
Baptism of Jesus could provide a model f o r the baptism of i n f a n t s . 

There are other iconographic i n d i c a t i o n s t h a t the baptism of 

i n f a n t s was h e l d t o be an i m i t a t i o n of the baptism of C h r i s t . I n her 

study of the 'seven sacrament f o n t s ' which became widespread i n East 

Anglia d u r i n g the f i f t e e n t h century A E Nichols notes the frequent 

i n c l u s i o n of the Baptism of C h r i s t as the e i g h t h subject around the 

octagon. She observes t h a t whereas i n Byzantine iconography of the 

Baptism the angels hold not only C h r i s t ' s robe but also anointing 

c l o t h s , i n English a r t the two are o f t e n c o n f l a t e d . Nichols draws 

a t t e n t i o n t o one f o n t where the Baptism of C h r i s t i s juxtaposed w i t h a 

r e l i e f d e p i c t i n g the sacrament of baptism. The two baptism scenes are 

framed by two f i g u r e s ; one i s an angel who holds a c l o t h draped over 

i t s arms ready f o r C h r i s t a f t e r h i s Baptism cind the second i s the 

godmother who stands ready w i t h the crisom i n which the i n f a n t w i l l be 

wrapped.^*" The post-baptismal robing of C h r i s t and the i n f a n t 

t h e r e f o r e are p a r a l l e l r i t u a l actions and imply t h a t the i n f a n t 

receives the same robe as C h r i s t d i d , i n i m i t a t i o n of h i s Baptism. 

Thus there are p o i n t s i n the t r a d i t i o n , e s p e c i a l l y i n the East, 

where the i m i t a t i v e impulse of the baptism of Jesus i s a r t i c u l a t e d 

c l e a r l y . I n the West i t i s at l e a s t under-developed t h e o l o g i c a l l y , but 

as has been shown i t d i d i m p l i c i t l y inform baptismal theology. I t i s 

less than s u r p r i s i n g t h a t a r i t u a l n o t i o n of i m i t a t i o n i s affirmed by 

observations r e l a t e d t o the iconography of the r i t u a l context. 
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5.2 R i t u a l I m i t a t i o n i n Contemporary Sacramental Theology 

I t i s d i f f i c u l t t o locate i n mainstream Reformation theology the 

sense t h a t C h r i s t i a n baptism was an i m i t a t i o n of Jesus' Baptism. I t 

seems t h a t the concern t o r e f u t e the Anabaptist argument t h a t Jesus' 

Baptism was a prototype f o r the baptism of a d u l t s , hindered i t s 

t h e o l o g i c a l development."^ Nevertheless, the theme i s not absent from 

contemporary theology. For instance, Pannenberg has stated t h a t j u s t 

as the euc h a r i s t i s an i m i t a t i o n of the Lord's Supper so i s baptism an 

i m i t a t i o n of Jesus' Baptism, a remark t h a t remains t a n t a l i s i n g l y 

undeveloped."^ 

Assistance may, however, be obtained from two recent developments 

i n e u c h a r i s t i c theology which have appropriated the not i o n of r i t u a l 

i m i t a t i o n . I t i s s i g n i f i c a n t t h a t both N W o l t e r s t o r f f and D F Ford 

have appreciated the need t o begin w i t h the work of s o c i a l 

a n t h r o p o l o g i s t s . 

I n the case of W o l t e r s t o r f f , he has, i n dialogue w i t h Eliade who 

mediates the anthropology of r i t u a l " ^ , advocated a ' r e a l i t y 

i n t e r p r e t a t i o n ' of r i t u a l i n r e l a t i o n t o d i v i n e h i s t o r i c a l acts which 

are i m i t a t e d or subject t o r e p e t i t i o n . He argues, r i g h t l y , t h a t 

s c r i p t u r e stresses t h a t only c e r t a i n events of s a l v a t i o n are unique; 

f o r instance, the i n c a r n a t i o n i s imitated, year by year as Chri s t i a n s 

celebrate the dec i s i v e event two thousand years ago."* W o l t e r s t o r f f 

proposes an understanding of the eucharist as a l i t u r g i c a l event 

whereby the acts of C h r i s t and h i s d i s c i p l e s a t the Last Supper are 

i m i t a t e d by the celebrant and the communicants r e s p e c t i v e l y . The 

i m i t a t i v e actions are accompanied by prayers and declarations making 
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the t o t a l i t y i n t o a commemoration of C h r i s t himself. Through the 
Church's a c t i o n , God acts: 

to p a r t i c i p a t e i n the l i t u r g y i s t o enter the sphere of God's 
a c t i o n - not j u s t the sphere of God's presence but the sphere 
of God's a c t i o n , and not j u s t God's past a c t i o n but God's 
present a c t i o n . And God acts by way of our a c t i n g . By way of 
our commemorating God's p r i o r ac t i o n s , God now acts. The one 
whom we commemorate i s a c t i v e by way of our commemoration.^** 

I n the case of Ford, the departure p o i n t i s the work of the 

an t h r o p o l o g i s t P Bourdieu through whose categories Ford aims 'to do 

j u s t i c e t o everyday l i f e , temporal, embodied and m u l t i l e v e l l e d ' a n 

' i n q u i r y i n t o a c t u a l p r a c t i c e ' t h e r e f o r e becomes the framework f o r a 

theology. The eucharist i s a s o c i a l p r a c t i c e which amounts to a 

'necessary im p r o v i s a t i o n ' generated by a set of d i s p o s i t i o n s shaped by 

previous r i t u a l performances; i t i s a r i t u a l response t o the present 

on the basis of what has been learned i n the past, and one which both 

organises and transforms the Church. I n the eucharist, from a r i t u a l 

p erspective, there i s a 'deep connection w i t h ordinary patterns of 

r e p e t i t i v e behaviour'^^'; also, there i s c o n t i n u i t y w i t h the Passover, 

l i k e w i s e an exercise i n 'community b u i l d i n g r e p e t i t i o n ' . Eucharist 

o f f e r s a superabundance of meaning and emanates from Jesus' imperative 

which enacted the dynamic of i n c o r p o r a t i o n at the Last Supper. Giving 

r e c o g n i t i o n t o the context of postmodernity. Ford argues t h a t : 

the e u c h a r i s t a t i t s best has been a n o n - i d e n t i c a l r e p e t i t i o n 
which i s the c h a r a c t e r i s t i c a l l y C h r i s t i a n form of u n i v e r s a l i t y 
w i t h p a r t i c u l a r i t y i t i s a habitus performed w i t h 
i m p r o v i s a t i o n I n g r a t i t u d e the past i s repeated i n such a 
way t h a t i t i s f r u i t f u l i n a new way f o r the present and the 
future."*' 

A b r i e f dialogue w i t h these understandings of r i t u a l i m i t a t i o n can 

suggest how i m i t a t i o n may be most ap p r o p r i a t e l y understood f o r 

baptism. F i r s t of a l l , i t may be noted t h a t whereas W o l t e r s t o r f f 
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employs ' i m i t a t i o n ' i n d i r e c t c o n t i n u i t y w i t h Eliade, Ford eschews i t 

i n favour of ' r e p e t i t i o n ' , e s t a b l i s h i n g a c o n t i n u i t y w i t h Kierkegaard. 

For Ford, there may w e l l be concern f o r the i m p l i c a t i o n s which are 

imported by ' i m i t a t i o n ' . J Milbank has expressed such a concern w e l l : 

as Kierkegaard best understood, C h r i s t i a n i t y i s not Platonism. 
I t i s not founded upon the v i s i o n of a transcendent o r i g i n a l 
which we must i m i t a t e . Instead i t makes i t s a f f i r m a t i o n s about 
the r e a l , and about 'meaning', through the constant r e p e t i t i o n 
of a h i s t o r i c a l l y emergent p r a c t i c e which has no r e a l p o i n t of 
o r i g i n a t i o n , but only acquires i d e n t i t y and r e l a t i v e s t a b i l i t y 
through t h i s r e p e t i t i o n . And what i s repeated i s not an 
i n s i g h t , not an idea (which i s pro p e r l y i m i t a t e d ) but a formal 
becoming, a s t r u c t u r e d t r a n s f o r m a t i o n . " ' 

Although there i s a l e g i t i m a t e concern expressed here i t needs t o 

be noted t h a t the concept of i m i t a t i o n i n Pl a t o n i c thought stands 

alongside the notions of ' p a r t i c i p a t i o n ' , 'association' and 'presence' 

as a means of c h a r a c t e r i s i n g the r e l a t i o n s h i p between the sensible and 

the i n t e l l i g i b l e . " " The observation t h a t such vocabulary i s prominent 

i n theology t o a r t i c u l a t e the o n t o l o g i c a l dimension of C h r i s t i a n i t y 

prompts a h e s i t a t i o n w i t h Milbank's argument. I t could be t h a t s t y l i n g 

the concept of i m i t a t i o n as ' i m i t a t i v e - r e p e t i t i o n ' b e t t e r serves the 

r i t u a l p erspective. At once i t draws a t t e n t i o n both t o the 

p a r t i c i p a t i o n i n C h r i s t through i n c o r p o r a t i o n and t o the h i s t o r i c a l l y 

emergent p r a c t i c e through which C h r i s t i a n baptism has arisen. The 

baptism of Jesus i s not simply repeated but as i t i s i m i t a t e d the 

baptisand i s u n i t e d w i t h C h r i s t . 

Secondly, i f the term ' i m i t a t i v e - r e p e t i t i o n ' i s p r e f e r r e d , i t 

enables the nature o f the r i t u a l i m i t a t i o n t o be c l a r i f i e d . 

Examination of baptismal iconography has revealed t h a t , although 

t h e o l o g i c a l r e f l e c t i o n has been r e t i c e n t , there has been a Western 

acceptance of the i m i t a t i o n of Jesus' Baptism. I n i t not only does the 

127 



3: Myth and the Story of Jesus' Baptism 

baptisand i m i t a t e the a c t i o n of Jesus by r e c e i v i n g baptism but, i n the 
act of b a p t i s i n g , there i s also an i m i t a t i o n of the a c t i o n of John the 
B a p t i s t . I n regard t o the l a t t e r , i t was shown t h a t there was an 
understanding t h a t bishops and p r i e s t s have repeated the actions of 
the B a p t i s t . Through them the Church performs an i m i t a t i v e - r e p e t i t i o n 
of the Baptism of Jesus. As the two subjects i m i t a t e the actions of 
the B a p t i s t and Jesus, the Church may be said t o i m i t a t e the event of 
Jesus' Baptism. I n the i m i t a t i v e - r e p e t i t i o n of Jesus' Baptism the 
p a r t i c i p a n t s enter the sphere of d i v i n e a c t i o n mediated through the 
actions of the Church i n which the c r e a t i v e a c t i v i t y of God i s brought 
about, the type of which occurs a t the very commencement of the 
s c r i p t u r e s . I t i s a r e p e t i t i o n i n t h a t i t becomes a l i n k i n an 
i n f i n i t e s e r i e s of r e p e t i t i o n s , a l l of which repeat Jesus' Baptism 
and, t o use Ford's language, i t i s repeated i n a n o n - i d e n t i c a l way. 
Further, i t i s an i m i t a t i v e - r e p e t i t i o n i n t h a t through i m i t a t i o n of 
the archetypal event the baptisand i s incorporated i n t o C h r i s t . 

A comparison w i t h the eucharist brings out these themes f u r t h e r . 

Just as i n W o l t e r s t o r f f ' s understanding of the eucharist the subjects 

of i m i t a t i o n have t h e i r o b j e c t i n the actants of the Last Supper, so 

i n baptism the a c t i v e subjects have t h e i r object i n the event of the 

Baptism of C h r i s t . Just as the Passover meal was transformed f o r the 

e a r l y C h r i s t i a n s through the actions and words of Jesus, the baptism 

of John was transformed through the actions of Jesus and the words of 

God i n t o C h r i s t i a n baptism. The eucharist i s c o n s t i t u t e d a 

commemoration of C h r i s t through the i m i t a t i o n of the acts of Chr i s t 

and h i s d i s c i p l e s a t the Last Supper together w i t h the r e c i t a l of the 

l i t u r g i c a l t e x t . " ^ Equally, C h r i s t i a n baptism i s an i m i t a t i o n of the 

actions of John and Jesus accompanied by the prayers and declarations 

128 



3: Myth and the Story of Jesus' Baptism 

of the Church which make i t also a commemoration of C h r i s t . Just as 
f o r Ford the euchar i s t i s a r e p e t i t i o n of the everyday actions of 
eat i n g and d r i n k i n g , baptism may be said t o be a r e p e t i t i o n of i t s 
corresponding mundane a c t i o n s . 

F i n a l l y , a n o t i o n of i m i t a t i v e - r e p e t i t i o n places the emphasis on 

'act-types' which are repeated, and also c l a r i f i e s the secondary 

nature of any 'dramatic-representation' involved i n the l i t u r g y . I f 

the l i t u r g y of the Church i s s c r u t i n i s e d c a r e f u l l y enough i t i s 

apparent t h a t 'dramatic-representation' or r o l e - p l a y i n g i s a theme 

which i n r e a l i t y cannot be s a i d t o be primary. The r e c i t a t i o n of the 

words of C h r i s t i n the c e l e b r a t i o n of the eucharist i s not t o be 

equated w i t h p l a y i n g out h i s r o l e since the o v e r a l l context i s one of 

thanksgiving and b l e s s i n g . As W o l t e r s t o r f f says i n r e l a t i o n t o the 

e u c h a r i s t , the primary emphasis i s on the g i v i n g of the elements, not 

on any p l a y i n g of the r o l e of C h r i s t who d i d t h i s p r e v i o u s l y . " ^ 

Emphasis on r o l e - p l a y i n g d i v e r t s a t t e n t i o n away from the c r u c i a l 

a c t i o n s , the act-types. I f i n baptism the Church i m i t a t e s the Baptism 

of Jesus, the acts of John the B a p t i s t and Jesus himself are i m i t a t e d ; 

they are r e p e t i t i o n s of the act-types of applying water t o the body 

and being a w i l l i n g r e c i p i e n t of t h i s a c t i o n . Thus, i n baptism the 

c r u c i a l 'act-types' are the actions of b a p t i s i n g and of r e c e i v i n g 

baptism i n the context of a 'prayer event' performed by the Church. 

The suggestion t h a t the s t o r y of Jesus might provide an i m i t a t i v e 

model f o r C h r i s t i a n baptism now begins t o look both p l a u s i b l e and 

concrete. As the complex of actions t h a t c o n s t i t u t e an i m i t a t i v e -

r e p e t i t i o n of Jesus Baptism occurs, the baptisand becomes incorporated 

i n t o the body of C h r i s t . As Jesus' Baptism by the John the B a p t i s t 
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was. C h r i s t i a n baptism i s purposive as an irrevocable step i n t o the 
e c c l e s i a l community, i n c o n t i n u i t y w i t h the New I s r a e l brought i n t o 
being at the Jordan. Jesus' Baptism was also a s s e r t i v e and so i s 
C h r i s t i a n baptism; how t h i s a s s e r t i v e aspect operates i s the question 
addressed by the t h i r d means by which a myth y i e l d s up i t s c h a r t e r i n g 
f o r c e . 

6 Jesus' Baptism as the L e g i t i m a t i o n of the Symbols and Metaphors of 

C h r i s t i a n Baptism 

The t h i r d means by which a myth may y i e l d up i t s c h a r t e r i n g force 

i s by l e g i t i m a t i n g the symbols and metaphors of a r i t u a l . This 

suggests t h a t the Baptism of Jesus provides the l e g i t i m a t i o n of the 

symbols and metaphors of C h r i s t i a n baptism. I t may be argued t h a t t h i s 

i s done f i r s t of a l l by l e g i t i m a t i n g a s o t e r i o l o g i c a l framework and 

secondly through the l e g i t i m a t i o n of s p e c i f i c symbols and metaphors. 

6.1 The Image o f Sa l v a t i o n 

I n baptism the Church i s presented w i t h an image of the r e a l i t y of 

s a l v a t i o n . The Baptism of Jesus l e g i t i m a t e s the symbols and metaphors 

involved by informing t h e i r assertiveness. The •-general question, 

t h e r e f o r e , i s the r e l a t i o n s h i p between the' Baptism of Jesus and 

s a l v a t i o n . The competing tendencies t o ground baptism e i t h e r i n the 

baptismal q u a l i t y of the whole i n c a r n a t i o n or i n one s p e c i f i c event 

demonstrate a wide equivocation on t h i s . However, a r e s o l u t i o n may be 

obtained i n the n a r r a t i v e approach t o the i n s t i t u t i o n of a sacrament 

o u t l i n e d above; as i n the previous se c t i o n i t i s an appreciation of 

the s o t e r i o l o g i c a l f u n c t i o n o f the b i b l i c a l n a r r a t i v e s which contains 

the key. 
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The c e n t r a l task f o r s o t e r i o l o g y may be said t o be e s t a b l i s h i n g 

the s t o r y of Jesus as the s t o r y of redemption. Root has argued t h a t 

t h i s i s done by the c o n s t r u c t i o n of 'augmented forms' of t h i s c e n t r a l 

s t o r y . This produces a ' r e c o n s t i t u t i o n of the n a r r a t i v e by 

s o t e r i o l o g i c a l i n t e r p r e t a t i o n ' presenting a new version of the 

C h r i s t i a n s t o r y . A v i t a l p a r t of t h i s r e c a s t i n g i s the re c o g n i t i o n 

t h a t the o v e r a l l s t o r y i s held together by i n t e r l o c k i n g patterns and 

i n t e r n a l connections. I t i s t h i s underlying, and o f t e n hidden, 

s t r u c t u r e which contains the seeds f o r the required s o t e r i o l o g i c a l 

r e c o n s t i t u t i o n . Through an e l u c i d a t i o n of these p a t t e r n s , i n existence 

p r i o r t o the act of i n t e r p r e t a t i o n . Root makes clear the redemptive 

character of the C h r i s t i a n s t o r y : 

s o t e r i o l o g y c a r r i e s out i t s task by an i n t e r p r e t a t i o n of the 
s t o r y of Jesus t h a t h i g h l i g h t s those patterns which b r i n g 
together Jesus and the C h r i s t i a n i n a s i n g l e s t o r y w i t h i n which 
i s r e a l i z e d the redemption of the C h r i s t i a n . " ' 

Root could not have conveyed the task of the theology of baptism 

more s u c c i n c t l y . I t i s i n the p r a c t i c e of C h r i s t i a n baptism t h a t Jesus 

and the C h r i s t i a n converge and i n which human redemption becomes a 

concrete r e a l i t y ; c o n s t i t u t i v e of t h i s process i s the r e c o n s t i t u t i o n 

o f the s t o r y o f the i n c a r n a t i o n which e x p l i c a t e s i t s i n t e r n a l 

linkages. Therefore the s t o r y of Jesus' Baptism may be the charter f o r 

C h r i s t i a n baptism i f i t s connections w i t h the s t o r y of the incarn a t i o n 

are seen as an i n t e g r a l p a r t of i t s a p p r o p r i a t i o n as a s o t e r i o l o g y . 

There have been two prominent examples of t h i s which may be p r o f i t a b l y 

compared i n t h i s regard. One comes from the East Syrian p a t r i s t i c 

t r a d i t i o n and the other from Barth. 
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F i r s t o f a l l . East Syrian theology viewed the Baptism of Jesus as 
one o f several i n t e r l o c k i n g p o i n t s of n a r r a t i v e i n t e n s i t y i n the s t o r y 
of the i n c a r n a t i o n . The w r i t i n g s of Jacob of Serugh, who straddled the 
f i f t h and s i x t h c e n t u r i e s , i l l u s t r a t e t h i s . He followed the Syrian 
t r a d i t i o n t h a t the descent of Jesus i n t o the Jordan e f f e c t e d the 
consecration, p u r i f i c a t i o n or s a n c t i f i c a t i o n of a l l e a r t h l y water."* 
I n the performance of C h r i s t i a n baptism the no t i o n t h a t the waters of 
the Jordan r i v e r are r e a c t i v a t e d i n the f o n t i s a c e n t r a l one. The 
Holy S p i r i t comes at the e p i c l e s i s , consecrating the baptismal waters 
as the 'Jordan' and enabling t h e baptisand t o receive baptism ' i n f i r e 
and i n the S p i r i t ' . P r i n c i p a l l y the g i f t s of baptism are the Holy 
S p i r i t and sonship. The former allows the C h r i s t i a n , as a f e l l o w 
s i b l i n g of C h r i s t , t o embrace the 'Pater Noster'. 

The context of Jacob's theology of baptism i s , however, much 

broader, given t h a t he understood the i n c a r n a t i o n t o have three 

'wombs' - those of Mary, the Jordan and Sheol. S P Brock has expounded 

the s i g n i f i c a n c e of these 'three staging' posts f o r Jacob's theology: 

the t o t a l e f f e c t s of the i n c a r n a t i o n can be l o c a l i z e d i n any of 
these wombs, regardless of the f a c t t h a t ( f o r example) Christ's 
d w e l l i n g i n Mary's womb precedes i n h i s t o r i c a l time, h i s 
dw e l l i n g i n t h a t of the Jordan or Sheol. Because of t h i s we 
s h a l l f i n d many p a r a l l e l s between the r o l e of Mary and the r o l e 
o f the Jordan (repr e s e n t i n g the baptismal f o n t ) , and between 
the purpose of C h r i s t ' s baptism and the purpose of h i s descent 
i n t o Sheol."* 

Therefore Jacob does not regard the Baptism of Jesus i n n a r r a t i v e 

i s o l a t i o n , but as one of a ser i e s of events i n the b i b l i c a l s t o r y 

which mutually i n t e r l o c k and i n t e r p r e t one another. Therefore, the 

Baptism i s the descent of C h r i s t i n t o Sheol t o e f f e c t the rescue of 

the Old Adam - indeed, i t i s t h i s reason t h a t Jacob places on the l i p s 

of Jesus as the answer t o the Ba p t i s t ' s reluctance t o baptise him: 
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Jesus' mission i n being baptised i s t o f i n d the ' f a i r image' or the 
'pearl' of humanity. 

The connections between the Baptism and Mary are made through the 

typology and imagery associated w i t h the p i e r c i n g of Christ's side and 

the ' f o u n t a i n ' , ' w e l l ' or ' r i v e r s ' t h a t flow from i t . " ' The b i r t h of 

Eve from the i n c i s i o n i n Adam's side i s i t s most important Old 

Testament type, which i s also a type of the V i r g i n B i r t h . The 

connections are clinched w i t h d e s c r i p t i o n s of Mary, the New Eve, as 

the 'new w e l l from whom l i v i n g water flowed'"' and the a n t i c i p a t i o n of 

the b i r t h event on the cross from which the sacraments came. The cross 

i t s e l f becomes the mother of l i f e f o r the world."* So profound are the 

i n t e r n a l n a r r a t i v e connections between the Baptism and the p i e r c i n g of 

Ch r i s t ' s side t h a t i t i s again Brock's judgement t h a t f o r Jacob of 

Serugh the e f f e c t of both events i s i d e n t i c a l and t h a t t h e i r 

t h e o l o g i c a l import can eq u a l l y w e l l be located i n e i t h e r . " ' 

Barth's s o t e r i o l o g i c a l a p p r o p r i a t i o n of the n a r r a t i v e of Christ's 

Baptism has a d i f f e r e n t atmosphere and i s not confined t o h i s e x p l i c i t 

baptismal theology. C h r i s t ' s Baptism i s one of a series of events i n 

the overarching n a r r a t i v e of the i n c a r n a t i o n t h a t belong together 

dogmatically. Among these events Barth includes the V i r g i n B i r t h , the 

T r a n s f i g u r a t i o n and the Resurrection. 

At one p o i n t Barth l i n k s the n a r r a t i v e s of the T r a n s f i g u r a t i o n , 

the Infancy and the Baptism as events which demonstrate t h a t Jesus i s 

unswervingly the 'Lord of Time', who 'as the one who never was "not 

y e t " , he cannot p o s s i b l y be "no longer", but i s the same yesterday and 

to-day'.^°° Together they persuade t h e Gospel reader t h a t they are i n 
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the presence of a mystery, which 'embraces and motivates the whole 
story'.2°^ These events i n the l i f e of Jesus do not add anything t o h i s 
being, but reveal a mystery, the same mystery, t o the b e l i e v e r . 
Therefore, Jesus' Baptism a n t i c i p a t e s the Resurrection; they share the 
common und e r l y i n g s t r u c t u r e t h a t , 'he i s already the Son of God, the 
begotten and beloved of God, the object of h i s good pleasure' 

Elsewhere the Baptism i s r e l a t e d both t o the V i r g i n B i r t h and t o 

the e t e r n a l generation o f the Son: 

the sign of the baptism i n Jordan, l i k e the sign of the V i r g i n 
B i r t h , p o i n t s back t o the mystery of t h i s Man's being which was 
r e a l i n i t s e l f apart from t h i s s i g n, and l i k e the V i r g i n B i r t h 
the baptism i n the Jordan also means t h a t the Holy S p i r i t i s 
the mystery of t h i s being. 

The Baptism of Jesus i s t h e r e f o r e r e l a t e d by Barth t o other 

s i g n i f i c a n t events i n the s t o r y of the i n c a r n a t i o n , and can only be 

understood, i t seems, i n t h e i r l i g h t . The s i g n i f i c a n c e of t h i s 

emerges i n view of the C h r i s t i a n d o c t r i n e of i n c o r p o r a t i o n i n t o C h r i s t 

through baptism. Barth himself argued t h a t the h i s t o r y of Jesus C h r i s t 

i s the foundation f o r C h r i s t i a n existence, since the C h r i s t i a n i s 

given an actu a l share i n h i s existence. The p a r t i c u l a r h i s t o r y of 

C h r i s t i s r e c a p i t u l a t e d i n the p a r t i c u l a r h i s t o r y of the i n d i v i d u a l 

C h r i s t i a n , The Resurrection was the means by which Jesus Christ's 

personal h i s t o r y was revealed as the s a l v a t i o n h i s t o r y f o r a l l , and i t 

i s the work of the Holy S p i r i t which opens up s p e c i f i c i n d i v i d u a l s and 

discloses t h i s r e v e l a t i o n . Thus, i n commenting on the passages t h a t 

r e l a t e t o the baptismal r e b i r t h , applied i n Barth's anti-sacramental 

framework t o the baptism i n the S p i r i t , he i s able t o argue: 

i t i s t r u e exegesis, not eisegesis, t o say t h a t the n a t i v i t y of 
the C h r i s t i s the n a t i v i t y of the C h r i s t i a n man; Christmas Day 
i s the b i r t h d a y of every C h r i s t i a n . " * 
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Equally, f o r Barth, the C h r i s t i a n i s someone who shares i n the ' l i f e -
saving and l i f e - w i n n i n g ' death of Jesus. I n t h i s way the h i s t o r y of 
Jesus C h r i s t i s the ' o r i g i n and beginning of the C h r i s t i a n l i f e , the 
d i v i n e change i n which the impossible t h i n g . . . . , i s not only possible 
but a c t u a l ' 

There i s both convergence and divergence between Barth's and the 

East Syrian a p p r o p r i a t i o n of the n a r r a t i v e s of Ch r i s t ' s Baptism f o r a 

s o t e r i o l o g y . I n respect of t h e i r convergence, not only i s there an 

understanding of Jesus' Baptism as the o r i g i n of C h r i s t i a n baptism but 

there i s furthermore an i n s t i n c t t h a t i t shares common patterns w i t h 

other i n c a r n a t i o n a l events and can only be understood through t h e i r 

e x p l i c a t i o n . The Baptism i s an event t h a t encapsulates the o v e r a l l 

movement of the i n c a r n a t i o n , n a r r a t i v e l y portrayed as commencing at 

the e t e r n a l generation of the Son and climaxing a t the Ascension i n t o 

heaven. A f i f t h century Armenian t e x t expresses t h i s i n s i g h t w e l l when 

i t speaks of the Baptism as 'the d i v i n e image of s a l v a t i o n ' which i s 

set forward f o r a l l t o i m i t a t e . " ' Even though Western theology has 

u s u a l l y been constrained i n i t s appreciation of t h i s , i n the f o u r t h 

century H i l a r y of P o i t i e r s wrote p e r c e p t i v e l y t h a t i n Jesus' Baptism, 

'the order of the heavenly hidden mystery i s expressed'; t h a t i s , the 

economy of s a l v a t i o n i s revealed, what was r e a l i s e d i n C h r i s t i s 

r e a l i s e d i n humanity and the Baptism of Jesus may be characterised as 

a 'divi n e icon' of human salvation.^"' S i g n i f i c a n t l y , t h i s p a r t i c u l a r 

r e c e p t i o n of the Baptism may w e l l be the Johannine one, where i t i s 

l i n k e d t o the heavenly o r i g i n of Jesus, h i s c r u c i f i x i o n and the 

S p i r i t ' s out-pouring."* 
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I n respect of t h e i r divergence there i s a contrast between the 
p o e t i c r e f l e c t i o n of p a t r i s t i c East Syria and the reticence of the 
Western usage of Jesus' Baptism, Key t o t h i s , i s the r e c o g n i t i o n t h a t 
East Syrian theology developed i n close c o l l a b o r a t i o n w i t h the 
Church's l i t u r g y . Not only do many of i t s works e x h i b i t a p o e t i c a l 
character and a 'mythic' or 'symbolic' s t y l e of t h i n k i n g which shuns 
the ' l o g i c and p r e c i s i o n of Greek thought'^"' but Brock's analyses of 
the Syrian baptismal r i t e s t e s t i f y t o t h e i r i n t i m a t e and dynamic 
r e l a t i o n s h i p w i t h theology. P a r t i c u l a r l y apparent i s the understcuiding 
of time which u n d e r l i e s both t h e i r l i t u r g i c a l and t h e o l o g i c a l t e x t s . 
Brock has described t h i s phenomenon i n terms, reminiscent of Eliade, 
of 'profane' and 'sacred' time.^" Unlike profane time, sacred or 
l i t u r g i c a l time i s not concerned w i t h the l i n e a r sequence of events i n 
h i s t o r y ; i t i s p r i m a r i l y t o do w i t h the meaning of e i t h e r p r i m o r d i a l 
or h i s t o r i c a l events f o r s a l v a t i o n i n the present. Therefore past 
events i n the l i t u r g i c a l context are spoken about i n the present 
tense; through the a c t i o n of the Holy S p i r i t the water of the f o n t 
becomes both the Jordan r i v e r and the water which flowed from the 
wound i n C h r i s t ' s side, and the C h r i s t i a n enters i n t o the kingdom of 
God i n a n t i c i p a t i o n of the eschatological r e s u r r e c t i o n of the body.^" 

Yet i t i s p r e c i s e l y here t h a t a danger i s found. I f the patterns 

t h a t i n t e r l o c k the events of the Gospel n a r r a t i v e s i n t o a s o t e r i o l o g y 

are taken so t h a t t h e i r t h e o l o g i c a l c o n t r i b u t i o n may be located 

e q u a l l y w e l l i n e i t h e r then there i s a loss as the i n d i v i d u a l content 

of each and i t s c o n t r i b u t i o n t o the overarching s t o r y i s minimised. I n 

t h i s way Barth's a n a l y t i c a l exegesis acts as a c r i t i q u e of the East 

Syrian emphasis on n a r r a t i v e i n d w e l l i n g . The Baptism stands i n 

r e l a t i o n t o the other i n c a r n a t i o n a l events; they are mutually 
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i n t e r p r e t i v e but not t h e o l o g i c a l l y exchangeable. Above a l l else, the 
i n t e r l o c k i n g n a r r a t i v e p a t t e r n s i n which the Baptism i s found prevents 
i t being understood i n the terms of an a d o p t i o n i s t Christology."^ I t 
i s i n t h i s way t h a t the s t o r y of the Baptism may be understood t o 
l e g i t i m a t e C h r i s t i a n baptism; i t provides an image of s a l v a t i o n which 
then informs the s o t e r i o l o g i c a l context experienced i n the actions of 
the Church. The i n t e r l o c k i n g n a r r a t i v e patterns also f a c i l i t a t e why i t 
i s t h a t the Baptism of Jesus can l e g i t i m a t e , more p a r t i c u l a r l y , 
baptism's symbols and metaphors. 

6.2 Agueous and Oleaginous Symbols of Baptism 

The two most s i g n i f i c a n t symbols of C h r i s t i a n baptism may be 

l a b e l l e d 'agueous' and 'oleaginous'"^ and t h e i r use i s derived from 

t h e i r a s s o c i a t i o n w i t h the s t o r y of Jesus' Baptism. 

That the Baptism of Jesus l e g i t i m a t e s the use of water i s deeply 

rooted w i t h i n the understanding of both Eastern and Western 

theologians. The East Syrian understanding t h a t i n h i s Baptism Jesus' 

descent i n t o the Jordan consecrated a l l water f o r i t s f u t u r e r i t u a l 

purpose i s widespread. I n p a t r i s t i c theology i t s o r i g i n may be traced 

t o the second century^" and whether the consecration was 

C h r i s t o l o g i c a l or Pneumatological i n emphasis the idea i s e s s e n t i a l l y 

the same. I t i s also something which proved tenacious i n western 

Medieval t h i n k i n g . Not only was i t accepted by Aquinas, but also the 

l i t e r a t u r e and t h e drama of the p e r i o d agreed t h a t 'the waters of 

baptism [were] made holy by C h r i s t t o f r e e people from t h e i r o r i g i n a l 

s i n ' . ^ " At the Reformation, notwithstanding objections from 

c o n t i n e n t a l theologians, the n o t i o n t h a t the waters of baptism were 

s a n c t i f i e d by the Baptism of Jesus f o r the work of s a l v a t i o n was 
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preserved throughout the r e v i s i o n of the BCP."* The es s e n t i a l idea 
involved i n the consecration of water has involved more than the 
language of s a n c t i f i c a t i o n or cleansing. For instance, e a r l y C h r i s t i a n 
'midrash' on the Baptism contains the imagery of a p u r i f y i n g f i r e 
descending upon the Jordan"', the Byzantine r i t e l i n k s i t w i t h the 
crushing of the serpents who dwelt i n the water^" and there i s a motif 
which p o r t r a y s the waters of the Jordan i n r e t r e a t at the entrance of 
the d i v i n e Son of God."' 

I m p l i c i t i n the consecration of water a t the Baptism i s an 

important t h e o l o g i c a l i n s t i n c t which suggests t h a t i t cannot be 

i s o l a t e d from a perspective of redemption t h a t embraces the cosmic 

dimension. The f a c t t h a t Jesus' descent i n t o the Jordan consecrates 

a l l e a r t h l y waters f o r the task of baptism i s p r o l e p t i c of the 

r e s t o r a t i o n , through Jesus C h r i s t himself, of a m a t e r i a l c r e a t i o n t h a t 

was 'fouled by the sins of mankind' at the f a l l of Adam."" I n other 

words, there i s a perspective brought t o Jesus' Baptism, and i t s 

connection w i t h C h r i s t i a n baptism, t h a t penetrates beyond baptism as 

an event of personal s a l v a t i o n t o a v i s i o n t h a t brings i n t o view i t s 

many connections w i t h the i n c a r n a t i o n and the cosmos. This has been 

w e l l captured by the e a r l y Eastern theologians. Gregory of Nyssa 

suggested t h a t , as Jesus ascended from the water he 'sees the heaven 

opened which Adam had shut against himself and a l l h i s p r o s p e r i t y , as 

the gates of Paradise by the flaming s w o r d ' . C y r i l of Alexandria, 

focusing on why i t was t h a t Jesus received the S p i r i t at h i s Baptism, 

c a l l s Jesus 'the second Adam', the new creature, who r e c a p i t u l a t e s i n 

himself human nature and through whom the S p i r i t i s given t o hiunanity 

a f t e r the r e s u r r e c t i o n . " ^ 

138 



3: Myth and the Story of Jesus' Baptism 

The s t o r y of the Baptism of Jesus has also l e g i t i m a t e d the use of 
oleaginous symbols, notwithstanding the absence of o i l a t the event 
i t s e l f . The Baptism i s portrayed i n s c r i p t u r e as a metaphorical 
a n o i n t i n g and t h i s has authorised the use of o i l i n l i t u r g y t h a t 
e f f e c t e d the C h r i s t i a n ' s p a r t i c i p a t i o n i n the anointed status of the 
Messiah.^" I n Winkler's words, the Syrian baptismal a n o i n t i n g i s 'the 
r i t u a l i z a t i o n of the e n t r y i n t o the messianic kingship of C h r i s t . . . , 
which i s made known through the coming of the S p i r i t ' . " ^ So important 
was t h i s aspect t h a t the a n o i n t i n g , of the whole body, took place 
p r i o r t o the water r i t e , and i t s t e c h n i c a l terms, gathered around the 
Aramaic term rushma, could provide the designation f o r the complete 
baptismal r i t u a l . 

6.3 B i r t h , Death and Cleansing as Metaphors of Baptism 

The sense t h a t Jesus' Baptism l e g i t i m a t e s a range of metaphors 

which may be applied t o C h r i s t i a n baptism i s i l l u s t r a t e d by Clement of 

Alexandria who gave the f i r s t recorded statement t h a t Jesus' Baptism 

i s a model f o r C h r i s t i a n baptism. He argued t h a t Jesus was not 

baptised due t o any personal defect; h i s Baptism was an event of 

r e b i r t h , but only i n the sense t h a t any p e r f e c t i o n gained was through 

the hygienic sense of washing and i n h i s consecration by the descent 

of the Holy S p i r i t . Jesus, p e r f e c t l y born of the Father, 'was 

p e r f e c t l y reborn, as a prefigurement of the d i v i n e plan'. He goes on 

t o suggest t h a t , a f t e r the example of Jesus' Baptism, C h r i s t i a n 

baptism was characterised by the diverse themes of enlightenment, 

adoption, p e r f e c t i o n , d i v i n i s a t i o n and cleansing."^ 
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Notwithstanding Clement's longer l i s t , i t i s s u f f i c i e n t at t h i s 
stage t o recognise the acceptance of three major baptismal metaphors: 
b i r t h , death and the washing away of si n s . There can be no question 
t h a t , throughout the C h r i s t i a n t r a d i t i o n , each of the three major 
metaphorical understandings have been deployed without reference t o 
Jesus' Baptism. Therefore any understanding t h a t the Baptism gives 
a u t h o r i t y f o r the deployment of these metaphors must do at l e a s t two 
t h i n g s . F i r s t of a l l , i t must show t h a t the Baptism contains w i t h i n 
i t s e l f the appropriate metaphor, and secondly, i t must show t h a t t h i s 
connection has been appreciated at some s i g n i f i c a n t p o i n t s w i t h i n the 
t r a d i t i o n . I t may then be argued t h a t even where there has been no 
e x p l i c i t a r t i c u l a t i o n , the Baptism of Jesus nonetheless has continued 
t o act as a l e g i t i m a t i n g metaphorical s t r u c t u r e . I n t h i s sense the 
t r a d i t i o n ' s treatment of the r e l a t i o n s h i p between the Baptism of Jesus 
and C h r i s t i a n baptism i s p a r a l l e l t o t h a t found i n the New Testament; 
even though the l i n k s are o f t e n not a r t i c u l a t e d e x p l i c i t l y , they may 
be taken t o be assumed, an assumption made possible by the 
i n t e r l o c k i n g nature of the Baptism n a r r a t i v e s w i t h the s o t e r i o l o g i c a l 
context. 

That the metaphor of b i r t h i n C h r i s t i a n baptism i s l e g i t i m a t e d by 

the Baptism of Jesus i s evident i n the way i n which the l a t t e r i s 

understood as a metaphorical b i r t h . I t may be t h a t t h i s stems from a 

v a r i a n t reading of the Lucan rendering of the d i v i n e voice at the 

Baptism. Whereas most Greek manuscripts p r e f e r the version 'You are my 

Son, the Beloved; w i t h you I am w e l l pleased' there are Occidental 

t e x t s which render the t e x t , 'You are my beloved Son; today I have 

begotten you'."' Most r e c e n t l y , D Vigne has presented a convincing 

case f o r accepting the v a r i a n t Lucan reading as the most p r i m i t i v e 
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one. His argument r e l i e s upon an impressive range of Fathers who were 
f a m i l i a r w i t h the t e x t p r i o r t o the great recensions of the b i b l i c a l 
t e x t s i n the f o u r t h and f i f t h c e n t u r i e s . " * There i s something t o be 
sa i d f o r Vigne's hypothesis f o r the change w i t h i n the Lucan t e x t ; not 
onl y was a harmonising law i n operation, seeking t o b r i n g the Gospel 
t e x t s i n t o l i n e w i t h each other, but also greater d o c t r i n a l concerns 
became paramount. Not l e a s t , heterodox C h r i s t i a n groupings such as the 
Eb i o n i t e s , obviated the metaphor and produced an adoptionist 
C h r i s t o l o g y , on the basis of a non-metaphorical b i r t h . " ' 

Although Vigne has concentrated on t e x t s from Judeo-Christianity, 

i t has already been observed t h a t Syrian theology accepted the b i r t h 

metaphor i n t h e i r n o t i o n of the Jordan as one of three 'wombs' from 

which C h r i s t was born. Another womb was Mary's and the r e l a t i o n s h i p 

t h i s i m p l i e s between the N a t i v i t y and the Baptism has been a 

s i g n i f i c a n t f a c t o r i n perpetu a t i n g the understanding of Jesus' Baptism 

as a metaphorical b i r t h w e l l beyond Syria. This has shown i t s e f f e c t 

i n the iconographical a s s o c i a t i o n of the Baptism w i t h p a r t i c u l a r 

images from the N a t i v i t y . This may be traced back t o the artwork of 

the l a t e f o u r t h century^^°, through the e a r l y middle ages"* and i n t o 

the iconography found on European f o n t s of the medieval pe r i o d . " ^ 

Aside from t e x t u a l and iconographic analysis there i s a f u r t h e r 

reason f o r the metaphorical c o r r e l a t i o n which l i e s i n the s t r u c t u r e of 

the e v o l u t i o n of Christmas and Epiphany. I t i s now recognised t h a t the 

f e s t i v a l of Epiphany, which may r e v e r t t o the close of the second 

century, was the most ancient c e l e b r a t i o n of the N a t i v i t y and t h a t i t 

was a u n i t i v e f e s t i v a l which also embraced the c e l e b r a t i o n of the 

Baptism. As the u n i t i v e nature of Epiphany was disrupted during the 
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C h r i s t o l o g i c a l controversies of the f o u r t h and f i f t h c enturies, 
Epiphany became a s i g n i f i c a n t baptismal day, not j u s t i n Syria and 
Constantinople but also i n Spain and p a r t s of I t a l y . E p i p h a n y ' s 
provenance i n a u n i t i v e f e s t i v a l marking both the N a t i v i t y and the 
Baptism ensured a j u x t a p o s i t i o n of i n c a r n a t i o n a l events i n which a 
mutual and metaphorical r e l a t i o n s h i p could be developed; the Baptism 
becomes more c l e a r l y a b i r t h event and the N a t i v i t y becomes more 
c l e a r l y a r e v e l a t o r y occurrence. This l i n k i s perpetuated l i t u r g i c a l l y 
i n the Armenian Church which continues t o celebrate the N a t i v i t y and 
the Baptism on 6th January and also i n the Byzantine Christmas l i t u r g y 
which contains vestiges of a baptismal text.^^"* The development of the 
C h r i s t i a n calendar, t h e r e f o r e , brings out the s i g n i f i c a n c e of the 
b i r t h metaphor as s t r u c t u r a l underpinning of the connection between 
Jesus' Baptism and C h r i s t i a n baptism. 

The second metaphor t o be l e g i t i m a t e d by the Baptism of Jesus i s 

t h a t of death. Even though the argument has been f o r a n a r r a t i v e 

reading which has given precedence t o the messianic a l l u s i o n s i n the 

d i v i n e v oice, there has been no d e n i a l of a reference t o the Servant 

whose mission was t o be achieved though s u f f e r i n g and death. Important 

here are the baptisma sayings i n which Jesus a n t i c i p a t e s h i s death i n 

baptismal language. There i s l i t t l e agreement over whether they r e f e r 

t o Jesus' own Baptism or t o C h r i s t i a n baptism, but the arguments of W 

J Dalton are h e l p f u l i n b r i n g i n g c l a r i f i c a t i o n here. S t r i c t l y 

speaking, Dalton argues, there i s no immediate reference t o e i t h e r 

since baptisma i s a reference t o being overwhelmed w i t h calamity or 

death. Yet the connotations evident t o the readers i n a l l periods of 

C h r i s t i a n t r a d i t i o n include C h r i s t i a n baptism. Thus, i f there i s an 

i m i t a t i o n of the Baptism, i t would f o l l o w t h a t there was a sharing i n 
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'both the baptisms of C h r i s t , t h a t of water and t h a t of death'."^ 
Although the sayings describe Jesus' death i n terms of baptisma. and 
do not begin t o speak of the Baptism i n terms of death there i s an 
i n e v i t a b l e l i n g u i s t i c transference r e s u l t i n g from the s t r u c t u r e of the 
metaphor. 

There i s enough here, however, both t o suggest t h a t Jesus' Baptism 

was soon regarded as a metaphorical death and t h a t C h r i s t i a n baptism 

had the same s t r u c t u r e . There i s no doubt t h a t , i n some way the shadow 

of h i s death hung over h i s Baptism; the metaphor of death was 

appropriate because i n h i s Baptism Jesus was ' i n i t i a t e d ' i n t o h i s 

passion and death and t h e r e f o r e he was 'baptised' i n t o h i s own 

death."* Thus the synoptic Gospels provided a base from which St 

Paul's n o t i o n of sharing i n the death of C h r i s t i n C h r i s t i a n baptism 

could e m e r g e . A l t h o u g h Cullmann's exegesis s u f f e r s from over

emphasis a t t h i s p o i n t , he does express the t h i n k i n g here w e l l : 

the p a r a l l e l i s m between 'being baptised' and 'dying w i t h 
C h r i s t ' , whose o r i g i n goes back t o the l i f e of Jesus at h i s own 
baptism by John i n the Jordan, i s traceable through the whole 
of the New Testament."* 

When i t comes t o the t h i r d metaphor of C h r i s t i a n baptism i t s 

l e g i t i m a t i o n has r e q u i r e d a d i f f e r e n t s t y l e of reasoning. That the 

washing away of s i n i s a f e a t u r e of both the Baptism of John and 

C h r i s t i a n baptism i s i n d i s p u t a b l e , yet the question of Jesus' 

sinlessness and t h e r e f o r e the p r o p r i e t y of h i s reception of a baptism 

i n s t i g a t e d f o r the forgiveness of sins i n t e r r u p t s a smooth t h e o l o g i c a l 

t r a n s i t i o n from one t o another. 
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The e a r l y Church demonstrated an unequivocal acceptance of Jesus' 

sinlessness i n respect of h i s Baptism, f o l l o w i n g the insistence of the 

Gospel n a r r a t i v e s of h i s innocence. Yet they d i d adopt a number of 

s t r a t e g i e s which i n d i c a t e d t h e i r concern t o preserve the notion of 

Jesus' Baptism as a p u r i f i c a t i o n or washing. I n broad p r i n c i p l e , they 

defended the idea t h a t the p u r i f i c a t i o n was humanity's and t h a t the 

Baptism had the same s t r u c t u r e as the c r u c i f i x i o n : namely, t h a t Jesus 

was baptised on others' behalf and not f o r any i m p u r i t y of h i s own. 

One expression of t h i s involved the aforementioned p u r i f i c a t i o n of 

water f o r baptismal purposes. Another expression emerged i n q u i t e a 

s o p h i s t i c a t e d way which spoke of the p u r i f i c a t i o n of Ch r i s t ' s human 

nature. Ambrose i s a good example of t h i s : 

Why then d i d C h r i s t go down i n t o the water?, i f i t was not t h a t 
h i s f l e s h might be p u r i f i e d - the f l e s h he took of our human 
kind? C h r i s t had no need t o be p u r i f i e d from s i n , because 'he 
committed no s i n ' ; but we need i t , because we are l i a b l e t o 
sin."« 

Vigne's comments on Ambrose's theology a s s i s t s i n l o c a t i n g the issues. 

F i r s t of a l l , Ambrose t r a n s f e r s the idea of p u r i f i c a t i o n t o the whole 

of the i n c a r n a t i o n ; the body washed i n the River Jordan was assumed 

human nature. I n the Baptism, p u r i f i c a t i o n of the f l e s h takes place i n 

so f a r as i t was r e p r e s e n t a t i v e f l e s h . Secondly, Vigne has detected a 

'physical' approach t o the Baptism of Jesus i n a number of d i f f i c u l t 

t e x t s associated w i t h J u d e o - C h r i s t i a n i t y which ascribe a c o n t r i b u t i o n 

t o h i s f l e s h through p u r i f i c a t i o n . The c i t e d t e x t from Ambrose 

demonstrates the l i m i t s which orthodoxy allowed, p e r m i t t i n g the sense 

t h a t the Baptism was a 'regenerative p u r i f i c a t i o n ' without condoning 

i t i n any moral sense. 

More r e c e n t l y , the l e g i t i m a t i o n of the cleansing metaphor has been 

approached from another angle. The Lutheran G W Lathrop begins w i t h 

144 



3: Myth and the Story of Jesus' Baptism 

the Marcan t e x t and a consideration of the r e l i g i o u s - h i s t o r i c a l m i l i e u 
of John t h e B a p t i s t . He f i n d s John's w a t e r - r i t e emerging out of a 
background of washing f o r p u r i f i c a t i o n , e s p e c i a l l y i n an 
esc h a t o l o g i c a l perspective. When Jesus comes f o r baptism he i s the 
'washed one' who i s made unclean, 'both by h i s associations and by h i s 
u t t e r l y unclean death'. By h i s Baptism, baptism i s ' u t t e r l y changed', 
becoming the 'very presence of God'. I n t h i s sense, baptism i s now a 
' r e f u s a l ' of the washing r i t e , because i t c r i t i c i s e s and even destroys 
the former language of the washing r i t e , yet i s now used t o speak of 
the 'presence of God's all-washing mercy i n Jesus'.^" 

So baptismal symbols derived from water and o i l and the metaphors 

of b i r t h , death and cleansing have a l l found t h e i r l e g i t i m a t i o n from 

the s t o r y of the Baptism of Jesus. This sets the agenda f o r the 

remainder of the t h e s i s as the questions which a r i s e from the 

an t h r o p o l o g i c a l treatment of symbols and metaphors are applied t o the 

r i t u a l o f baptism. 

Meanwhile, the conclusion from t h i s chapter i s t h a t the s t o r y of 

Jesus' Baptism may be sai d t o charter the r i t u a l of C h r i s t i a n baptism 

i n three ways. F i r s t , i t provides an h i s t o r i c a l o r i g i n f o r 

contemporary baptism, one which preserves the i n t e g r i t y of the 

h i s t o r i c a l event and i t s n a r r a t i v e reading as a new c r e a t i o n which has 

some claim t o primacy. Secondly, i t provides an archetype of which 

baptism i s an i m i t a t i v e - r e p e t i t i o n ; i n C h r i s t i a n baptism the actions 

which involved the h i s t o r i c a l Jesus are i m i t a t e d and therefore the 

act-types of b a p t i s i n g and r e c e i v i n g baptism are repeated. F i n a l l y , i t 

l e g i t i m a t e s the most prominent symbols and metaphors of baptism, i n 

t h a t the t r a d i t i o n regards them as coherent w i t h the image of 
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s a l v a t i o n presented i n the Baptism and also as being e x p l i c i t l y 
present i n both t h e archetypal and the contemporary r i t u a l . A study of 
myth, s t i m u l a t e d by s o c i a l anthropology, has y i e l d e d a p a r t i c u l a r 
r e l a t i o n s h i p between n a r r a t i v e and r i t u a l . I t i s t h e i r i n t e r p l a y i n 
the context of a theology of s a l v a t i o n which incorporates the 
C h r i s t i a n i n t o C h r i s t himself. This means t h a t there i s not simply a 
sharing i n the Baptismal Event but a sharing i n the whole movement of 
the i n c a r n a t i o n . 
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Chapter Four 

R i t u a l Symbols, t h e i r Elusive Structure and the Bodiliness of Baptism 

1 C h a r a c t e r i s t i c s of R i t u a l Symbols 

Symbols are the breath t h a t gives r e l i g i o u s p r a c t i c e i t s very 

l i f e , and yet t h e i r s t r u c t u r e c o n t r i b u t e s t o i t s complexity. I n common 

w i t h the approaches of other d i s c i p l i n e s , anthropologists presuppose 

the ideas i m p l i e d by the etymology of symbol. I n the ancient world, 

sumbolon was a t e c h n i c a l term r e l a t e d t o remembrance, i d e n t i f i c a t i o n 

and h o s p i t a l i t y . A host would halve an o b j e c t , present one h a l f t o h i s 

guest and r e t a i n the other f o r himself. I f at a f u t u r e date a 

descendant of the guest were t o o f f e r h i s sumbolon to the household, 

and i t was found t o match the other h a l f , then t h i s would c o n s t i t u t e a 

concrete act of r e c o g n i t i o n . Technically, the sumbolon was a 'pass': 

i t was 'something i n and through which we recognize someone already 

known t o us', and t h e r e f o r e provokes r e f l e c t i o n on the theme of 

encounter and the coming together of two things t h a t are not 

c o i n c i d e n t a l t o each other but inwardly r e l a t e d . The presumption i s 

t h a t one p a r t i c u l a r has an a b i l i t y t o represent a greater whole w i t h 

which i t i s i n t r i n s i c a l l y associated.^ 
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How t h i s r e p r e s e n t a t i v e f u n c t i o n i s understood by s o c i a l 

a n t h r o p o l o g i s t s w i l l be o u t l i n e d i n three sections. F i r s t , questions 

i n v o l v i n g the i d e n t i f i c a t i o n , i n t e r p r e t a t i o n and effectiveness of 

symbols w i l l be surveyed. Secondly, r e c o g n i t i o n w i l l be given t o an 

unavoidable e l u s i v i t y i n the process of symbolic understanding. 

T h i r d l y , the value of a search f o r s t r u c t u r e s t h a t l i e beneath the 

surface of e m p i r i c a l symbolic observation w i l l be evaluated. 

1.1 Symbolic I d e n t i t y , I n t e r p r e t a t i o n and Effectiveness 

I n terms of t h e i d e n t i t y , i n t e r p r e t a t i o n and effectiveness of 

symbols i t i s widely recognised t h a t V W Turner has proved t o be a 

formative i n f l u e n c e on the t h i n k i n g of many s o c i a l anthropologists. 

Even i f h i s ideas have not always been followed, i t w i l l be h e l p f u l t o 

set out h i s t h i n k i n g , since r e c o g n i t i o n of i t s l i m i t a t i o n s w i l l serve 

as a c a t a l y s t f o r f u r t h e r i n v e s t i g a t i o n . 

Fundamentally, Turner i d e n t i f i e d a r i t u a l symbol i n terms of a 

' u n i t of a c t i o n ' . I t i s : 

a molecule, or smallest p o r t i o n t o which a r i t u a l sequence or 
dynamic t o t a l can be reduced by s u b d i v i s i o n without l o s i n g i t s 
semantic s t r u c t u r a l i d e n t i t y . ^ 

The symbols Turner observed i n h i s experience of A f r i c a n r e l i g i o n 

consisted of 'objects, a c t i v i t i e s , r e l a t i o n s h i p s , events, gestures, 

and s p a t i a l u n i t s ' ^ and r e q u i r e d observation i n the 'the widest a c t i o n -

f i e l d context'* which includes not j u s t the r i t u a l i t s e l f but the 

s o c i a l processes of which the r i t u a l i s but one phase. At a 

t h e o r e t i c a l l e v e l anything may f u l f i l a symbolic f u n c t i o n ; the 

e m p i r i c a l f a c t s however demonstrate t h a t c u l t u r a l circumstances 

determine what i s employed s y m b o l i c a l l y . 
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The i n t e r p r e t a t i o n of a r i t u a l symbol i s c l o s e l y l i n k e d w i t h i t s 

i d e n t i f i c a t i o n since, due t o Turner, there i s wide acceptance t h a t 

t y p i c a l of a symbol's i d e n t i t y i s i t s a b i l i t y t o convey m u l t i p l e 

meaning. Said t o be m u l t i v o c a l a symbol u n i f i e s and condenses 

dis p a r a t e and o f t e n c o n t r a d i c t o r y s i g n i f i c a t a . The spectrum of meeuiing 

req u i r e s c a r e f u l e l u c i d a t i o n , and there are three dimensions of 

s i g n i f i c a n c e which must be taken i n t o account: the exeg e t i c a l , the 

ope r a t i o n a l and the p o s i t i o n a l 

The e x e g e t i c a l s i g n i f i c a n c e i s determined by an analysis of 

meanings o f f e r e d by informants. Often the inf o r m a t i o n w i l l be obtained 

i n the form of mythological n a r r a t i v e . Equally, i t may be a piecemeal 

account where the meaning of one symbol i s given without being 

interwoven i n t o an overarching s t o r y , o r i t may be de l i v e r e d 

d o c t r i n a l l y , perhaps as a form of i n s t r u c t i o n . I n the operational 

dimension, symbolic meaning i s determined by i t s use; i t i s observed 

how r i t u a l p a r t i c i p a n t s handle the symbol - who uses i t and towards 

whom, and the ' a f f e c t i v e q u a l i t y ' of the a c t i o n i s noted. F i n a l l y , the 

p o s i t i o n a l a n a l y s i s r e s u l t s from a symbol's r e l a t i o n s h i p s w i t h other 

symbols both i n the same r i t u a l complex and beyond; t h i s dimension t o 

symbolic i n t e r p r e t a t i o n i s an important t h e o r e t i c a l p o i n t f o r t h i s 

chapter and re q u i r e s f u r t h e r e x p l i c a t i o n . 

Assistance here comes from the anthropologist R F i r t h who 

a r t i c u l a t e d one of i t s i m p l i c a t i o n s : 

s t r i c t l y speaking there are no symbolic objects - there are 
only symbolic r e l a t i o n s h i p s i t i s the conceptualization of 
the o b j e c t i n a given r e l a t i o n s h i p t h a t i s s i g n i f i c a n t . ^ 

160 



4: Symbols, t h e i r E l u s i v i t y and Bodiliness 

Such symbolic r e l a t i o n s h i p s are located i n both the immediate r i t u a l 
context and the wider n o n - r i t u a l context. Within the r i t u a l context a 
measure of the r e l a t i o n s h i p between symbols reveals a varying 
prominence. I n an attempt t o c l a r i f y t h i s p o i n t . Turner has c a l l e d the 
senior symbols which preside over whole r i t e s or t h e i r phases, 
dominant symbols, and they are contrasted w i t h dependent symbols. The 
l a t t e r , as t h e i r c h a r a c t e r i s a t i o n suggests, f u n c t i o n t o keep the 
r i t u a l a c t i o n f l u e n t and may even be univocal; they are numerous and 
regarded as instrumental i n t h a t they are a means t o achieving the 
goals of the r i t u a l . Dominant symbols i n contrast serve also as 
symbols of the axiomatic s o c i a l values by which t h e r i t u a l i s judged. 
T y p i c a l l y , they have a more pronounced m u l t i v o c a l i t y and a p i v o t a l 
p o s i t i o n i n the r i t u a l ; they provide f i x e d p o i n t s i n the e n t i r e r i t u a l 
system and recur f r e q u e n t l y i n s p e c i f i c r i t u a l s . ' 

The r e l a t i o n s h i p t h a t a dominant symbol has w i t h other r i t u a l 

symbols has a f u r t h e r i n t e r p r e t a t i v e impact. Even though the same 

dominant symbol might be present i n a v a r i e t y of r i t u a l contexts i t i s 

common t o f i n d t h a t a l t e r n a t i v e r e f e r e n t s , or combinations of 

r e f e r e n t s , are drawn t o the a t t e n t i o n of the p a r t i c i p a n t s i n each 

case. Thus a range of r e f e r e n t s associated w i t h a dominant symbol may 

be l a t e n t . Equally, i t i s found t h a t a dominant symbol may p r o j e c t 

meanings, which i n a p a r t i c u l a r r i t u a l context may not be evident, 

onto other symbols i n the a c t i o n - f i e l d . As Turner has commented: 

a symbol must always be regarded as 'dense w i t h meaning', even 
when only a p o r t i o n of t h i s richness i s s i t u a t i o n a l l y 
emphasized or ' v i s i b l e ' through the symbol's s t r u c t u r a l 
r e l a t i o n s w i t h another symbol or other symbols.* 
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The r e l a t i o n s h i p between the i n t r a - r i t u a l environment and i t s non-
r i t u a l context implies t h a t a symbol has an i n t e r p r e t a t i v e context, 
separated i n space and time from i t s r i t u a l operation, t h a t i s located 
i n everyday existence. Symbolic meaning t h e r e f o r e cannot be determined 
from the r i t u a l context alone, but i s a d i a l e c t i c between two semantic 
processes. The symbol, derive d from i t s own p a r t i c u l a r semantic f i e l d 
i s brought i n t o the ' a c t i o n - f i e l d ' of r i t u a l . I t represents t o 
p a r t i c i p a n t s the greater whole from which i t emanates and i n 
d i a l e c t i c a l i n t e r a c t i o n i t creates new meaning, both f o r adjacent 
symbols and f o r i t s e l f . I t i s t h i s p a r a l l e l i s m ^ which i s the o r i g i n a t o r 
of semantic innov a t i o n i n r i t u a l as meaning i s imported i n t o the 
r i t u a l context and i n t e r a c t s w i t h the meaning presupposed by the myth-
r i t u a l complex i t s e l f . 

A f u r t h e r i n s i g h t i s t h a t w i t h i n a f i e l d of s o c i a l a c t i o n a symbol 

c a r r i e s w i t h i t a c e r t a i n f o r c e , implying a measure of symbolic 

effectiveness.^" A symbol i s not merely an o b j e c t : i n Turner's words, 

r i t u a l symbols are a ' m o b i l i z a t i o n of energies as w e l l as messages'." 

This i s demonstrated by a number of c l a s s i c studies on the r o l e of 

symbols i n h e a l i n g r i t u a l s where t h e i r power t o b r i n g aibout change i s 

p a r t of the c u l t u r a l expectations of those who p r a c t i s e them." 

Symbolic power may be s a i d t o operate at the l e v e l of i n d i v i d u a l 

psychology where symbols have an 'inductive property', as w e l l as a t 

the l e v e l of s o c i a l i t y . I n the words of one anthropologist symbols are 

'instruments f o r transforming s u b j e c t i v e experience'." 

Turner himself has o f f e r e d an account of the effectiveness of a 

r i t u a l symbol w i t h reference t o i t s i n t e r n a l s t r u c t u r e . Normally, a 

symbol has a t h r e e f o l d c o n s t i t u t i o n : there i s a 'symbol v e h i c l e ' which 
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shares a 'sensory p e r c e p t i b l e c h a r a c t e r i s t i c ' w i t h a minimum of one of 

i t s denotations; an array of denotations or primary meanings, and a 

set of connotations which are impl i e d beyond the meanings t h a t are 

d e n o t e d . I n a d d i t i o n , however. Turner speaks of a ' p o l a r i z a t i o n of 

reference' w i t h i n the symbol i t s e l f . He suggests t h a t the meanings 

a t t r i b u t e d t o symbols, both those which are denoted and connoted, may 

be d i v i d e d between: 

those which r e f e r f r a n k l y t o p h y s i o l o g i c a l objects and 
processes and those which r e f e r t o ideas, notions conceived by 
mind, i d e a l s , r u l e s , conceptions of reason... i n short t o 
c o g n i t i v e , moral and i d e o l o g i c a l f a c t o r s and influences... I 
have c a l l e d these 'poles' r e s p e c t i v e l y the 'ph y s i o l o g i c a l ' (or 
' o r e c t i c ' ) cind ' i d e o l o g i c a l ' (or 'normative') symbolic poles or 
t e r m i n a l s . " 

Thus f o r Turner symbols r e l a t e both sensually and c o g n i t i v e l y . 

W i t h i n the symbol i s juxtaposed the 'grossly p h y s i c a l ' and the 

' s t r u c t u r a l l y normative' and t h e r e f o r e r i t u a l a c t i o n causes the 

i n t e r p e n e t r a t i o n of q u a l i t i e s between the two poles. I n r i t u a l what i s 

normative becomes saturated w i t h the emotional, and what i s construed 

as basic and gross becomes honourable by being brought i n t o contact 

w i t h s o c i a l values. Ideas and emotion, thought and f e e l i n g therefore 

are r e l a t e d and the o b l i g a t o r y i s converted i n t o the d e s i r a b l e . " 

Thus, using Turner's t h e o r e t i c a l categories as a t h e o r e t i c a l 

basis, r i t u a l symbols may be i d e n t i f i e d , i n t e r p r e t e d and t h e i r 

e f f e c t i v e n e s s a r t i c u l a t e d . However, the discussion so f a r i s 

characterised by a sense of incompleteness which may be located i n two 

areas. F i r s t , i n order t o e x p l i c a t e how r i t u a l symbols are e f f e c t i v e 

there i s recourse t o psychoanalytic terminology and assumptions; a 

symbol demonstrates f o r instance condensation which produces an energy 

t h a t r e q u i r e s release. Secondly, there i s a sense of indeterminacy i n 
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the i n t e r p r e t a t i v e processes o u t l i n e d , t h a t i s brought about by the 
r e c o g n i t i o n t h a t the a s s e r t i v e dimension of r i t u a l p r a c t i c e i s more 
complex than the a c t i v i t y of a r t i c u l a t i o n ; c e r t a i n things defy the 
e x e g e t i c a l dimension, emd may only be deduced from the 
a n t h r o p o l o g i s t ' s handling of the operational and p o s i t i o n a l 
dimensions. Therefore, w h i l s t from an e m p i r i c a l p o i n t of view symbolic 
i n t e r p r e t a t i o n may proceed ac c u r a t e l y along semantic l i n e s and symbols 
i n the r i t u a l context may be c o n f i d e n t l y argued t o demonstrate 
e f f e c t i v e n e s s , there i s more t o be c l a r i f i e d . Two q u a l i f i c a t i o n s w i l l 
be elaborated, drawing on cinthropologists who have engaged i n a 
c r e a t i v e dialogue Turner's work. Neither q u a l i f i c a t i o n serves as a 
negation t o what has been o u t l i n e d , but enhances i t s c r e d i b i l i t y by 
accepting i t s l i m i t a t i o n s and adding a sense of realism t o what may 
a c t u a l l y be achieved through symbolic emalysis. 

1.2 Elusiveness of Symbols 

The f i r s t q u a l i f i c a t i o n i s t o s t a t e the elusiveness of the 

i n f o r m a t i o n being sought. I t i s not possible w i t h current knowledge t o 

o f f e r the d e f i n i t i v e i n t e r p r e t a t i v e account, the precise explanation 

of e f f i c a c y or the f i n a l answer t o the problem of p a r t i c u l a r i t y and 

u n i v e r s a l i t y . I t has t o be accepted, as the anthropologist I M Lewis 

recognises, t h a t symbols: 

both reveal and conceal, p o i n t i n g towards, i f not f u l l y 
d i s c l o s i n g , a d i f f e r e n t order of r e a l i t y and experience. 
Symbols are thus by d e f i n i t i o n mysterious." 

Here Lewis expresses the widespread f e e l i n g amongst s o c i a l 

a n t h r o p o l o g i s t s t h a t a semantic approach to r i t u a l symbols can never 

f u l l y e x p l a i n t h e i r p r o f u n d i t y . A simple e m p i r i c a l observation of 

symbols i s not adequate to e s t a b l i s h a symbol's f u l l i n t e r p r e t a t i v e 

scheme or a complete explanation of i t s e f f e c t i v e n e s s ; i n both areas 

164 



4: Symbols, t h e i r E l u s i v i t y and Bodiliness 

there i s an elusiveness t o understanding. Consequently, 
a n t h r o p o l o g i s t s have made recourse t o e i t h e r psychoamalytic theories 
of symbolism which have sought t o explore 'the nexus which binds 
together the c o g n i t i v e and the a f f e c t u a l meaning of symbols'", or t o 
the search f o r a c o g n i t i v e understanding of epistemological processes 
which allows f o r a c e r t a i n amount of i n e x p l i c a b i l i t y i n the e s s e n t i a l 
character of a symbol. 

I n c o r p o r a t i o n of psychoanalytic understandings of symbolism has 

been a matter of debate, and even resistance, i n B r i t i s h 

a n t h r o p o l o g i c a l c i r c l e s . Some have been suspicious of the methods 

employed and unsure about how t o incorporate a psychoanalytic r e s u l t 

i n t o t h e i r f i n d i n g s . ^ ' Others, i n c l u d i n g Turner, have been more 

persuaded t h a t symbolic e f f i c a c y i s e s s e n t i a l l y a psychological issue. 

The i n t e r a c t i o n between the two d i s c i p l i n e s was not f a c i l i t a t e d by a 

statement by the i n f l u e n t i a l psychoanalyst E Jones. He asserted t h a t 

'true symbolism', something t o be d i s t i n g u i s h e d from symbolism i n the 

wider sense, was only t o be encountered i n the representation of 

repressed, unconscious m a t e r i a l i n dreams and n e u r o t i c symptoms.^" 

Notwithstanding t h i s background, there has been a recent acceptance 

and r e g u l a r i s a t i o n o f the necessary m u t u a l i t y of s o c i a l anthropology 

and psychoanalysis. 

At one l e v e l the widely held assumption t h a t Freudian symbolism 

req u i r e s t h a t most objects are seen as sexual symbols has been 

s a t i s f a c t o r i l y modified. I t i s recognised t h a t Jones a c t u a l l y s t a t e d 

t h a t ' a l l t r u e symbols represent ideas of the s e l f and the immediate 

blood r e l a t i v e s or of the phenomena of b i r t h , love and death'. 

Freudian symbols t h e r e f o r e are most pr o p e r l y t o be regarded as 
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r e l a t i n g t o human l i f e i n i t s b i o l o g i c a l dimension, and w h i l s t they 
include the aspect of psychosexual representation they are by no means 
r e s t r i c t e d t o t h i s . At another l e v e l Freudian psychoanalysis i t s e l f 
has progressed t o the p o i n t where the l i m i t e d d e f i n i t i o n of symbol can 
no longer be sustained. Thus, i t i s possible f o r a psychoanalyst t o 
propose t h a t the b a r r i e r s between the two d i s c i p l i n e s are lowered by 
recognising t h a t symbolisation i s a property belonging not only t o the 
non-discursive mode of thought i n the process of dreaming, but also 
may be employed by the d i s c u r s i v e and r a t i o n a l s t y l e of t h i n k i n g 
associated w i t h daytime i n t e l l e c t u a l a c t i v i t y . 

22 

Such developments have enabled the i n t e r f a c e between the two 

d i s c i p l i n e s t o be the subject of a more f r u i t f u l dialogue. One 

expression o f t h i s has been given by Cohen. He argues t h a t the 

orthodox explanation of c u l t u r a l symbols - t h a t they 'seep through 

from the dynamic unconscious i n t o s o c i a l a c t i v i t y ' - i s 

vinsatisfactory^^; i t explains n e i t h e r whether the unconscious processes 

a t work are a f f e c t e d by s o c i a l influences or not, nor the mechanism of 

mediation between the two spheres. I n i t s place Cohen suggests t h a t 

the reverse i s the case: the r e l a t i v e l y autonomous process of c u l t u r a l 

symbolisation 'mobilizes or a c t i v a t e s c e r t a i n processes of the dynamic 

unconscious and uses them as a resource i n the fashioning of c u l t u r a l 

symbols'.^^ Thus, r a t h e r than the contents of the dynamic unconscious 

e r u p t i n g out i n t o s o c i a l l i f e , they are ' s u b l i m i n a l l y selected' 

depending on the contingencies of c u l t u r a l processes. Societies 

t h e r e f o r e cannot be t r e a t e d as i n d i v i d u a l s ' w r i t l a r g e ' , and i t cannot 

be s a i d t h a t a l l forms of symbolism are a f f e c t e d t o the same extent. 

Although the r e l a t i o n s h i p between s o c i o l o g i c a l and psychological 

f a c t o r s , and hence the e f f i c a c y o f symbolic a c t i o n , may always be 
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e l u s i v e Cohen i t seems has at l e a s t provided a framework f o r an 
account which avoids some of the p o t e n t i a l p i t f a l l s . 

The leadership i n r e t h i n k i n g the epistemological processes i n 

symbolic i n t e r p r e t a t i o n came from the French anthropologist, D 

Sperber." He argued against the c r y p t o l o q i c a l f a l l a c y or the 

assumption i n the study of symbolism t h a t ideas or objects are merely 

s u b s t i t u t e s f o r f u r t h e r ideas or o b j e c t s . For Sperber the very n o t i o n 

t h a t a symbol may be reduced t o a s i g n i f i e r and what i t s i g n i f i e s , or 

a sign and i t s i n t e r p r e t a t i o n , i s h i g h l y problematic." Sperber's 

c r i t i c i s e s Turner's i n t e r p r e t a t i o n of symbols which cannot account f o r 

symbols t h a t are genuinely unexplainable. They are s t i l l symbols, as 

are those which are manipulated i n ignorance by the m a j o r i t y and have 

i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s t h a t are known only t o the s p e c i a l i s e d m i n o r i t y . Also, 

Sperber asserts t h a t o f t e n a symbolic i n t e r p r e t a t i o n i s i t s e l f 

symbolic. This issues i n a process of i n f i n i t e regress or the 

hermeneutical c i r c l e which, w h i l s t i n some ways i n e v i t a b l e , also 

challenges the e x c l u s i v i t y o f the l i n g u i s t i c assumptions behind most 

approaches t o symbolic i n t e r p r e t a t i o n . 

I n the l i g h t of such arguments Sperber proposes t h a t the essence 

of symbolism i s the d e s c r i p t i o n of the human mind's treatment of the 

mental r e p r e s e n t a t i o n . Symbolic processing occurs when r a t i o n a l 

processing breaks down. The l a t t e r i s a conceptual device which 

operates when new i n f o r m a t i o n i s presented by searching the short-term 

working memory i n order t o make sense of the i n p u t . I t may be however, 

t h a t the new i n f o r m a t i o n cannot be made relevant by t h i s process; 

e i t h e r the i n p u t has not been s u f f i c i e n t l y analysed or i t s relevance 

cannot be ascertained. Thus an i n a s s i m i l a b l e conceptual representation 
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remains t o be handled and t h i s i s c a r r i e d out by the symbolic device 
which engages i n a process of f o c a l i z a t i o n followed by one of 
evocation. The symbolic device focuses on the u n f u l f i l l e d c o n d i t i o n 
and then considers t h i s against the passive or long-term memory, 
engaging i n a process of evocation whereby the i n f o r m a t i o n contained 
there i s reviewed and t e s t e d f o r i t s s u i t a b i l i t y . Symbolism therefore 
provides 'a second mode of access t o memory: evocation, appropriate 
when i n v o c a t i o n f a i l s ' . " 

One simple analogy, t h a t of aroma, i l l u s t r a t e s the issues t h a t 

both the psychological and the c o g n i t i v e approaches t o symbolism are 

attempting t o a r t i c u l a t e . Although the o l f a c t o r y domain i s one of the 

l e a s t explored aspects of human experience, and has suffered from 

devaluation i n recent Western l i f e , i t o f f e r s some compelling 

suggestions t o help probe the way i n which symbols might be 

i n t e r p r e t e d and understood t o be e f f i c a c i o u s . An aroma i s a physical 

phenomenon which has an innate capacity t o evoke powerful emotional 

responses; aromas are c u l t u r a l and t h e r e f o r e , by d e f i n i t i o n , 

h i s t o r i c a l and s o c i a l e n t i t i e s imbued w i t h value. Most appro p r i a t e l y 

the o l f a c t o r y domain i s characterised by i t s elusiveness; aromas 

cannot be d i r e c t l y named, and an understanding and d e s c r i p t i o n of them 

must proceed by 'groping t o express our o l f a c t o r y experience by means 

of metaphors' 

One r e f l e c t i o n on the l i n k between symbolic e f f i c a c y and o l f a c t i o n 

has been pursued by A C e l l i n connection w i t h the odour of a 

p a r t i c u l a r perfume used by the Umeda i n New Guinea. The a d u l t male 

w i l l sleep w i t h h i s bag which contains a sachet of perfume. I t s aroma 

i s understood both t o s t i m u l a t e dreams which portend good hunting euid 
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t o a t t r a c t w i l d pigs during the hunt. The f o l l o w i n g day w i t h h i s 
magical perfume around h i s neck, he w i l l be stimulated both by the 
success i n d i c a t e d i n the dream and by the w a f t i n g of the perfume. 
Since the Umeda word f o r dream i s almost i d e n t i c a l t o t h e i r word f o r 
smell i t i s reasonable t o perceive an extremely close connection 
between dream-experiences and smell-experiences which may be regarded 
as two aspects of one human f a c u l t y , 'having cognizance of things a t a 
remove'. Thus the perfume, w i t h i t s p r o p e r t i e s of a t t r a c t i o n and dream 
s t i m u l a t i o n , i s regarded as p r o v i d i n g access t o the i d e a l s t a t e ; t h a t 
i s , i n drecim or r e a l i t y as the hunt i s proved t o be successful. 
Perfumes, as symbols, are t h e r e f o r e e f f i c a c i o u s i n t h a t t h e i r 
'disembodiedness and t y p i c a l i t y serve as the vehicles f o r symbolic 
awareness of an i d e a l order' 

. I 29 

Sperber himself employs o l f a c t i o n t o i l l u s t r a t e h i s proposals f o r 

a symbolic processing device. He argues t h a t even though the. human 

mind can d i s t i n g u i s h between thousands of smells, i n no language i s 

there a c l a s s i f i c a t i o n of smells, as f o r instance f o r colours. 

Consequently, smells are expressed i n terms of e i t h e r t h e i r o r i g i n s or 

e f f e c t s : f o r instance a smell i s t h a t o f coffee , or i t i s a nauseating 

smell. Smells cannot be d i r e c t l y r e c o l l e c t e d , and can only be r e c a l l e d 

by recourse t o a v i s u a l image of t h e i r cause; on the other hand they 

may be e f f e c t i v e l y recognised, even a f t e r a prolonged i n t e r v a l . Such 

p r o p e r t i e s o f the o l f a c t o r y sense i n Sperber's view must be r e l a t e d ; 

when a smell i s encountered t h a t cannot be explained, the symbolic 

device a f t e r f o c a l i z a t i o n reviews the range of r e c o l l e c t i o n s which 

'are l i k e l y t o corroborate the f e e l i n g of recognition'.^" As Sperber 

remarks, the example of smells 'confirms the independence of symbolism 

from v e r b a l i z a t i o n and i t s dependence on conceptualization'.^' Since 
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the evocational f i e l d includes a l l i n f o r m a t i o n t h a t might be 

s u s c e p t i b l e of p r o v i d i n g the r e c o g n i t i o n : 

i n t r y i n g t o i d e n t i f y a smell, one may revive memories t h a t are 
more c a p t i v a t i n g than the smell i t s e l f , more i n s i s t e n t thcin the 
o r i g i n a l d e s ire one had t o i d e n t i f y i t . This r e l a t i v e freedom 
o f evocation i s a t the very base of the s o c i a l use of t h i s 
psychological mechanism, symbolism. 

The analogy of aroma, t h e r e f o r e , o f f e r s p o t e n t i a l f o r 

understanding the elements of elusiveness and mystery i n symbolic 

i n t e r p r e t a t i o n and e f f i c a c y . The analogy i s a powerful one since 

odours are c h a r a c t e r i s t i c a l l y incomplete u n t i l they are traced t o 

t h e i r source where they are so concentrated t h a t they merge w i t h t h e i r 

r e l a t e d substances. The o l f a c t o r y dimension i s both p a r t of the world 

and a reference t o i t and, as C e l l comments, the use of the o l f a c t o r y 

domain i n understanding symbolism has the advantage over a l i n g u i s t i c 

model: 

somewhere i n between the stimulus and the sign a place must be 
found f o r the r e s t r i c t e d language of smells, traces which 
u n l i k e words only p a r t i a l l y detach themselves from the world of 
objects t o which they r e f e r . 

The argument i s only r e i n f o r c e d when i t i s noted t h a t smells, 

p a r t i c u l a r l y pleasant aromas, can have a prominent f u n c t i o n i n a 

transformatory r i t u a l . Along these l i n e s D Howes has suggested t h a t 

there i s an underlying l o g i c t o t h i s because i n everyday l i v i n g odours 

are most n o t i c e a b l e a t t h r e s h o l d s i t u a t i o n s . Equally, there i s a 

psychological dimension since the r e c o g n i t i o n of a smell has the 

e f f e c t of t r a n s p o r t i n g p a r t i c i p a n t s t o an event or source, and 

furthermore, a pleasant odour has a corporate u n i f y i n g f u n c t i o n a t the 

i n t e r - s u b j e c t i v e l e v e l . 
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An account of the elusiveness of r i t u a l symbols, then, requires an 

a p p r o p r i a t i o n of Freudian i n s i g h t s t o understand the way i n which the 

unconscious i s dynamically i n t e g r a t e d , not only i n t o dreams but also 

i n t o s o c i a l a c t i o n . I t also requires r e c o g n i t i o n t h a t a s u f f i c i e n t 

i n t e r p r e t a t i o n of symbolism i n the r i t u a l context cannot be l i m i t e d t o 

a c o n s i d e r a t i o n of the chain of s i g n i f i e r s . I n other terms, symbolic 

exegesis employs t h a t which i s already known; a p p l i c a t i o n of 

c r y p t o l o g i c a l methodology cannot account f o r a l l the emotional and 

c o g n i t i v e s i g n i f i c a n c e s demanded by the task of symbolic 

i n t e r p r e t a t i o n . This i s why the i m p l i c a t i o n of symbolic e l u s i v i t y i s 

f a r - r e a c h i n g ; i t confirms t h a t the effectiveness of symbols i n r i t u a l 

does not l i e i n t h e i r a b i l i t y t o communicate a c l a r i t y of shared 

meanings. This aspect of symbolic e f f i c a c y has been summed up w e l l : 

symbols are . more e f f e c t i v e less because they communicate 
meaning (though t h i s i s also important) than because, through 
performance, meanings are formulated i n a s o c i a l rather than 
c o g n i t i v e space, and the p a r t i c i p a n t s are engaged w i t h the 
symbols i n the i n t e r a c t i o n a l c r e a t i o n of a performance r e a l i t y , 
r a t h e r than merely being informed by them as knowers." 

1.3 Searching f o r Deep Structure 

I n the discussion on i n t e r p r e t a t i o n the r e l a t i o n s h i p between the 

symbolic v e h i c l e and the unconscious meaning was i l l u m i n a t e d , but 

remained unclear. The necessity e x i s t s f o r a more concrete means f o r 

expressing the underlying categories and p r i n c i p l e s which are being 

sought. The second q u a l i f i c a t i o n t o the framework of symbolic 

i d e n t i f i c a t i o n , i n t e r p r e t a t i o n and e f f e c t i v e n e s s i s therefore the 

concept of deep s t r u c t u r e , appropriated by s o c i a l cinthropology from 

l i n g u i s t i c s , f o r the purposes of expressing patterns of b e l i e f and 

behaviour t h a t are not consciously perceived. 
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The search f o r deep s t r u c t u r e through an understanding of 
symbolism i s one t h a t has occupied a group of s o c i a l anthropologists. 
Of these, E Ardener has sought t o extend the s t r u c t u r a l i s t use of the 
categories of syntagmatic and paradigmatic r e l a t i o n s h i p s . ^ ' I n a 
s i m i l a r way t o previous s t r u c t u r a l i s t s , Ardener has seen the necessity 
f o r d i s t i n g u i s h i n g between l e v e l s of s t r u c t u r a l a nalysis. I n h i s 
understanding there are two: a l e v e l t h a t involves template s t r u c t u r e s 
and one t h a t contains s t r u c t u r e s of r e a l i s a t i o n . The l a t t e r are 
conceptually s t r a i g h t - f o r w a r d : they appear i n the 'normal f l u x of 
experience' and may be studied by the usual observational devices 
o u t l i n e d above. I t i s the template s t r u c t u r e s , which are of most 
i n t e r e s t because they have a greater complexity. They are 'posited 
before i d e n t i f i e d ' ; they are r e f l e c t e d i n the s t r u c t u r e s of 
r e a l i s a t i o n and can only be constructed from t h i s data. Their 
impressions and contents may be sensed, but what emerges i s s a i d t o be 
'the hollow shape of i t s shadow i n language'. I n the r i t u a l context 
the r e a l i s a t i o n s t r u c t u r e s are contingent, and therefore w i l l 
demonstrate inconsistency when one r i t u a l i s compared t o another i n 
the same c u l t u r a l context. What remain constant w i t h i n a p a r t i c u l a r 
c u l t u r e are the template s t r u c t u r e s ; they provide a p a t t e r n i n g which 
co n s t r a i n s the well-formed r i t u a l performance.^' 

The well-formed r i t u a l performance, however, does not randomly 

m a t e r i a l i s e i n c u l t u r a l form; i t i s subject t o c a r e f u l determination 

t h a t has both conscious and unconscious components. I n t h i s process, 

deep s t r u c t u r e s operate and are revealed i n the two important 

p r i n c i p l e s of s e l e c t i v i t y and d i r e c t i o n a l i t y which both r e l a t e t o 

questions concerning the appropriateness of p a r t i c u l a r symbols f o r 

s p e c i f i c r i t u a l purposes. S e l e c t i v i t y i n d i c a t e s t h a t a society has an 
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almost i n f i n i t e range of p o t e n t i a l symbolic media, but from t h i s 
abundance s e l e c t s a r e s t r i c t e d set t o serve i t s r i t u a l purposes. I t i s 
reasonable t o assume t h a t behind such a s e l e c t i o n l i e s an 
u n a r t i c u l a t e d , but cogent reason. I n Sperber's terms, the r e s t r i c t e d 
set are chosen due t o t h e i r 'greater l i k e l i h o o d t o t r i g g e r a r i c h 
evocation'. D i r e c t i o n a l i t y conveys the sense t h a t f o r each r i t u a l 
s p e c i f i c symbols are chosen dependent upon the stimulus t h a t i s f e l t 
t o be a ppropriate t o the elaborated purposes of the r i t u a l . Thus f o r 
each r i t u a l w i t h i n a c u l t u r e there i s a f i e l d of evocation w i t h i n the 
long-term memory, something t h a t i s l i n k e d t o the c u l t u r e ' s s e l e c t i o n 
of the symbolic stimulus.^* 

I f p a r t i c u l a r aspects of m a t e r i a l i t y are p r e f e r r e d on account of 

the stimulus they evoke, t h i s draws a t t e n t i o n t o what Turner termed 

the ' s u b s t a n t i a l basis' of the symbol, i t s physical p r o p e r t i e s 

perceived by the senses as they are recognised by a s p e c i f i c c u l t u r e . 

The r e c o g n i t i o n t h a t some key dominant symbols may have a s u b s t a n t i a l 

basis f u r t h e r focuses the exegetical method r e l a t e d t o symbols. Not 

o n l y i s there a t r a n s l a t i o n of the symbol i n t o i t s component meanings, 

but there may also be a m o t i v a t i o n f o r t h a t t r a n s l a t i o n ; t h a t i s , 

there may be something fundamental t o the p h y s i c a l i t y of the symbol 

which supports and encourages p a r t i c u l a r i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s . 

This seems an elementary statement, but w i t h i n the bounds of 

s o c i a l anthropology i t has been vi g o r o u s l y debated. The argument i s 

focused i n the disputed n o t i o n of the n a t u r a l symbol, one whose 

meaning i s t r a n s c u l t u r a l and not s p e c i f i c t o one c u l t u r e . ^ ' Most 

ge n e r a l l y , i t has been conceived as a symbol chosen from the n a t u r a l 

order t o represent d i v i n i t i e s or, i n a more s o p h i s t i c a t e d manner, as a 
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symbol which has an observable correspondence between the veh i c l e of 
i t s meaning and i t s r e f e r e n t s . Jung has been i n f l u e n t i a l here. He 
found n a t u r a l symbols i n the unconscious psyche and i t s experience of 
the human body; i n h i s scheme, archetypal expressions reveal the 
s t r u c t u r e of the unconscious and the m a t e r i a l i t y of the body on a 
u n i v e r s a l scale. 

The n o t i o n o f a n a t u r a l symbol h i g h l i g h t s a dilemma f o r s o c i a l 

anthropology. I t s methodology f o l l o w s xmiversal p r i n c i p l e s but i t s 

i n s t i n c t i s t o emphasise the d i s t i n c t i v e n e s s of the c u l t u r e which i s 

being observed. Consequently, i n anthropological theory the 

c o n v e n t i o n a l i t y or a r b i t r a r i n e s s of the l i n k between the symbol's 

v e h i c l e and i t s meanings i s s t r e s s e d . " Rather than a dismissal of a 

m o t i v a t i o n a l f a c t o r i n the character of the symbol, terminology along 

these l i n e s i s t o be understood as a measure of the complexity rather 

than the i n e x p l i c a b i l i t y o f the linkages being sought." I n the case of 

n a t u r a l symbols which a r i s e from the human body, a r b i t r a r i n e s s may be 

read as a means of expressing and emphasising r e l a t i v i t y between 

c u l t u r e s and the sentiment t h a t a c t u a l l y the s t a t e of a f f a i r s could be 

othe r w i s e . " O v e r a l l , there i s r e c o g n i t i o n t h a t symbols do gather 

towards themselves s i m i l a r meanings i n unconnected c u l t u r e s . The move 

towards the c o n v e n t i o n a l i t y of the l i n k between a symbol cuid i t s 

r e f e r e n t s i s e s s e n t i a l l y a warning against the f a c i l e acceptance of a 

l i t e r a l , d e f i n i t i v e meaning f o r one symbol i n a l l c u l t u r e s . 

Given t h a t the ant h r o p o l o g i s t s ' agenda may thus be appreciated and 

t h a t the concept of n a t u r a l symbol i s a p o s s i b i l i t y , endorsement f o r 

i t s existence may be adduced from other d i s c i p l i n e s . I t i s a c e n t r a l 

task f o r h i s t o r i a n s of r e l i g i o n s t o p l o t the meanings of symbols. 
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Although o f t e n they deal w i t h the t r a n s c u l t u r a l migration of symbols 
the a b i l i t y of c e r t a i n symbols t o contain p a r t i c u l a r meanings 
independent of s p e c i f i c c u l t u r e s i s an important conclusion. Thus, E R 
Goodenough has maintained t h a t h i s evidence demonstrates t h a t there i s 
a 'basic' or 'emotional' value i n t r i n s i c t o a symbol. The t r a n s f e r of 
symbols between c u l t u r e s may be explained i n terms of t h i s e s s e n t i a l 
value, recognising t h a t t h i s i s an i n t r i n s i c property which remains 
constant and which, i n the r e c e i v i n g c u l t u r e , enables the attachment 
of f r e s h semantic content through new explanations or mythological 
b a c k g r o u n d . A s Eliade says, the progression of h i s t o r y does not 
destroy the basic s t r u c t u r e of a symbol; s p e c i f i c c u l t u r a l n a r r a t i v e s 
have the capacity t o a c t u a l i s e meanings t h a t otherwise would l i e 
dormant and c o n t i n u a l l y t o add new meanings." 

I n p h i l o s o p h i c a l r e f l e c t i o n , both Ricoeur and M Midgely have made 

important c o n t r i b u t i o n s t o the balcince between the u n i v e r s a l i t y and 

p a r t i c u l a r i t y of symbolic meaning. For Ricoeur, a symbol has a 

p l e n i t u d e t h a t d i s t i n g u i s h e s i t from the emptiness of a sign; i t s 

fulness a r i s e s from a remaining 'trace of a n a t u r a l r e l a t i o n s h i p ' 

between the s i g n i f i e r and the s i g n i f i e d . " Midgely, wanting t o place 

humanity i n the context of the e v o l u t i o n a r y order, argues t h a t the 

power t o i n t e r p r e t expressive movements must be understood i n terms of 

the human context of a n i m a l i t y . Such gestures are not the d i r e c t 

communication of emotion but t h e i r symbolisation; they are a r r i v e d at 

not by convention but may be described as n a t u r a l symbols. The 

likeness between peoples of d i f f e r i n g c u l t u r e s i n t h i s respect Midgely 

remarks t o be astonishing.*' 
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Other d i s c i p l i n e s t h e r e f o r e strengthen the case f o r a necessary 
d i a l e c t i c between u n i v e r s a l and p a r t i c u l a r i n t e r p r e t a t i v e s t r a t e g i e s . 
However, naming the concepts of deep s t r u c t u r e and symbolic value, 
enables the a r t i c u l a t i o n of the sense t h a t unconscious processes are 
a t work i n the s t r u c t u r i n g of r i t u a l procedures and t h a t the symbols 
they employ may have i n t r i n s i c p r o p e r t i e s t h a t are both u n i v e r s a l and 
s u i t a b l e f o r a p a r t i c u l a r r i t u a l a p p l i c a t i o n . The conversation between 
a u n i v e r s a l understanding of a symbol and i t s c u l t u r a l appropriation 
may be regarded as a device t o open up s p e c i f i c and even unique 
c u l t u r a l meanings and t o pursue the p o s s i b i l i t y of a u n i v e r s a l frame 
of reference. 

2 Dominant and Dependent Symbols i n C h r i s t i a n Baptism 

Thus i t has proved possible to e s t a b l i s h an a n a l y t i c a l framework 

f o r r i t u a l symbolism which may be brought t o the process of 

understanding the symbols of C h r i s t i a n baptism. I n the case of the 

broad category of C h r i s t i a n r i t u a l and i t s symbolic content, i t would 

be an exhaustive task t o l i s t i t s s e l e c t i v i t y . Even i n the case of one 

C h r i s t i a n r i t u a l i t s d i r e c t i o n a l i t y may be i n d i c a t e d rather than 

conveyed s u c c i n c t l y . Nevertheless, i f there i s one baptismal symbol 

which i s c e n t r a l i t i s e v i d e n t l y water. Therefore, the symbolism of 

water i s the r e q u i s i t e s t a r t i n g p o i n t f o r the i n v e s t i g a t i o n which 

f o l l o w s . The o b j e c t i v e w i l l be t o appropriate the anthropological 

model of i n t e r p r e t a t i o n , w h i l e recognising the importcuice of the 

themes of an i n b u i l t e l u s i v i t y and of a search f o r deep s t r u c t u r e . 

One a n t h r o p o l o g i c a l p r i n c i p l e t h a t has been established i s the 

h e u r i s t i c importance of the r e l a t i o n s h i p s between r i t u a l symbols. For 
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reasons t h a t w i l l become apparent, the symbolism of o i l has been 
chosen as one which w i l l p a r t i c u l a r l y enhance the t h e o l o g i c a l 
understanding of the symbolism of water. 

I t i s a t t h i s p o i n t t h a t the nomenclature f o r symbols r e s u l t i n g 

from water and o i l introduced towards the end of the previous chapter 

w i l l be used. This i s a d e l i b e r a t e s h i f t i n vocabulary; the 

d e s c r i p t o r s aqueous and oleaginous embody the r e c o g n i t i o n t h a t the 

symbol i s more comprehensive than simply the m a t e r i a l element on i t s 

own, r e f l e c t i n g the r e l a t i o n a l understanding of symbol which has been 

expounded. I t i s an acknowledgement t h a t through the use of o i l and 

water, by means of the agency of the Church, God i n t e r a c t s w i t h human 

beings. At such symbolic moments, a t t e n t i o n i s focused on the 

i n t e r f a c e between the human body and the symbolic elements; t h i s , the 

i n t e r a c t i o n between components of m a t e r i a l i t y , i s what c o n s t i t u t e s the 

primary symbolism of baptism. However, t h a t i s t o a n t i c i p a t e the 

argument of the chapter. F i r s t of a l l , the task of i n t e r p r e t i n g 

aqueous and oleaginous symbols must be undertaken. 

2.1 Aqueous Symbolism 

A p p l i c a t i o n of water t o the human body, w i t h a l i t u r g i c a l formula, 

has been the e s s e n t i a l r i t u a l a c t i o n of C h r i s t i a n baptism throughout 

the t r a d i t i o n . I t s r e a l i s a t i o n has occurred through a v a r i e t y of 

techniques, characterised as submersion, immersion, a f f u s i o n or 

aspersion, normally c a r r i e d out i n a t h r e e f o l d manner." I n a d d i t i o n , 

there i s a c l u s t e r of aqueous symbols t h a t have occasionally followed 

the c e n t r a l water r i t e ; thus water has been employed t o wash 

neophytes' feet*' and new C h r i s t i a n s have drunk a cup of water a f t e r an 

episcopal blessing.^" 
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As a r e l i g i o u s symbol water has a c e r t a i n claim t o u n i v e r s a l i t y 

which a r i s e s from the immediacy of i t s requirement f o r the sustenance 

of human l i v i n g . An important survey of the meanings and functions of 

water summarises the ambiguity and wide-ranging nature of i t s 

symbolism: 

as a f l u i d , i t can symbolize a pure absence or as yet s t i l l 
amorphous m a t e r i a l t h a t w i l l be used by the gods. I t may f u l f i l 
a p o s i t i v e f u n c t i o n . I t bathes, dissolves, and p u r i f i e s . 
E s s e n t i a l t o human l i f e and necessary f o r the growth of p l a n t s , 
i t symbolizes a generative or l i f e - g i v i n g q u a l i t y , very s i m i l a r 
t o c r e a t i v e power. I t i s thus d i v i n e and s a c r a l i z i n g . Yet i t i s 
also capable of p l a y i n g a negative r o l e . The gods can u t i l i z e 
the d e s t r u c t i v e power of i t s waves. Active i n i t s e l f , whether 
d i v i n e or monstrous, water erodes everything t h a t takes form 
and tends t o a n n i h i l a t e a l l d i s t i n c t i o n i n i t s own 
inconsistency. F i n a l l y , j u s t as r i v e r s and seas c o n t r i b u t e t o 
d e f i n i n g the contours of a country, so the d i v i d i n g of the 
waters helps t o define the cosmic order. 

The semantics of water symbolism i n r i t u a l i s act u a l i s e d from such 

a u n i v e r s a l g r i d of meaning by i t s associated mythology. While 

p a r t i c u l a r r e f e r e n t s are brought t o prominence, others w i l l be el i d e d 

or remain l a t e n t and unactivated. 

Two examples from the Reformation w i l l i l l u s t r a t e how t h i s has 

operated. I n Luther's 1519 sermon on baptism he stressed t h a t the 

etymology of 'baptism', both i n Greek and German, in d i c a t e s t h a t 'what 

i s baptised i s sunk deeply i n t o the water'. Baptism was about being 

dipped i n t o water, but i t was a f a t a l dipping since f u l l submersion 

s i g n i f i e d ' t h a t the o l d man and the s i n f u l b i r t h of f l e s h and blood 

are t o be wholly drowned by the grace of God'. Although the 

e x i s t e n t i a l f o r c e meant t h a t h i s t h i n k i n g about baptism was determined 

p r i m a r i l y by the n e g a t i v i t y of water, he could s t i l l assert t h a t 

emersion s i g n i f i e d new l i f e . However, the weight of the balance 
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between the p o s i t i v e and negative meanings tended t o l i e i n the 
d i r e c t i o n of d e s t r u c t i o n . " 

I n c o n t r a s t , Calvin placed h i s emphasis on washing, i n d i c a t e d by 

the re g u l a r occurrence of the t h r e e f o l d e f f e c t s of baptism - the 

washing away of s i n s , m o r t i f i c a t i o n w i t h C h r i s t and a sharing i n the 

abundance of God's b l e s s i n g . " On each occasion the metaphor of washing 

heads the l i s t , and i s informed by Pauline theology. I n baptism the 

C h r i s t i a n was i n s t r u c t e d t o perceive ' s p i r i t u a l things i n the 

p h y s i c a l , as i f set before our very eyes'." P r i m a r i l y , t h e s p i r i t u a l 

washing away of sins i s t o be discerned beneath the physical washing. 

When Cal v i n addresses the mode of baptism, the r e c o g n i t i o n t h a t the 

etymology connotes dipping and immersion i n water i s noted as the most 

widespread p r a c t i c e of the e a r l y Church, yet he argues t h a t the matter 

i s open t o l o c a l i n t e r p r e t a t i o n . This i s because, f o r Calvin, any mode 

of baptism can s i g n i f y the a c t i v i t y of washing and hence the washing 

away of sins.^^ 

I n Luther and Calvin's theologies, r e s p e c t i v e l y , t h e d e s t r u c t i v e 

and cleansing meanings of water are emphasised. I s i t possible t o 

ad j u d i c a t e between the two approaches i n r e l a t i o n t o t h e i r deployment 

of the negative and p o s i t i v e sides of aqueous symbolism? 

An i n i t i a l step towards an a d j u d i c a t i o n i s t o i n q u i r e whether the 

New Testament i t s e l f presents one r e f e r e n t of water symbolism as 

prominent. There i s no p o i n t a t which the l i n k between baptism and 

aqueous symbolism i s i n d i c a t e d more s t r o n g l y than during Jesus' 

dialogue w i t h Nicodemus i n the Fourth Gospel. The question then 
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becomes an i n v e s t i g a t i o n of the l i n k between the various references t o 
water i n the Gospel. 

When Nicodemus i s urged of the need t o be 'born anew' and then t o 

be 'born of water and the S p i r i t ' i t i s probable t h a t the primary 

i n t e n t i o n i s t o present a s o t e r i o l o g y based on s p i r i t u a l b i r t h but 

t h i s does not negate a reference t o C h r i s t i a n baptism." I n t e r e s t i n g l y , 

i n terms of New Testament scholarship, i t has been a non-sacramental 

i n t e r p r e t a t i o n which has enabled a f r e s h understanding of Jesus' use 

of water symbolism. I t was B a r r e t t who suggested t h a t being born of 

water may r e f e r t o the physiology of human b i r t h . " More recent studies 

have stressed the p r o b a b i l i t y of t h i s , n o t i n g t h a t i n both a Jewish 

and a wider Near Eastern m i l i e u there would have been a suggestion of 

the breaking of the waters of the womb at c h i l d b i r t h . ^ * Jesus' 

i n j u n c t i o n may be seen t o respond t o Nicodemus' i n c r e d u l i t y a t the 

requirement of a second b i r t h . Water r e f e r s t o physical b i r t h and 

S p i r i t t o the need f o r r e b i r t h ; as Jesus then explains i n a p a r a l l e l 

statement, ' t h a t which i s born of the f l e s h i s f l e s h and t h a t which i s 

born of the S p i r i t i s S p i r i t ' . The t h e o l o g i c a l s t r a t e g y here i s w e l l 

summarised: 

as always i n the Fourth Gospel, the experience of n a t u r a l 
existence i s i n t e r p r e t e d i n terms of a do c t r i n e of c r e a t i o n : 
the c r e a t o r God creates and sustains h i s c r e a t i o n , emd n a t u r a l 
b i r t h p o i n t s beyond i t s e l f t o the l i f e which comes from God.^' 

I n Johannine water symbolism, t h e r e f o r e , human b i r t h i s connoted as a 

means t o understand the new b i r t h of the C h r i s t i a n . Baptism i t s e l f 

cannot be avoided, not l e a s t because the second scene of the chapter 

i n d i c a t e s t h a t Jesus himself had a m i n i s t r y of baptism which i s 

contrasted w i t h the baptism of John; the l a t t e r i s located where there 

was 'much water' whereas t h e former i s impli e d t o give the S p i r i t . " 
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Later i n the Gospel ' l i v i n g water' appears twice. I n Jesus' 

conversation w i t h the Samaritan woman the person who drinks of the 

l i v i n g water t h a t Jesus gives w i l l never t h i r s t and experience a 

'spring of water w e l l i n g up t o e t e r n a l l i f e ' . " I n h i s proclamation at 

the Feast of Tabernacles, the i n v i t a t i o n i s also t o those who t h i r s t 

and who w i l l f u l f i l the s c r i p t u r e , 'out of h i s heart s h a l l flow r i v e r s 

of l i v i n g water'; here at l e a s t , water i s a symbol of the S p i r i t . ' ^ The 

i n t e r p r e t a t i o n of l i v i n g water i s i n c r e a s i n g l y regarded as d e r i v i n g 

from the prophetic v i s i o n of the new Jerusalem, conceived 

e s c h a t o l o g i c a l l y , w i t h i t s f o u n t a i n of l i v i n g waters which flow out of 

the c i t y . " The background t o t h i s image i s found i n the connection 

t h a t l i v i n g water has w i t h the 'water i n the wilderness' m o t i f , 

t y p i f i e d by the p r o v i s i o n of water by Moses from the rock f o r the 

people of I s r a e l during t h e i r desert wanderings.** I n an ex p o s i t i o n of 

the m o t i f ' s development i n the Old Testament, W H Propp has concluded 

t h a t i t was expounded w i t h three l e v e l s of a s s o c i a t i o n . " F i r s t l y , 

there i s the l e v e l which operates m y t h i c a l l y , r e f e r r i n g t o the 

c r e a t i o n , and i n which the e n t i r e world i s i r r i g a t e d . Secondly, there 

i s an h i s t o r i c a l l e v e l , r e f e r r i n g t o the post-Exodus wilderness 

experience of I s r a e l and the s a t i s f a c t i o n of t h e i r t h i r s t . F i n a l l y , 

there i s the contemporary reference i n which the promised land i s 

foreseen as f e r t i l i s e d by d i v i n e a c t i o n . Each of the b i b l i c a l t e x t s 

which Propjp considers appropriates the s t o r y i n a d i f f e r e n t manner; 

s i g n i f i c a n t l y w i t h reference t o the e x i l i c p e riod, the prophets 

perceived the r e t u r n from Babylon as a new journey i n which Yahweh 

sustains h i s people i n the Syrian desert, r e c r e a t i n g the nat i o n of 

I s r a e l and leading them t o the holy mountain which i t s e l f i s the 

source of the eschatological waters which convey the l i f e of God t o 
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i t s surroundings. God himself becomes the f o u n t a i n of l i f e . * * The 
'water i n the wilderness' m o t i f speaks of Yahweh's 'power t o sustain 
human, animal and vegetable l i f e i n the most in h o s p i t a b l e climes by 
the g i f t of h i s water'. The meaning of l i v i n g water, t h e r e f o r e , comes 
from a n a r r a t i v e complex which includes the themes of c r e a t i o n , 
redemption and the n u r t u r i n g of the abundance of the promised land. I n 
the Fourth Gospel, the l i v i n g water of eschatological expectation has 
become a present r e a l i t y i n Jesus. E s p e c i a l l y , t h i s i s the case at h i s 
death where from h i s pierced side blood and water f l o w . " Jesus i s the 
new temple, the f o u n t a i n which issues f o r t h the r i v e r s of l i f e , the 
S p i r i t which flows i n t o the new c r e a t i o n . 

Examination of the Fourth Gospel's use of aqueous symbolism has 

revealed two p r i n c i p a l r e f e r e n t s . F i r s t , water indicates the 

physiology of human b i r t h which becomes a means of speaking about the 

l i f e of the S p i r i t . Secondly, l i v i n g water i s the a n t i t y p e of the 

water f l o w i n g from the rock i n the wilderness; m y t h o l o g i c a l l y t h i s 

encapsulates the p r i m o r d i a l act of c r e a t i o n which i n t u r n i s a type of 

the expectation of the r e c r e a t i o n of the promised land. They both 

convey water as f u l f i l l i n g a p o s i t i v e f u n c t i o n ; r e s p e c t i v e l y , water i s 

c r e a t i v e and r e s t o r a t i v e . They are l i n k e d t h e o l o g i c a l l y ; the r e s u l t of 

being born anew by the S p i r i t i s t o experience the i n t e r n a l w e l l i n g up 

of l i v i n g water which e t e r n a l l y quenches t h i r s t . However, they are 

also l i n k e d through the symbolism of water; the Gospel stands i n the 

Old Testament t r a d i t i o n i n which waters of b i r t h were transposable 

i n t o f o u n t a i n s of l i v i n g water.** 

This symbolic complex - b i r t h , l i v i n g water and the rock i n the 

wilderness - i s consonant w i t h the East Syrian emphasis on the f o n t as 

182 



4: Symbols, t h e i r E l u s i v i t y and Bodiliness 

the womb of the Jordan. I n the West, i t i s an emphasis t h a t reaches 
from the p a t r i s t i c p e r i o d through t o t h e l i t u r g y and l i t e r a t u r e of the 
medieval p e r i o d . " I t i s probable, however, t h a t i t also informed 
popular consciousness through iconographic media i n which i t i s , 
s i g n i f i c a n t l y , l i n k e d t o Jesus' Baptism. 

An example i s found i n the t w e l f t h century St Albans Psalter. The 

c e n t r a l p a r t of the icon shows Jesus standing naked i n an envelope of 

water covering h i s body up t o h i s shoulders. He i s being anointed by 

John the B a p t i s t w i t h o i l from a small bowl, the S p i r i t i s descending 

i n the form of a dove and w i t h h i s r i g h t hand he i s blessing the 

Jordan r i v e r . ' " I t i s the o v e r a l l shaping of t h i s scene which i s 

important because i t has been suggested t h a t the form of a rock i s 

represented." This i s apparent from the h i s t o r y of iconographic 

representations of the Baptism. I n one account i t i s demonstrated t h a t 

between the f i f t h and t e n t h centuries there are three i d e n t i f i a b l e 

types. I n the eleventh century a Western iconographic t r a d i t i o n , of 

which the St Albans example i s p a r t , began t o i m i t a t e what i s c a l l e d 

the 'Cappodocian' type. I n t h i s representation: 

Jesus does not descend i n t o the r i v e r , but the water mounts 
towards him and reaches h i s shoulders, forming around the body 
an egg-shaped dome w i t h r i g i d contours, a simple l i n e traced on 
the bottom or sometimes framed by a l i g h t border of r o c k s . " 

The St Albans example i s p a r t of t h i s t r a d i t i o n and only lacks the 

mountainous background which was i n t e g r a l t o i t s Cappodocian 

predecessor. The s i g n i f i c a n c e of the mountainous t e r r a i n i s evident i n 

l a t e r Orthodox icons composed w i t h i n t h i s t r a d i t i o n . Jesus stands 

encased i n an envelope of water which i s pouring from the rocks i n the 

background, s p l i t by the downwards f l o w . " I n one i c o n i c representation 

there i s e x p l i c i t testimony t o the symbolism of the water w i t h a 
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c i t a t i o n of the I s a i a n i c i n v i t a t i o n f o r 'every one who t h i r s t s , [ t o ] 
come t o the waters'.'* That t h i s symbolism has not been e l i d e d i n the 
transmission from East t o West i s evident i n Queen Mary's Psalter, 
which dates from the beginning of the f o u r t e e n t h century. There Psalm 
80 i s prefaced w i t h a v e r s i o n of the icon i n which the waters are 
heaped, reaching half-way up Jesus' body.'* The Psalm acts as a 
commentary on the icon; ' I t e s t e d you at the waters of Meribah' and 
'with honey from the rock I would s a t i s f y you'.'* I n other words, 
Jesus' Baptism i s portrayed i n l i v i n g water. Although the i d e o l o g i c a l 
background of the St Albans icon has been traced from i t s Eastern 
provenance, i t i s probable t h a t i t r e f l e c t e d a t r a d i t i o n t h a t had 
already found expression i n the West. I v o r i e s from I t a l y , France and 
Germany d a t i n g from the f i f t h and s i x t h centuries show the Baptism 
t a k i n g place i n water which gushes from a r o c k - l i k e source above the 
image of Jesus, conveying s u c c i n c t l y the n o t i o n t h a t Jesus' Baptismal 
water, and. t h e r e f o r e a l l baptismal water, was the a n t i t y p e t o the 
water which flowed from the rock i n the wilderness." 

I n the argument so f a r the negative aspect of aqueous symbolism 

has remained dormant. However, j u s t as the theology of Jesus' Baptism 

re q u i r e s an understanding of the kingdom o f God which i s brought about 

through the Passion, so the Johannine perception of water as a 

p o s i t i v e i n f l u e n c e r e q u i r e s supplementing w i t h i t s negative r o l e . This 

appears t o remain l a t e n t w i t h i n the Fourth Gospel, yet i t emerges 

elsewhere i n the New Testament. 

At t h i s p o i n t Luther's approach t o aqueous symbolism again becomes 

r e l e v a n t . Although, from what has been argued, i t i s possible t o 

suggest t h a t Calvin's symbolic emphasis i s pr e f e r a b l e t o Luther's, i t 
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would be wrong t o dismiss the l a t t e r ' s theology of baptism on t h i s 

b asis. Luther's emphasis on baptismal death w i l l be more f u l l y 

explored i n chapter f i v e : the present c r i t i c i s m of Luther i s one which 

i s based on h i s tendency t o over-emphasise the negative at the expense 

of the p o s i t i v e . Nevertheless, i t may be maintained t h a t i t was Luther 

who e x p l i c i t l y recognised the double s i g n i f i c a t i o n of water, even 

though h i s o v e r a l l emphasis moved i n the wrong d i r e c t i o n . I n the Flood 

Prayer from h i s f i r s t baptismal l i t u r g y t h i s i s c l e a r l y a r t i c u l a t e d 

and, very s i g n i f i c a n t l y , r e l a t e d e x p l i c i t l y t o Jesus' Baptism. The 

l i t u r g y p o r t r a y s the Great Flood as d e s t r u c t i v e of the u n f a i t h f u l , yet 

a v e h i c l e of s a l v a t i o n f o r Noah's f a m i l y ; also, the waters of the Red 

Sea drowned the Egyptians y e t brought l i f e t o I s r a e l . ' * Moreover, these 

baptismal types are then l i n k e d w i t h the Baptism of Jesus: 

and through the baptism of thy dear c h i l d , our Lord Jesus 
C h r i s t , [thou] hast s a n c t i f i e d and set apart the Jordan and a l l 
water f o r a saving f l o o d , and an ample washing away of s i n s . " 

I t i s i n t r i g u i n g t o note t h a t when the Flood and the Exodus are 

brought i n t o c o n j u n c t i o n w i t h the Baptism Luther's balance of the two 

aspects of water symbolism becomes acceptable. The weight i s on the 

p o s i t i v e , but w i t h i n t h a t i s included the negative. The n a r r a t i v e 

context of the Baptism of Jesus brings an emphasis on the water of 

C h r i s t i a n baptism as l i f e - g i v i n g , yet there i s a lesser emphasis on 

i t s d e s t r u c t i v e meaning. The two poles of meaning, p o s i t i v e and 

negative, are p a r t of water's n a t u r a l symbolism. When the s t o r y of 

Jesus' Baptism i s brought t o bear, the negative i s not e l i d e d but 

subsumed under the p o s i t i v e . 

2.2 Oleaginous Symbolism 

I n the i n t e r p r e t a t i o n of aqueous symbolism j u s t o f f e r e d the issues 

of elusiveness and deep s t r u c t u r e remain unexplored. A comparison w i t h 
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oleaginous symbolism w i l l y i e l d an i n s i g h t i n t o these two areas. 
Although both are l e g i t i m a t e d by the Baptism of Jesus, i t w i l l be 
p o s s i b l e t o d e l i n e a t e more c l e a r l y than i s usual the r e l a t i o n s h i p 
between the two types of baptismal symbol. 

Baptismal o i l i s a dependent r i t u a l symbol i n r e l a t i o n s h i p w i t h 

water; i t can never assume the dominance of the l a t t e r since f o r 

orthodox C h r i s t i a n i t y baptismal v a l i d i t y i s independent of i t s use. 

Unlike water, which requires no c u l t u r a l i n p u t , o i l i s a 

'manufactured' symbol.^" Also, they do not share the same degree of 

u n i v e r s a l i t y . Although o l i v e o i l has dominated, where the o l i v e does 

not grow a l t e r n a t i v e s have been used** and there are instances when o i l 

f o r baptism has been unavailable f o r c u l t u r a l or economic reasons, 

Perhaps i t i s the greater p a r t i c u l a r i t y of oleaginous symbolism, the 

complexity of the h i s t o r y of baptismal a n o i n t i n g and the d i v e r s i t y of 

s i g n i f i c a n c e which has l e d t o the confusion i n i t s contemporary 

a p p r o p r i a t i o n . A b r i e f h i s t o r i c a l survey and a review of some 

prominent i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s w i l l i l l u s t r a t e the d i f f i c u l t i e s . 

Although i t cannot be s t a t e d p r e c i s e l y when anoi n t i n g became 

esta b l i s h e d w i t h i n baptism, there are some concrete reference p o i n t s . 

I t i s known, f o r instance, t h a t a s i n g l e post-baptismal anointing was 

commonplace i n Northern A f r i c a by the beginning of the second 

century.*^ At about same time i n Rome, there were two a d d i t i o n a l 

a n o i n t i n g s ; there was a pre-baptismal anointing whereby the naked body 

of the candidate was smeared w i t h o i l , and a f t e r baptism, the whole 

body again was anointed, followed by the forehead.** 
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The e a r l i e s t Syrian t r a d i t i o n , however, demonstrates a d i s t i n c t l y 
d i f f e r e n t r i t u a l p a t t e r n . According t o Winkler the o r i g i n a l p a t t e r n 
was a s i n g l e , prebaptismal a n o i n t i n g i n which o i l was applied t o the 
head. By the m i d - t h i r d century, a second prebaptismal anointing i s 
evident, applied over the whole of the baptisand's body. A f i f t h 
century development, p o s s i b l y under the i n f l u e n c e of the Jerusalem 
Church, l e d t o the i n t r o d u c t i o n of a post-baptismal anointing and 
consequently a good deal of ambiguity of the symbolism of the 
d i f f e r e n t anointings.*^ The a c t i o n of a n o i n t i n g could be given such 
r i t u a l emphasis t h a t i t was understood t o encompass the complete 
e f f e c t of C h r i s t i a n baptism; i n the most extreme, and heterodox, cases 
the a n o i n t i n g r i t e completely overshadowed the use of water." The 
Syrian Churches s p e c i f y the use of o l i v e o i l i n t h e i r l i t u r g i e s . I n 
East S y r i a , pure o l i v e o i l i s demanded. Elsewhere, o l i v e o i l was 
perfiuned w i t h balsam, an o l e o r e s i n , or l a t e r w i t h other f r a g r a n t 
i n g r e d i e n t s . Such o i l was lc±)elled myron, equivalent t o chrism i n 
Western C h r i s t i a n i t y , and i n the West Syrian t r a d i t i o n i t eventually 
became e x c l u s i v e l y reserved f o r post-baptismal a n o i n t i n g . 

The Church developed i n a Mediterranean m i l i e u . Here, among the 

p o s s i b i l i t i e s , o l i v e o i l was the most abundant.*' I n economic terms i t 

was a s i g n i f i c a n t component of the commodity market; expensive t o 

t r a n s p o r t , i t was also expensive t o produce and c o n t r o l of o l i v e 

groves and t h e i r associated productive processes engendered wealth and 

power. O l i v e o i l was t h e r e f o r e a precious item, s i g n i f y i n g abundance 

and general we l l - b e i n g . 

This was d i r e c t l y r e l a t e d t o i t s q u o t i d i a n usage. Olive o i l was 

associated w i t h the bathing process, a c t i n g both as a soap and as a 
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means of p h y s i c a l refreshment afterwards. The glossing e f f e c t which 
remained on the surface of the body a f t e r bathing was valued f o r i t s 
a e s t h e t i c appearance and could be enhanced by the a d d i t i o n of 
c a r e f u l l y chosen pigment. I n the a t h l e t i c context, o l i v e o i l p a r t i a l l y 
suppressed p e r s p i r a t i o n by c l o s i n g the pores of the s k i n , and thus 
c o n t r i b u t e d t o the f e e l i n g of well-being and suppleness valued by 
performers. I n the c u i s i n a r y context, o l i v e o i l was a medium f o r 
preserving, b o i l i n g , f r y i n g and dressing f o o d s t u f f . Pharmaceutically, 
o l i v e o i l was employed t o cure upset stomachs and t o tend wounds and 
burns. I n pagan r e l i g i o n s i t was employed not only t o l i g h t shrines 
and anoint sacred objects but also s a c r i f i c i a l l y , being poured over 
the v i c t i m t o enhance a more ready combustion.** 

The theology of the e a r l y Church presupposed the widespread 

c u l t u r a l usage of o l i v e o i l . However, the s p e c i f i c i n t e r p r e t a t i v e 

i n h e r i t a n c e of Hebraic a n o i n t i n g was also i n f l u e n t i a l . The Old 

Testament knew at l e a s t three types of o i l , a l l produced from an o l i v e 

o i l b a s is, and drew many of t h e i r f unctions together under the 

t h e o l o g i c a l heading 'the o i l of gladness'." At the r o o t of such, a 

concept may w e l l have been the image of Yahweh's f e s t a l banquet, the 

honouring of the favoured guests and the c r e a t i o n of a special bond 

between God and I s r a e l or her representatives, the anointer and the 

anointed.'" Among these r i t u a l usages, the a n o i n t i n g of the king at h i s 

coronation had a p a r t i c u l a r prominence, followed by a n o i n t i n g of both 

h i g h - p r i e s t s and o r d i n a r y p r i e s t s a t t h e i r o r d i n a t i o n ; i t i s also 

recorded t h a t the i n s t a l l a t i o n of some prophets took place by an 

i n f o r m a l a n o i n t i n g ceremony. 
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Therefore, i n a d d i t i o n t o the s t o r y of Jesus' Baptism, p a r a l l e l 
everyday a c t i v i t i e s and the Hebraic t h e o l o g i c a l i n h e r i t a n c e were the 
p r i n c i p a l components which informed the e a r l y Church's r e f l e c t i o n on 
t h e symbolism of baptismal a n o i n t i n g . The major t h e o l o g i c a l 
development was d i r e c t e d towards r e c o g n i t i o n of the anointing o i l as a 
v e h i c l e or conductor f o r the reception of the Holy S p i r i t , Reception 
of the S p i r i t p r i o r t o immersion i n water could be regarded as having 
au t h e n t i c A p o s t o l i c a u t h o r i t y ' * eind t h e r e f o r e the pre-baptismal 
a n o i n t i n g i n the e a r l i e s t Syriac t r a d i t i o n included w i t h i n i t the 
s i g n i f i c a n c e of the neophytes' p e r f e c t i o n as p r i e s t s , kings emd 
prophets.'^ Equally the g i f t of sonship, also i n t i m a t e l y connected w i t h 
the g i f t of the S p i r i t , received a strong emphasis." 

Theological themes were also developed from the remedial, 

cleansing, l u b r i c a t i o n emd p r o t e c t i v e p r o p e r t i e s of o i l . The p r a c t i c e 

of bathing has o f t e n been seen t o l i e behind both pre- and 

postbaptismal anointing,'^ O i l heals the soul from i t s i n f i r m i t i e s and 

diseases and i t wipes out every t r a c e of i n i q u i t y and sin.'^ Like an 

a t h l e t e , the candidate's body was strengthened p r i o r t o baptism both 

f o r f u t u r e s t r u g g l e s w i t h Satan and also f o r the episode of baptism.'' 

The e f f e c t of the o i l was also p r o t e c t i v e ; the mark was f e l t t o have 

an apotropaic f u n c t i o n i n the f u t u r e warding o f f of e v i l s p i r i t s . " 

Such d i v e r s i t y of meaning i s absent i n contemporary oleaginous 

l i t u r g i c a l symbolism. Indeed, i n the face of a dominant petroleum 

i n d u s t r y i t s development has been discouraged. Yet Western so c i e t y i s 

r e - d i s c o v e r i n g the b e n e f i t s of n a t u r a l , harvested o i l s f o r i n d u s t r i a l 

and personal consumption, not l e a s t i n the f i e l d s of aesthetics and 

h e a l t h . There are good grounds f o r attempting t o r e c l a i m i t s symbolic 
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c o n t r i b u t i o n , y e t the question remains concerning i t s deep s t r u c t u r e . 
Why i n p a r t i c u l a r i s the symbolism connected w i t h o i l drawn i n the 
d i r e c t i o n of the S p i r i t ? 

I t i s suggested t h a t the answer t o t h i s l i e s i n one of the themes 

of o l f a c t i o n , understood i n analogous terms, which focuses a t t e n t i o n 

on the issue of source. This i s something found i n the imagery of 

paradise which informed l i t u r g i c a l a n o i n t i n g w i t h o l i v e o i l w e l l i n t o 

the middle ages. Aquinas r e f l e c t e d t h i s i n f l u e n c e when, i n a defence 

of the p a r t i c u l a r use of o l i v e o i l i n the chrism of confirmation 

against possible a l t e r n a t i v e s , he pointed t o the s i g n i f i c a n c e of the 

o l i v e t r e e . The evergreen nature of the o i l ' s source, ' s i g n i f i e s the 

newness and mercy of the Holy S p i r i t ' . ' * Roman Catholic l i t u r g y , u n t i l 

very r e c e n t l y , preserved t h i s theme i n i t s d e s c r i p t i o n of the o i l as 

brought ' f o r t h from the green t r e e f o r refreshment of mind cuid body'." 

This t h e o l o g i c a l a t t e n t i o n , d i r e c t e d towards the o l i v e , f i n d s i t s 

most e x p l i c i t development i n the East Syrian Church which maintained 

the use of pure o l i v e o i l r a t h e r than i n t r o d u c i n g myron. There, the 

symbolism of the o l i v e emerges through the concept of paradise which 

i s not j u s t the e s c h a t o l o g i c a l goal of the Church but also i t s type.^°° 

I n the p a r a d i s a l context the Tree of L i f e i s the type of C h r i s t who i s 

the source of the Church's l i f e . The Tree of L i f e a l t e r n a t e s between 

the vine and the o l i v e - t r e e ; C h r i s t , the a n t i t y p e , i s the 'primordial 

sacrament' from which the sacraments of baptism and the eucharist 

f l o w , a n t i t y p e s of the f r u i t s of the Tree of L i f e , wine and o l i v e o i l . 

I n Ephrem's w r i t i n g s o l i v e symbolism i s developed l u x u r i o u s l y . The 

r i v e r s of paradise are types of the f l o w i n g streams of the o l i v e o i l 
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i n the pre-baptismal a n o i n t i n g , C h r i s t himself hangs on the t r e e of 
the cross, and from h i s pierced side flow the f r u i t s of sacramental 
nourishment and heal i n g . Furthermore, C h r i s t not only i s the an t i t y p e 
of the Tree of L i f e , but i s also symbolised i n i t s f r u i t and i t s 
produce. This i s s t i m u l a t e d by the common etymology of o i l , meshcha, 
and the one who i s anointed, meshicha, and leads t o Ephrem's remark, 
'from whatever angle I look a t the o i l , C h r i s t looks out at me from 
it',*°* This symbolism was r e t a i n e d by the Jerusalem Church, where 
C y r i l explained t o the baptisands t h a t , upon a n o i n t i n g , they were now 
g r a f t e d i n t o 'Jesus C h r i s t who i s the c u l t i v a t e d o l i v e t r e e ' and were 
p a r t a k i n g of 'the richness of the t r u e o l i v e ' , " ^ 

The deep s t r u c t u r e of East Syrian t h e o l o g i c a l r e f l e c t i o n may be 

i n d i c a t e d by t a k i n g a u n i v e r s a l perspective. Baptismal cinointing, i n 

t h i s view, i s recognised i n terms of the widespread a p p l i c a t i o n of 

f a t s and o i l s from both animal and, vegetable sources t o the human 

person f o r the f a c i l i t a t i o n of p r a c t i c a l , everyday l i v i n g . The exact 

m a t e r i a l was c u l t u r a l l y v a r i a b l e and perhaps f i n d s i t s most elementary 

expression i n crude animal f a t s combined w i t h other basic substances 

and i t s most developed form i n vegetable o i l s w i t h added perfumed 

i n g r e d i e n t s . M a g i c a l - r e l i g i o u s f u n c t i o n s of unguents from the n a t u r a l 

sphere developed along the l i n e s of a p r i m i t i v e psychology which 

regarded organic matter as infused w i t h 'a d i v i n e force or v i t a l 

essence' which i s t r a n s m i s s i b l e through phys i c a l contact. 103 

To b r i n g t h i s i n t o a Mediterranean context i s t o recognise the 

percept i o n of an o n t o l o g i c a l connection between t h e human body and the 

organisms of the n a t u r a l world. I n i t s Greek manifestation a kinship 

between humanity and p l a n t s was i d e n t i f i e d . The l i q u i d of l i f e , the 

191 



4: Symbols, t h e i r E l u s i v i t y and Bodiliness 

l i q u i f i a b l e element w i t h i n the body had i t s counterpart i n the l i q u i d 
or the sap of p l a n t s . Retention of l i q u i d i n the p l a n t world meant the 
c o n t i n u a t i o n of l i f e ; dehydration of the p l a n t ' s l i q u i d meant 
w i t h e r i n g and u l t i m a t e l y death. The equation of the v i t a l sap of human 
beings w i t h those of the p l a n t world implied t h a t one could be 
replenished by the other. Thus o l i v e o i l , the sap of the o l i v e t r e e , 
could be infused i n t o humanity by a n o i n t i n g ; l i k e the human f l u i d s 
t h a t were d a i l y i n danger of d r y i n g up, i t was the 'the stock of l i f e , 
v i t a l i t y , s t r e n g t h ' . ^ " 

The l i t e r a r y c r i t i c , N Frye, has expressed another dimension of 

t h i s r e l a t i o n s h i p w i t h the n a t u r a l order. The o l i v e , he explains, i s 

'a p r o v i d e r of food, t h a t i s s y m b o l i c a l l y , of l i f e i t s e l f , and of 

h e a l i n g ' . The u n d e r l y i n g s t r u c t u r e s behind t h i s symbolism may be 

understood by reference t o the p a r a l l e l between the blood of an animal 

which was characterised as i t s l i f e and r e s i n s , gums or o i l s which 

would seem t o represent the ' l i f e or inner essence' of the t r e e . For 

instance, i n the I s r a e l i t e world the 'balm of Gilead' used f o r healing 

or the ointments of frankincense and myrrh would f a l l under t h i s 

category. Therefore a n o i n t i n g w i t h o l i v e o i l , or i t s d e r i v a t i v e s , 

evokes the correspondence between the body of C h r i s t and the Tree of 

L i f e . A p p r e c i a t i n g t h i s , the e a r l y Church observed i n the Book of 

Revelation's treatment of l i v i n g water and the Tree of L i f e the two 

sacraments. 

2.3 Elusiveness of Aqueous and Oleaginous Symbolism 

So f a r , the emphasis has been placed on an i n t e r p r e t a t i o n of the 

u n i v e r s a l i t y of aqueous symbolism and the more p a r t i c u l a r c u l t u r a l 

q u a l i t y of oleaginous symbols. I t i s the r e l a t i o n s h i p between aqueous 
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and oleaginous symbolism which i s now of i n t e r e s t , since i t i s t h i s 
which enables an ap p r e c i a t i o n of symbolic elusiveness. 

The preceding argument suggested t h a t the key t o the symbolism of 

baptismal a n o i n t i n g i s found i n the o i l ' s r e l a t i o n s h i p t o the 

organisms of the n a t u r a l world, Olive o i l i s the v i t a l i t y of i t s 

source, the o l i v e , released so t h a t i t may be conveyed t o humanity. 

This i s an important conclusion because the theme of source may now be 

understood t o be c e n t r a l t o both aqueous and oleaginous symbolism, 

i n d i c a t i n g t h a t the concept of o l f a c t i o n may be a means of expressing 

t h e elusiveness of a f u l l , c r y p t o l o g i c a l e x p l i c a t i o n of the two groups 

of symbols, 

Baptisands have water and o i l applied t o them; o l f a c t i o n as an 

analogy c a r r i e s the suggestion t h a t they thereby become r e l a t e d t o the 

'source' of the two symbols. The use of water cind o i l therefore 

c a r r i e s w i t h i t the t h e o l o g i c a l i n s t i n c t t h a t i n baptism the C h r i s t i a n 

i s brought i n t o a connection w i t h the source of e t e r n a l l i f e . This was 

p a r t i c u l a r l y c l e a r i n the Syrian development of o l i v e o i l symbolism. 

C h r i s t i s both the t r e e and i t s produce; a n o i n t i n g w i t h the f r u i t i s 

i d e n t i f i c a t i o n w i t h the source, C h r i s t himself. However, Johannine 

water symbolism also conveys t h i s n o t i o n . I n the conversation w i t h 

Nicodemus Jesus defends the n o t i o n of being born from above w i t h an 

account of h i s heavenly o r i g i n . Only the one who has o r i g i n a t e d from 

heaven can bear witness t o such a concept; as has been r i g h t l y 

suggested 'the q u a l i t y of the new b i r t h i s the r e f o r e rooted i n the 

"sent-ness" of Jesus',*"* Those who share t h i s s p i r i t u a l b i r t h come t o 

share the o r i g i n of Jesus and have the source of t h e i r s p i r i t u a l l i v e s 

i n God. I n Samaria, a t the Feast of Tabernacles and from h i s c r u c i f i e d 
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body, l i v i n g water comes from Jesus himself. Jesus' o r i g i n , h i s 
a u t h o r i t y and water symbolism seem t h e r e f o r e t o be n a r r a t i v e l y l i n k e d ; 
through water and i t s meanings the b e l i e v e r comes t o share i n et e r n a l 
l i f e . ^ " ' 

Further r e f l e c t i o n on the elusiveness of aqueous and oleaginous 

symbols i s s t i m u l a t e d by o l f a c t i o n i t s e l f and by the anthropological 

suggestion t h a t a t t e n t i o n i s paid t o r e l a t i o n s h i p s between symbols and 

the way t h a t p a r t i c u l a r s i g n i f i c a t a may be emphasised through t h e i r 

i n t e r a c t i o n . Here, one p a r t i c u l a r i n t e r a c t i o n i s s i g n i f i c a n t : the 

'anointing' of baptismal water, u s u a l l y c a r r i e d out during the prayer 

f o r i t s b l e s s i n g , which i s found i n both Eastern and Western 

l i t u r g i e s . I n the Syrian r i t e s the r i t u a l a c t i o n i s t y p i c a l l y l i n k e d 

w i t h the descent of the dove a t C h r i s t ' s Baptism; j u s t as the myron 

descends v i s i b l y , the Holy S p i r i t descends i n v i s i b l y , thereby 

s a n c t i f y i n g the baptismal water. The a c t i o n i s also l i n k e d t o the 

e f f e c t t h a t baptism w i l l have: thus, t y p i c a l l y , the p r i e s t declares; 

' t h i s water i s marked, s a n c t i f i e d , and mingled w i t h the holy o i l so 

t h a t i t may become a new womb g i v i n g b i r t h s p i r i t u a l l y i n baptism'.^°* 

Equally, o i l i s poured on the baptismal water 'for the g i f t of 

sonship' and f o r the p r e s e r v a t i o n of the souls and bodies of those who 

w i l l be b a p t i s e d . " ' 

I n some medieval Western r i t e s chrism i s poured onto the surface 

of the water i n a c r u c i f o r m manner followed by a s t i r r i n g a c t i o n . 

I t s t h e o l o g i c a l i n t e r p r e t a t i o n i s sparse, although an eighth century 

G a l i l e a n t e x t describes the mixing as: 

the i n f u s i o n of the saving chrism of our Lord Jesus C h r i s t , 
t h a t t o a l l who descend t h e r e i n i t may be a w e l l of water 
s p r i n g i n g up unto e v e r l a s t i n g l i f e . ^ " ^ ^ 
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The same p r a c t i c e was known i n V i s i g o t h i c Spain. Although no 

e x p l i c i t i n t e r p r e t a t i o n i s provided there are some i n t r i g u i n g 

i n d i c a t i o n s of an i m p l i c i t one. T C Akeley has suggested t h a t the 

c r u c i f o r m nature of the admixture was a descendant of a t h e o l o g i c a l 

sentiment bequeathed by Hildefonsus who argued t h a t there was a 

p a r a l l e l w i t h the s t r i k i n g of the water i n the wilderness by Moses. 

Just as there could be no s a l v a t i o n from Egypt without the supply of 

f r e s h water so there could be no s a l v a t i o n f o r the C h r i s t i a n unless 

the water was touched 'with the name and cross of wood of Christ'.**^ 

Therefore, w i t h the i n f o r m a t i o n a v a i l a b l e , when o i l and water were 

brought i n t o the clo s e s t of phys i c a l r e l a t i o n s h i p s the p o s i t i v e 

meanings of water, as l i v i n g water i n the wilderness, were brought 

i n t o the foreground of meaning and r e i n f o r c e d . 

This i n t e r p r e t a t i o n of the a n o i n t i n g of water w i t h o i l has been at 

t h e c r y p t o l o g i c a l l e v e l . Yet, i t i s a movement towards understanding 

the more e l u s i v e dimensions of the two symbols. This i s in d i c a t e d by 

another dimension t o the symbolism of the Spanish r i t e . A f t e r the 

admixture there i s a prayer of bl e s s i n g i n which the human co n d i t i o n 

i s s a i d t o be ' f o u l w i t h the squalor of our offences, s t i r r e d by the 

consciousness o f s i n ' , * " As the prayer proceeds, i t seems as though 

the water i s a type of s i n f u l humanity which i s mixed w i t h the o i l of 

s a n c t i f i c a t i o n ; God breathes on the water w i t h 'the grace of holiness' 

enabling i t t o f u l f i l i t s r i t u a l f u n c t i o n . The i n f u s i o n of chrism i n t o 

the baptismal water may t h e r e f o r e be regarded as an analogy of the 

cleansing of the baptisand though a n o i n t i n g , a symbol of human 

p a r t i c i p a t i o n i n the Baptism of Jesus, 
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That water could be a symbol of f a l l e n humanity i n the Spanish 
r i t e i s i n i t i a l l y s u r p r i s i n g , a t l e a s t u n t i l i t i s r e c a l l e d t h a t the 
medieval experience of water d i f f e r e d sharply from the modern one. 
There was a widespread experience of water as a t h r e a t t o healthy 
l i v i n g ; t h i s included the stagnant water of swamps, the p o l l u t e d water 
of r i v e r s and the water t h a t gathered i n the i n t e r s t i c e s between urban 
paving-stones. The f o u l e r the stench the more the associated danger. 
Hence the p o s s i b i l i t y of ambiguous f e e l i n g s towards medieval baptismal 
water. Not only could i t be less than pure a t i t s blessing but, 
although i t would be regarded as holy, i t could also become somewhat 
p o l l u t e d a f t e r a number of baptisms."^ The a d d i t i o n of perfumed o i l , 
i n the Western r i t e s may t h e r e f o r e be regarded as a c o r r e c t i o n of any 
negative o l f a c t o r y symbolism. 

This c o r r e c t i v e dimension t o the admixture h i g h l i g h t s t h e 

s i g n i f i c a n c e of the o i l ' s fragrance, something t h a t i s developed 

t h e o l o g i c a l l y i n other baptismal anointings. I n the Spanish instance 

of the prebaptismal e f f e t a r i t e where a combination of the senses are 

anointed before baptism, the bishop signed the candidate on the mouth 

and ears, saying, ' e f f e t a w i t h the Holy S p i r i t unto an odour of 

sweetness'."* At Milan, Ambrose described the post-baptismal an o i n t i n g 

w i t h perfumed o i l as a symbol of the resurrected C h r i s t w i t h whom the 

neophyte i s i n t i m a t e l y associated."' I n the Gelasian t e x t s baptismal 

a n o i n t i n g i s said t o remove the c o r r u p t i o n of the f i r s t b i r t h , and i t s 

aroma i s a s i g n a l of 'the innocent savour of an acceptable l i f e ' . " * I n 

the Maronite t r a d i t i o n of West Syria, at the postbaptismal sealing on 

the neophyte's forehead, the odour of myron i s a symbol of t r u e 

f a i t h . " ' I n the Syrian Jacobite t r a d i t i o n the postbaptismal an o i n t i n g 

serves an apotropaic f u n c t i o n ; i t i s i n being f i l l e d w i t h 'every odour 
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of s p i r i t u a l sweetness' t h a t the candidate receives p r o t e c t i o n from 
'adverse powers',*^" 

The o l f a c t o r y p r o p e r t i e s of baptismal o i l s t h e r e f o r e were of high 

importance t o e a r l y theologians. I t i s of i n t e r e s t t h a t i n the 

developing anthropology of smell, one of the s i g n i f i c a n t points t h a t 

has emerged i s the u n i v e r s a l c a t e g o r i s a t i o n of smells i n t o those which 

are pleasant and enhancing of human l i f e , and those which are 

unpleasant and i n some way dangerous or degenerative.*" The o l f a c t o r y 

p r o p e r t i e s of baptismal symbols f a l l i n t o the category of 

pleasantness*^^ and t h e r e f o r e , i n the l i g h t of the account of symbolic 

e l u s i v i t y o f f e r e d e a r l i e r , c o n t r i b u t e t o the understanding of baptism 

as a transformatory r i t u a l , enabling the baptisand t o become 'the 

aroma of C h r i s t t o God'.*" I n the examples adduced, the t h e o l o g i c a l 

i n t e r e s t i s i n the transcendent s t a t e of the neophyte who i s i n the 

process of crossing the thr e s h o l d of the Church. The use of aroma may 

inv o l v e a psychological t r a n s p o r t a t i o n which evokes the d i v i n e but i t 

may also be s a i d t o e s t a b l i s h the u n i t y of the p a r t i c i p a n t s . The 

neophytes themselves, marked by the p a r t i c u l a r odour of the myron, a 

symbol of t h e i r new u n i t y w i t h God, are d i f f e r e n t i a t e d from those 

unmarked. 

These s o r t s of p o i n t s on o l f a c t i o n may be d i f f i c u l t t o comprehend 

i n 'deodorized modern l i f e ' , which i n contrast t o the ancient world 

does not have a h i g h l y developed sense of o l f a c t o r y aesthetics i n 

e i t h e r p r i v a t e or p u b l i c spheres.*^* Yet t h i s represents a loss. I t i s 

a loss of a b i b l i c a l metaphor and also a loss of a symbol which evokes 

the baptismal r e l a t i o n s h i p w i t h the transcendent; i n the words of Von 
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Balthasar regarding the Song of Songs, 'the most i n t i m a t e things are 
a l l u d e d t o w i t h s p e c i a l d e l i g h t i n the language of scents'.^" 

This s e c t i o n has shown how perfumed o i l came t o enhance the r i t u a l 

p r o p e r t i e s of water and enabled the transformation of the neophyte 

through p a r t i c i p a t i o n i n the l i f e of God and the Church. An 

a f f i r m a t i o n of o l f a c t i o n i n baptism i s an a f f i r m a t i o n of the 

importance of the evocative, and t h e r e f o r e psychological nature, of 

i t s symbolism. I n t h i s d i r e c t i o n the argument now t u r n s . 

3 Baptismal Symbols, Sanguineitv and Deep Structure 

That an element of the ' f i e l d of evocation' i n C h r i s t i a n baptism 

i s s anguineity has already been i n f e r r e d by the r e c o g n i t i o n t h a t o l i v e 

o i l , understood through p a r a d i s a l imagery, i s analogous t o the l i f e -

g i v i n g l i q u i d w i t h i n the human body. O i l i s the produce of trees; 

e i t h e r i t i s the 'blood' of the t r e e which when shed requires 

replenishment, or i t i s the 'wine' processed from the f r u i t of the 

t r e e . That t h i s semantic connection between o i l and blood might l i e 

behind baptismal symbolism i s r e a d i l y confirmed by the apotropaic 

development of oleaginous symbolism i n Syrian Orthodoxy which l i n k e d 

the Passover n a r r a t i v e s w i t h the rushma. Just as the door-posts were 

anointed w i t h the blood of the s a c r i f i c i a l lamb repulsing the 

destroyer, so the s i g n i n g of the neophyte on the forehead ensured t h a t 

demons are r e p e l l e d . 

With t h i s connection of o i l w i t h sanguineity i n mind the deep 

s t r u c t u r e of aqueous symbolism may now be explored. Like t h a t of 
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oleaginous symbolism, i t l i e s i n the i n t u i t i v e connection between 
water and blood. 

3,1 Blood and Baptismal Symbols 

C h r i s t i a n self-consciousness of the r e l a t i o n s h i p between baptismal 

water and blood reaches back a t l e a s t t o the n o t i o n t h a t martyrdom of 

the catechumen was 'baptism by blood'. Whilst the terminology i t s e l f 

embodied the p r i n c i p l e t h a t there i s no s a l v a t i o n without baptism, 

s a l v i f i c ideas could more s p e c i f i c a l l y be i n f e r r e d . For T e r t u l l i a n 

martyrdom was a second baptism, as C h r i s t perceived h i s own death. I n 

a m y s t i c a l way, w i t h i n a framework of i m i t a t i o C h r i s t i , the blood of 

the martyr became the cleansing blood of C h r i s t . 

'To t h e blood!' Such i s the devise of God's s o l d i e r ready t o 
undergo a second c h r i s t e n i n g i n the packed antechambers of the 
Kingdom, spurred on by T e r t u l l i a n . But when the f a i t h remains 
i n t a c t , the body i s flooded w i t h grace; spurts of blood, l i k e 
p urple f l a r e s yet more b l i n d i n g than those of the sun, wash o f f 
s i n , drowning horror i n the miracle cind the promise of 
appeasement. Paradise and i t s e t e r n a l peace.*" 

A couple of c e n t u r i e s l a t e r , when martyrdom was celebrated rather 

than experienced, Augustine gave an i n t e r p r e t a t i o n of aqueous 

symbolism based on an a l l e g o r i c a l treatment of the Exodus through the 

Red Sea. I n an o f t e n e x p l o i t e d i n t e r p r e t a t i o n he described the 

baptismal waters as red, because they had been consecrated by the 

cross and the blood of Christ.*^* 

Augustine's i n s i g h t i n t o the symbolism of the blood of C h r i s t was 

preserved i n t o the medieval period*^', yet i t was a t the Reformation 

t h a t the l i n k s between C h r i s t ' s blood and C h r i s t i a n baptism were 

e x p l i c a t e d more f u l l y . An e a r l y e x p o s i t i o n of t h i s theme i s found i n 

Tyndale's work, where the sacrament of baptism represented t o the 
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b e l i e v e r t h a t they are washed i n Ch r i s t ' s blood; i t i s not the outward 
washing t h a t b rings s a l v a t i o n but i t i s the inward washing w i t h the 
blood of C h r i s t t h a t cleanses and f o r g i v e s sins."° For Calvin, the 
cleansing which the baptisand receives i n representation and promise, 
i s 'the s p r i n k l i n g of C h r i s t ' s blood'."^ Luther r e l a t e d t h i s t o the 
p i e r c i n g of Jesus' side and argued t h a t the Fourth Gospel implores us 
to 'open our inward and s p i r i t u a l eyes of f a i t h and see not only the 
water but the blood'. So evocative i s the symbolism f o r Luther t h a t 
the r e a l i t y of baptism i s , alongside the v i s i b l e washing, an i n v i s i b l e 
cleansing of s i n w i t h the blood of C h r i s t . " ^ 

These examples are enough t o demonstrate the interchange of water 

language w i t h blood language i n baptismal discourse. P a r a l l e l examples 

of l i n g u i s t i c interchange are t o be found i n contemporary ethnography 

and the h i s t o r i c a l e v a l u a t i o n of Semitic s a c r i f i c e . Thus the 

an t h r o p o l o g i s t N Munn, i n her study of Murngin r i t e and myth, noted 

t h a t a menstruating woman was r e f e r r e d t o as a 'spring woman', which 

connotes the equation of f l o w i n g blood w i t h the f l o w i n g streams of 

sp r i n g water. Blood i n s i d e the body i s equivalent t o water i n nature; 

both have the innate capacity t o escape from and overflow t h e i r 

boundaries."^ The theologian F C N Hicks worked out a theory of animal 

s a c r i f i c e i n the Semitic context. They were acts of f e l l o w s h i p between 

the c l a n and i t s god; animal blood i s said t o be ' l i f e released i n 

order t o be communicated', and t h i s connection of blood w i t h l i f e i s 

observed t o be r e l a t e d t o water. 

I n a l a r g e l y waterless country perennial springs and streams 
were p a r t s of the d i v i n e m a n ifestation due t o d i v i n e agency, 
and the l i f e - g i v i n g character of the water was ascribed i n many 
cases t o the blood of t h e god having mingled w i t h i t . Thus the 
f a m i l i a r idea of ' l i v i n g water' i n the b i b l e has a subconscious 
connection from the f i r s t w i t h the idea of community l i f e , both 
d i v i n e and human, as blood: i t i s p a r t of the c i r c l e of ideas 
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out of which, from i t s u l t i m a t e beginnings, the l a t e r r e l i g i o n 
grew, w i t h i t s c h a r a c t e r i s t i c p r i n c i p l e of the communication of 
a s i n g l e l i f e t o the whole community."* 

What i s s i g n i f i c a n t i n these ethnographic and h i s t o r i c a l i n s i g h t s 

i n t o water symbolism i s a r e c o g n i t i o n of an analogous s t r u c t u r e 

between the human body and the e a r t h , t h a t i s , the microcosm and the 

macrocosm. Water and blood may be s a i d t o form a set of a l l o f o r m i c 

homologies, one which a r i s e s from the human i n s t i n c t t o a f f i r m the 

u n i t y of humanity w i t h the cosmos."^ Blood c i r c u l a t e s around the body 

as i t s l i f e - f o r c e i n the same way t h a t spring water gives l i f e t o the 

e a r t h . Water and blood share the common property whereby i f the 

substance should become unbounded and u n c o n t r o l l a b l e , then what i s an 

agent o f l i f e becomes an agent of d e s t r u c t i o n . Blood, the c a r r i e r of 

oxygen, released from the human body connotes an act of violence and 

death. Equally, water beyond i t s n a t u r a l h a b i t a t becomes associated 

w i t h f l o o d and the s u f f o c a t i o n of l i f e . This u n i v e r s a l perspective i s 

immediately a p p l i c a b l e t o the c u l t u r a l contexts of both the p a t r i s t i c 

and medieval periods when water and blood were i n t i m a t e l y r e l a t e d . I t 

also draws i n t o i t s o r b i t the understanding of o i l derived from the 

vegetable kingdom. 

The s t r u c t u r a l homology of microcosm and macrocosm was known i n 

medieval Europe and rose t o a height of p o p u l a r i t y between the 

s i x t e e n t h and eighteenth c e n t u r i e s . " * The theology of Luther, and of 

the antecedent m y s t i c a l t r a d i t i o n , which regarded the f l u i d f l o w i n g 

from C h r i s t ' s side as a f o u n t a i n may w e l l have been sustained by t h i s 

t h e o r e t i c a l framework. I n medical c i r c l e s the human heart was the 

f o u n t a i n of the whole body; blood f l o w i n g from a deep wound i n the 
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chest could be compared t o the 'water of the fo u n t a i n brought by a 
lead pipe' 

Yet the human body, and e s p e c i a l l y the female body, could also 

provide the i n t e r p r e t a t i v e key t o the shedding of blood. Female blood 

was the f l u i d which was the fundamental support of human l i f e . 

Medieval medicine saw female blood as the embryo's nourishment, which 

also, when transmuted i n t o breast m i l k , nourished outside the womb. As 

C Walker Bynum explains, not only d i d C h r i s t receive h i s f l e s h from a 

woman but 'his own f l e s h d i d womanly t h i n g s ' . " ^ Coupled w i t h a t y p i c a l 

medieval f l u i d i t y of gender, the body of C h r i s t which was the source 

of blood which cleansed and nourished the C h r i s t i a n , was wounded f l e s h 

g i v i n g b i r t h t o f l e s h , imparting l i f e t o those who partook of h i s 

blood. 

However, the medieval analogy between microcosm and macrocosm may 

not be i s o l a t e d from the r e l a t e d a p p r e c i a t i o n of the vegetable kingdom 

as an analogue f o r medical knowledge. The journey of human blood 

through the body i s e x p l i c i t l y analogous t o the d i s s i p a t i o n of sap 

through the tr u n k , branches and leaves of the t r e e . " ' Together these 

p a r a l l e l s i n d i c a t e a medieval perception t h a t the secret of l i f e lay 

i n the supply of j u i c e s and l i q u i d s which l e d t o a f a r more extensive 

interchange of f l u i d s and t h e i r p r o p e r t i e s . E s p e c i a l l y w i t h i n the 

female body t h i s i s no t i c e a b l e . The r o l e of water i n the o r i g i n of a l l 

existence l e d t o a view t h a t female m i l k was an aqueous v a r i a n t and 

i t s r o l e as not j u s t the f e r t i l i s e r , but also as the very source of 

f e r t i l i s a t i o n l e d t o a comparison w i t h semen,"" Yet menstrual blood 

could also be perceived as the source of breast m i l k . " ^ So, w i t h i n the 

human body medical understcinding a t t r i b u t e d a metamorphosis between 
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i t s f l u i d s . However, blood i t s e l f was the very ' j u i c e of l i f e ' and one 
of i t s perceived p r o p e r t i e s i n medieval times was i t s medicinal 
c a p a b i l i t y , employed e i t h e r i n t e r n a l l y or e x t e r n a l l y . Specially 
obtained blood was known as ' l i v i n g o i l ' . One of the methods by which 
t h i s 'noble l i q u i d ' mediated h e a l t h was i n a heterogeneous 
composition, termed 'an o i l c a l l e d elemental', which was ingested and 
had the power t o r e s t o r e ' l i f e a f t e r l i f e ' . " ^ 

I n medieval thought water, o i l , blood, semen, mi l k - each w i t h i t s 

own b o d i l y associations - converge i n a semantic f i e l d which 

emphasises t h e i r importance f o r human l i f e and i t s enhancement. Yet 

t h i s i s not r e s t r i c t e d t o medieval Europe. I t i s well-known t h a t 

diverse c u l t u r e s have come t o s i m i l a r conclusions, something t h a t F 

Heritier-Auge has argued may only be a t t r i b u t e d t o the 'constraint of 

a p u r e l y p h y s i c a l order'. Most im p o r t a n t l y , there i s a c o n t i n u i t y 

w i t h a n t i q u i t y and w i t h what Goodenough has described as 'the symbols 

of f l u i d ' . I n t h e ancient world a basic human desire f o r the l i f e -

g i v i n g f l u i d s of the gods, both f o r a g r i c u l t u r a l usage and f o r human 

i m m o r t a l i t y , may be located. The most l o g i c a l l y elemental of these 

f l u i d s , i n Goodenough's account, were the f l o w i n g waters of r i v e r s and 

the l i g h t streaming from t h e sun."^ I t was f e l t t h a t the gods 

themselves released these f l u i d s : the male god released i t as blood or 

semen and the goddess supplied her m i l k . I n more developed ancient 

thought, i t was thought t h a t the god o f f e r e d h i s f l u i d t o humanity i n 

a r i t u a l of wine-drinking, a t one and the same time the blood of the 

grape and of the god h i m s e l f . " ^ F l u i d s , e s p e c i a l l y those associated 

w i t h d i v i n e or human bodies evoked the transcendent. 
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The a f f i n i t y between the concepts of sanguineity and the baptismal 
symbols of water and o i l suggests t h a t i t i s here t h a t the search f o r 
deep s t r u c t u r e may be p r o f i t a b l y located. There i s something 
fundamental about the d i r e c t i o n a l i t y of aqueous and oleaginous media 
which centres around the human experience of f l o w i n g blood. I n pre-
modern thought, the i n s t i n c t t o r e l a t e the human body t o the cosmos 
and t o the n a t u r a l world enabled the r i t u a l of baptism t o assert, 
through i t s f l u i d symbols, the t h e o l o g i c a l understanding t h a t the 
C h r i s t i a n i s u n i t e d t o the l i f e and death of Jesus C h r i s t . However, i t 
went f u r t h e r than t h i s . The r e l a t i o n a l dynamics between baptism, 
cosmos and nature suggest t h a t a baptismal theology which recognises a 
commonality of deep s t r u c t u r e t o the symbols of water and o i l moves 
counter t o a theology t h a t advocates a r a d i c a l d i s j u n c t i o n between the 
l i f e p r i n c i p l e and the phy s i c a l world, between the e f f e c t on the soul 
and the p a r t t h a t the human body has i n s a l v a t i o n . 

Here i s the t h r u s t of l o c a t i n g a search f o r deep s t r u c t u r e i n the 

evocation of blood by aqueous and oleaginous symbols. These symbols 

are brought about by the i n t e r a c t i o n of water and o i l , through 

e c c l e s i a s t i c a l agency, w i t h the human body. How aqueous and oleaginous 

symbols might r e l a t e t o human b o d i l i n e s s i s the d i r e c t i o n t h i s section 

w i l l f o l l o w . To progress f u r t h e r , an understanding of the r i c h 

evocation of blood i s necessary. 

3.2 Sanguineous Symbolism 

I f a u n i v e r s a l dimension t o the symbolism o f blood may be 

discerned then i t i s found i n i t s i d e n t i f i c a t i o n as 'soul substance' 

or the ' l i f e - s t r e a m par excellence'.^''^ Not only i s blood e s s e n t i a l t o 

human and animal l i f e but^when blood leaves the body i t c a r r i e s the 
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l i f e w i t h i t . Hence i n the c l a s s i c a l world i t could be observed t h a t 
both the soul and the blood passed through the i n f l i c t e d wound."' 
However, the symbolic force of blood may only be understood w i t h i n the 
r i t u a l f i e l d , where i t s semantic range i s subject t o more precise 
c u l t u r a l c o n s t r u c t i o n . P a r t i c u l a r l y r e l e v a n t t o a consideration of the 
un d e r l y i n g blood symbolism i n baptism i s the nature of s a c r i f i c i a l 
blood. 

I n the h i s t o r y of r e l i g i o n s , blood i s pre-eminently r e l a t e d t o 

s a c r i f i c e , both animal and human. I n Greek r e l i g i o n the flow of blood 

from the s a c r i f i c i a l animal was indispensable; i t aroused fear i n the 

presence of the gods, i t enabled p u r i f i c a t i o n , i t could revive the 

dead and spoke of d i v i n e blood which imparted l i f e . " * Outside the 

c l a s s i c a l world s i m i l a r themes are found. I n Mayan and Aztec c u l t u r e 

human b l o o d - l e t t i n g was the 'mortar' of r i t u a l p r a c t i c e , fecundating 

a g r i c u l t u r a l s o i l i n i m i t a t i o n of the gods whose own b l o o d - l e t t i n g 

upheld the cosmos."' S i m i l a r l y i n A f r i c a n r e l i g i o n , s a c r i f i c i a l blood 

i s able t o expiate g u i l t , t o cleanse and t o engender the renewal of 

l i f e . i ^ o 

The Judeo-Christian t r a d i t i o n shares i n t h i s emphasis of 

s a c r i f i c i a l blood t h a t represents l i f e : as the book of L e v i t i c u s 

asserts 'the l i f e of the f l e s h i s i n the blood' and the Hebrew 

understanding of s a c r i f i c e r e l a t e s t h i s t o the covenant. This covenant 

was r a t i f i e d and celebrated by s a c r i f i c e i n v o l v i n g the shedding of 

blood, i t s l i b a t i o n a t the a l t a r and i t s s p r i n k l i n g over the people. 

Thence, s a c r i f i c i a l blood functioned i n r e s t o r a t i o n of the 

r e l a t i o n s h i p between Yahweh and I s r a e l . Blood i n the context of Jewish 
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s a c r i f i c e symbolises d i v i n e and human l i f e , and represents order and 
the covenant."^ 

These notions of s a c r i f i c i a l blood provide t h e background to both 

C h r i s t i a n and Jewish developments i n the understanding of blood i n the 

f i r s t century. E a r l y C h r i s t i a n theology perceived t h e death of Jesus 

as a s a c r i f i c e and recognised the s i g n i f i c a n c e of h i s blood. The 

i n t e r p r e t a t i o n of Jesus' blood has been the subject of debate 

according t o whether blood had primary reference t o a ' l i f e v i o l e n t l y 

ended' or whether i t s i g n i f i e d a l i f e o f f e r e d up and which therefore 

brought l i f e . " ^ What i s d e c i s i v e i s t h a t the New Testament passages 

which r e f e r t o the blood of C h r i s t cannot simply be r e f e r r i n g t o h i s 

death: as has been commented, ' i t stresses the close l i n k s between the 

death of Jesus and both h i s l i f e and h i s triumph i n h i s r e s u r r e c t i o n 

and ascension'."^ Through the s p r i n k l i n g of h i s blood the C h r i s t i a n i s 

sa i d t o receive i n the present the b e n e f i t s of Jesus' past s a c r i f i c i a l 

a c t i o n . " * 

I n Judaism from the f i r s t century onwards Targumic w r i t i n g s began 

t o give expression t o the s a c r i f i c i a l dimension of male circumcision. 

A t t e n t i o n has been drawn t o t h i s by G Vermes, who notes the importance 

accorded t o r i t u a l bloodshed; known as the 'blood of the covenant' or 

th e 'blood of s a l v a t i o n ' i t s drawing became indispensable. Even i f 

there was no f o r e s k i n t o remove, blood s t i l l had t o be seen t o flow. 

The blood of c i r c u m c i s i o n was redemptive, something t h a t i s brought 

out i n the obscure episode of the 'bloody husband' i n Exodus, where 

the p r e s e n t a t i o n of the f o r e s k i n and the r e s u l t a n t blood were a token 

of s a c r i f i c e f o r the whole person. Like the blood of the Passover 

lamb, the blood shed i n ci r c u m c i s i o n rendered the operation e f f e c t i v e ; 
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Rabbinic exegesis on the key saying from L e v i t i c u s commented, ' l i f e i s 
i n the blood of Passover; l i f e i s i n the blood of circumcision'.^" 

Discussion of the t h e o l o g i c a l development of Jewish circumcision 

draws a t t e n t i o n t o the capacity of blood t o e x h i b i t a gender value. I n 

Judaism, i t seems t h a t the engagement of the ideas of s a c r i f i c e and 

male ci r c u m c i s i o n , something t h a t probably commenced during the e x i l e , 

was also p a r t of a sanguineous encoding of gender s t a t u s . I n short the 

shedding of male blood was c o n t r o l l e d and s a l v i f i c a l l y e f f i c a c i o u s i n 

c o n t r a s t t o female menstruation which flowed u n c o n t r o l l a b l y and 

produced an impure s t a t e t h a t demanded r i t u a l redress."* This extended 

beyond the Jewish world, and i t has r e c e n t l y been demonstrated t h a t 

gynaecological imagery i n the context of Greek s a c r i f i c e was employed 

t o p o r t r a y women as s a c r i f i c i a l v i c t i m s i n c o n t r a s t t o men who 

i n s t i g a t e d and performed e f f e c t i v e s a c r i f i c e . ^ " 

This may be tempered by the growing r e c o g n i t i o n t h a t the semantics 

of female blood are c u l t u r a l l y constructed. As Munn's example 

i l l u s t r a t e s , female blood can assume a p o s i t i v e valence as w e l l as the 

negative ones found i n ancient Jewish and Greek c u l t u r e s : when 

menstrual blood i s viewed p o s i t i v e l y i t i s a sign of f e r t i l i t y and 

r e p r o d u c t i v e respect."* C o r r e l a t i n g the dominant meaning of blood w i t h 

s o c i a l s t r u c t u r e allows the r e c o g n i t i o n t h a t although i n c e r t a i n 

s o c i a l environments a negative meaning may be uppermost the p o s i t i v e 

meaning i s s t i l l present, even i f i t i s unconsciously held. The 

p o s s i b i l i t y i s held out t h a t , under a reordering of s o c i a l i t y , the 

i d e o l o g i c a l pole of the symbol of blood i s v a r i a b l e . The symbol of 

blood t h e r e f o r e i s one t h a t may be reconstructed w i t h i n a gender 

conscious m i l i e u . 
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3.3 S a l v i f i c Blood and the ' F r u i t f u l Cut' 

The r i t u a l s of C h r i s t i a n baptism and the circumcision of Jewish 

males are l i n k e d i n the New Testament. Given t h a t the blood of 

c i r c u m c i s i o n has now been i d e n t i f i e d as the blood of s a c r i f i c e and 

given t h a t the gendered nature of blood i s open t o the p o s s i b i l i t y of 

r e c o n s t r u c t i o n i t w i l l prove p r o f i t a b l e t o i n v e s t i g a t e the l i n k 

f u r t h e r . 

I t i s probable t h a t the r i t u a l of circumcision was too 

c o n t r o v e r s i a l i n Paul's immediate era t o be developed as d i d the 

author of the deutero-Pauline e p i s t l e of Colossians. He connected 

baptism w i t h p a r t i c i p a t i o n i n the s a c r i f i c i a l death and r e s u r r e c t i o n 

of C h r i s t , portrayed as union w i t h the 'circumcision of C h r i s t ' . The 

r e l a t i o n s h i p t h e r e f o r e was a s a c r i f i c i a l one."' I n the e a r l y Church 

the imagery of c i r c u m c i s i o n faded as the importance of the l i n k s w i t h 

Old Testament Judaism faded."° I t was however i n the Reformation 

defence against the Anabaptist onslaught t h a t circumcision was 

recovered as a means of understanding baptism. I t i s the t h e o l o g i c a l 

deployment of circumcision by Z w i n g l i t h a t makes the sanguineous 

connection e x p l i c i t . He argued t h a t i n the Old Testament p u r i f i c a t i o n 

always involved the use of blood, as d i d the two Jewish sacraments -

ci r c u m c i s i o n and the paschal lamb. I n the New Testament the physical 

shedding of blood has been abrogated by the blood of C h r i s t , and 

replaced by the 'more gentle sacraments'; as Zw i n g l i remarks on the 

blood of c i r c u m c i s i o n , ' t h i s he has now changed t o water, another 

element which i s agreeable and common t o a l l men'."^ 
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The r e l a t i o n s h i p between circumcision and baptism i s a complex one 
and has been subject t o controversy i n more recent y e a r s . I t i s 
accurate t o assert t h a t f o r many p a t r i s t i c authors baptism was the 
f u l f i l m e n t of the Old Testament r i t u a l of c i r c u m c i s i o n " ^ but i t i s 
e q u a l l y t r u e t o say t h a t making sense of the r e l a t i o n s h i p between 
b i b l i c a l statements and p a t r i s t i c thought i s d i f f i c u l t . However, a 
convincing c l a r i f i c a t i o n of the conjunction between the two r i t u a l s i s 
a v a i l a b l e from E F Ferguson. His argument b u i l d s on the observation 
t h a t p a t r i s t i c readings of baptism as the equivalent of circumcision 
are l a t e r than those which equate circumcision f i g u r a t i v e l y as the 
g i f t of the S p i r i t . This brings some p r e c i s i o n t o the progression of 
p a t r i s t i c thought. I n the f i r s t stage the analogy was drawn between 
the seal of the S p i r i t i n the New Covenant and the physical r i t e of 
c i r c u m c i s i o n i n the Old Covenant. The second stage r e l a t e d the g i f t of 
the S p i r i t i n baptism t o t h i s , something which was r e i n f o r c e d by the 
n o t i o n t h a t baptism applies t o the C h r i s t i a n the New Covenant which 
was inaugurated i n the death of Jesus, i t s e l f regarded as a 
c i r c u m c i s i o n . F i n a l l y , baptism i t s e l f was perceived as the counterpart 
t o c i r c u m c i s i o n . These exegetical moves lead Ferguson t o assert t h a t 
baptism becomes the occasion f o r the ' s p i r i t u a l circumcision'."^ 
However, what Ferguson does not r e f l e c t upon i s t h a t the c o r r e l a t i o n 
between c i r c u m c i s i o n and baptism d i d not progress s o l e l y by f o l l o w i n g 
the Old Testament's tendency t o ' s p i r i t u a l i s e ' the physical r i t u a l , " ^ 

There i s a strand of baptismal theology t h a t c a p i t a l i s e s on the 

p h y s i c a l imagery of the n o t i o n of s e a l i n g . I n the s c r i p t u r e s God seals 

h i s people w i t h a v i s i b l e s ign which marks them out as h i s own 

possession, gives personal assurance t h a t f i n a l judgement w i l l be 

overcome and p r o t e c t s from the power of e v i l . " * I t i s at i t s 
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conceptually simplest as a 'recognition-symbol'"' something which 
denotes d i v i n e ownership. The e s s e n t i a l idea from which i t s use i n 
baptismal discourse was derived i s t h a t the human body, us u a l l y the 
forehead, was p h y s i c a l l y marked i n some way. Two i l l u s t r a t i o n s make 
t h i s p o i n t evident. 

F i r s t of a l l , the baptismal sphragis was regarded as permanent. 

C y r i l o f Jerusalem, who develops d i r e c t l y the p a r a l l e l s between Jewish 

ci r c u m c i s i o n and baptism, speaks of the l a t t e r as the 'holy and 

i n d e l i b l e sphragis' and prays over the neophytes, 'may God give you 

the i n e f f a c e a b l e seal of the Holy S p i r i t f o r e t e r n a l l i f e ' . " * While 

t h i s image i s i n t e r p r e t e d as a s p i r i t u a l marking on the soul, i t i s 

nevertheless a m a t e r i a l metaphor i n which the male Jewish body and i t s 

i r r e v e r s i b l e s c a r i f i c a t i o n becomes the source. 

Secondly, the most common p a t r i s t i c meaning of the sphraqis was 

the s i g n i n g of the baptisand w i t h the sign of the cross. The seal of 

the cross was a si g n of the i n v i o l a b i l i t y of the C h r i s t i a n sharing i n 

the potency of Jesus' death. I n the baptismal context i t came t o be 

associated w i t h the b e l i e v e r ' s a p p r o p r i a t i o n of the b e n e f i t s of 

Ch r i s t ' s death of which i t became the outward sig n . Beyond the r i t u a l 

c ontext, authors such as C y r i l encouraged the p r a c t i c e of Christians 

s i g n i n g themselves i n every circumstance of l i f e . " ' I t i s only a small 

step between t h i s p r a c t i c e and the l o g i c a l (and l i t e r a l i s t i c ) i n s t i n c t 

f o r the C h r i s t i a n t o be permanently and p h y s i c a l l y branded a t 

baptism."" 

Therefore, although the idea of sea l i n g i n baptism was developed 

along f i g u r a t i v e or s p i r i t u a l l i n e s - and t o Ferguson's concentration 
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on the g i f t of the S p i r i t , themes such as the r e s t o r a t i o n of the image 
of God and the i n v i s i b l e , potent i m p r i n t of the d i v i n e name may be 
added - the p h y s i c a l i t y of the concept was not e n t i r e l y e l i d e d . The 
r i t u a l of cir c u m c i s i o n marked the human body and d i s t i n g u i s h e d the Jew 
from the G e n t i l e . I n an analogous way the r i t u a l of C h r i s t i a n baptism 
was perceived t o d i s t i n g u i s h C h r i s t i a n from non-Christian, but 
orthodox C h r i s t i a n t h i n k e r s searched f o r means of expressing t h i s 
w i t h o u t endorsing the need f o r e i t h e r a r e v i v a l of the Jewish p r a c t i c e 
of circumcision or r e s o r t t o another means of marking the body. 

The discussion so f a r h i g h l i g h t s the necessity t o attend t o 

circ u m c i s i o n as a symbol, t h a t i s t o prevent the d i s t i n c t i o n between 

the s i g n i f i e r and the s i g n i f i e d developing i n t o a p o l a r i t y i n which 

the l a t t e r i s set f r e e from the former. The assumption has been too 

q u i c k l y made t h a t the r e a l i t y of circumcision l i e s i n i t s metaphorical 

a p p r o p r i a t i o n t o s p i r i t u a l inwardness ra t h e r than i n the symbolic 

q u a l i t i e s of the p h y s i c a l r e a l i t y . 

The problems w i t h the i n t e r p r e t a t i o n of the r i t u a l of circumcision 

commence w i t h i t s foundational n a r r a t i v e . The p o i n t i s sometimes made 

t h a t w h i l e the P r i e s t l y w r i t e r made circumcision the sign of Abraham's 

e l e c t i o n he d i d not proceed very f a r i n h i s e l a b o r a t i o n of the 

question, 'why t h i s p a r t i c u l a r sign and no other?'"^ Although some 

v a l i d i t y of t h i s sentiment can be acknowledged, a symbolic exegesis of 

the P r i e s t l y w r i t i n g s and t h e i r j u x t a p o s i t i o n w i t h contemporary 

ethnographical l i t e r a t u r e on circumcision may provide the way forward. 

This type of hermeneutical manoeuvre has r e c e n t l y been attempted 

by H Eilberg-Schwartz.^'^ His s t a r t i n g p o i n t i s the r e j e c t i o n of 
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c i r c u m c i s i o n as an a r b i t r a r y or 'unmotivated' sign. The P r i e s t l y 
w r i t e r does not employ the n o t i o n of sign i n t h i s way; there i s , 
c h a r a c t e r i s t i c a l l y , an i n t i m a t e connection between the physical 
r e a l i t y and what i s s i g n i f i e d . Therefore there i s an i n t i m a t e or 
motivated l i n k between the symbol of circumcision and the content of 
the covenant between Yahweh and I s r a e l , The l i n k i s found by E i l b e r g -
Schwartz t o be i n the thematic area of f e r t i l i t y . This i s i n i t i a l l y 
suggested by the strong l i n k between circumcision and f e r t i l i t y 
discerned by the ethnography of A f r i c a n i n i t i a t i o n r i t e s . The notion 
of f e r t i l i t y i s found i n the d i v i n e promises to Abraham which contain 
the guarantee of a vast array of descendants."^ F e r t i l i t y becomes a 
c e n t r a l issue of the covenant promise, and betrays the concern of the 
P r i e s t l y w r i t e r w i t h e f f e c t i v e human reproduction and descent. The 
male reproductive organ t h e r e f o r e becomes the 'appropriate symbol f o r 
a covenant made w i t h the generations and dealing w i t h o f f s p r i n g ' 
Circumcision i s the symbol t h a t Yahweh w i l l ensure the f r u i t f u l n e s s of 
Abraham and the m u l t i p l i c a t i o n of h i s o f f s p r i n g . 

The argument, however, i s clinched when Eilberg-Schwartz notes 

t h a t the P r i e s t l y w r i t i n g s employ the metaphor of circumcision i n a 

way which i s , at f i r s t glance, q u i t e d i f f e r e n t . He concentrates on the 

c o n c e p t u a l i s a t i o n of other p a r t s of the human body which are s t y l e d as 

uncircumcised. For instance, the person who walks contrary t o the 

covenant i s the one w i t h an 'uncircumcised heart', and Moses i s said 

t o have the impediment of 'uncircumcised l i p s ' . U n c i r c u m c i s i o n i s 

t h e r e f o r e a metaphor f o r the improper f u n c t i o n i n g of any human organ; 

the former's hearts r e q u i r e humbling before Yahweh, and Moses' speech 

i s inadequate f o r the task given. 
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This leads Eilberg-Schwartz t o a r e f l e c t i o n on an equation made 
between a j u v e n i l e f r u i t t r e e and an uncircumcised Jewish male. There 
i s a p r o h i b i t i o n against e a t i n g the f r u i t of such trees during t h e i r 
f i r s t t hree years of l i f e , which i s p a r a l l e l t o the male f o r e s k i n . " * A 
j u v e n i l e f r u i t t r e e i s t o be regarded as a male i n f a n t would be i n the 
e i g h t days p r i o r t o h i s circumcision - outside the covenant and 
t h e r e f o r e unconsecrated and proscribed. Something of the p a r a l l e l 
drawn l i e s i n the basic physiology of Near Eastern f r u i t t r e es. Their 
i n i t i a l years are g e n e r a l l y unproductive, w i t h l i t t l e f r u i t grown; 
t h a t f r u i t which does develop i s o f t e n found t o be d e f e c t i v e . Like the 
uncircumcised male the j u v e n i l e f r u i t t r e e i s 'not yet rooted i n the 
covenant'"', i s immature and i n f e r t i l e . The p a r a l l e l i s m between 
p r o s c r i p t i o n , immaturity and i n f e r t i l i t y may also be extended t o the 
idea of pruning: 

c u t t i n g away the f o r e s k i n i s l i k e pruning a f r u i t t r e e . Both 
acts of c u t t i n g remove unwanted excess and both increase the 
desired y i e l d . One might say t h a t when the I s r a e l i t e s 
circumcise t h e i r male c h i l d r e n they are pruning the f r u i t trees 
of God."* 

For Eilberg-Schwartz, t h e r e f o r e , Jewish male circumcision i s 

unavoidably a symbol of the propagation of new human l i f e . His 

a n a l y s i s derives from an i n i t i a l i n t u i t i o n given by a reading of 

contemporary ethnography. I s r a e l i t e c u l t u r e i s convincingly shown to 

have a c e r t a i n c o n t i n u i t y w i t h d iverse c u l t u r e s i n the 'inner 

s t r u c t u r e s ' of i t s understanding of c i r c u m c i s i o n . " ' Eilberg-Schwartz 

has demonstrated t h a t i n I s r a e l i t e c u l t u r e there i s a compelling set 

of i n t e r t w i n i n g notions between f r u i t t r e e s , f e r t i l i t y and the 

covenant. Circumcision i s the ' f r u i t f u l cut' which i s a symbol of the 

promise of the covenant between God and Abraham which would be 

f u l f i l l e d i n the m u l t i p l i c a t i o n of descendants. 
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I t may be suggested, t h e r e f o r e , t h a t t h i s i s the i n t r i n s i c value 

of the symbol of circum c i s i o n t h a t has been transformed i n t o the 

symbolism of baptism. I n both r i t u a l s blood, actual i n one and 

ev o c a t i v e l y i n the other i s s a c r i f i c i a l i n i t s connotations. Baptism 

i s the C h r i s t i a n ' s sharing i n the s a c r i f i c e of C h r i s t which brings a 

new c r e a t i o n i n t o being. I n i t s sanguineous evocation, water speaks of 

l i f e t h a t i s communicated by means of a death. That i s exactly the 

s t r u c t u r e of circu m c i s i o n . F r u i t f u l , but only by means of c u t t i n g ; 

l i f e - g i v i n g i n terms of ensuring descent, but only achieved by a 

removal, a s u f f e r i n g or a death. 

This may be the key t o the connection between baptism and 

cir c u m c i s i o n which has been so o f t e n sought; a symbolic one, but one 

which r e l i e s on the evocation of a deeper s t r u c t u r e than t h a t of 

typology. I n the Syrian t r a d i t i o n , a n o i n t i n g has also been connected 

w i t h c i r c u m c i s i o n . Brock has suggested t h a t i n i t s Jewish-Christian 

m i l i e u , the modelling of baptism upon the Jewish i n i t i a t i o n of 

prose l y t e s allowed t h i s connection t o emerge. Thus o i l could be 

regarded as having p r o p e r t i e s of i n c i s i o n and sharpness t o cut away 

s i n , l i k e i r o n sharpened by the word of God."" The above analysis 

explains at a deeper l e v e l why t h i s connection could f l o u r i s h . The 

pruning of f r u i t t r e e s , r e l e a s i n g the 'blood' of the t r e e , stood i n 

p a r a l l e l t o the r i t u a l o f human circumcision w i t h i t s own e f f u s i o n of 

blood. 

Water, o i l and blood each s i g n i f y , a t t h e i r deepest value, the 

source of l i f e , a u n i v e r s a l theme which makes them i n the broadest 

sense 'natural symbols' w i t h meanings t h a t are t r a n s c u l t u r a l . They are 
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a paradigmatic s e t , overlapping w i t h each other and mutually 
i n t e r p r e t i n g . At the transcendent l e v e l , i n the n a r r a t i v e s of the 
C h r i s t i a n t r a d i t i o n associated w i t h baptism, and centred around the 
Baptism of Jesus, they s i g n i f y the t r i n i t a r i a n , creator God who 
imparts e t e r n a l l i f e t o human beings. 

At an a n t h r o p o l o g i c a l l e v e l , however, the symbols of water cind o i l 

d i s t u r b . I n t h a t they evoke the p h y s i o l o g i c a l experience of the flow 

of blood they both evoke the t r a g i c element i n the C h r i s t i a n r e l i g i o n , 

t h a t i s , the c e n t r a l i t y given t o human death. This includes the death 

of the e a r l y martyr and the death which soon became thought of as a 

unique s a c r i f i c e ; i t also includes w i t h i n i t the 'death' involved i n 

Jewish male circ u m c i s i o n . Moreover, the image of blood indicates a 

p r i m i t i v e view of nature i n which people saw sanguineity as a means of 

p a r t i c i p a t i n g i n the n a t u r a l processes of death and l i f e . 

Can baptism be l e f t t o d i s t u r b i n t h i s way? Assistance i s 

a v a i l a b l e on two sides, f i r s t of a l l through Wittgenstein's remarks on 

J G Frazer's a n t h r o p o l o g i c a l endeavours, the o b j e c t i v e of which 

W i t t g e n s t e i n has read as an i n s u l a t i o n of modern humanity from the 

l i f e of the p r i m i t i v e . Instead, Wittgenstein stresses the deep 

c o n t i n u i t i e s between the p r i m i t i v e person and a l l humanity. The r e a l 

p o i n t of an anth r o p o l o g i c a l study i s not the h i s t o r i c a l explanation 

but the immediate e f f e c t on the observer, who imputes on i t an 

experience from w i t h i n themselves. Baptism evokes the shedding of 

human blood, s a c r i f i c i a l p r a c t i c e s t h a t too e a s i l y are regarded as 

obje c t s of academic study r a t h e r than being r e f l e c t i v e of a l l 

r e l i g i o u s experience. This i s d i s t u r b i n g when recognised; nevertheless 

i t i s i n d i c a t i v e of what Wi t t g e n s t e i n c a l l e d 'the deep and s i n i s t e r ' 
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side of r e l i g i o n , the savagery of human nature t h a t i s o f t e n denied."^ 
Assistance also comes from L Gilkey who has argued t h a t an archaic 
r e l i g i o n ' s understanding of nature as both power and l i f e might not be 
i r r e l e v a n t . Unless modernity's a t t i t u d e t o the earth's e x p l o i t a t i o n i s 
moderated then the powers of nature w i l l be l o s t t o humanity; 'we l i v e 
on nature's powers and bounties, or we do not l i v e a t a l l ' . " ^ A 
renewed r e c o g n i t i o n of the deep s t r u c t u r e of sacramental symbols might 
c o n t r i b u t e both t o the r e a l i t y of r e l i g i o u s experience and t o a 
renewed i n t e g r a t i o n of the d o c t r i n e of c r e a t i o n . 

4 Baptismal Bodies 

I n has already been suggested t h a t the humain body acts as a source 

f o r the symbols of baptism and I now want t o suggest t h a t c o r p o r e a l i t y 

should p l a y a c e n t r a l p a r t i n the or g a n i s a t i o n of baptism's r i t u a l 

symbols. I n order f o r f u r t h e r e l a b o r a t i o n t o occur some pre l i m i n a r y 

remarks w i l l i n d i c a t e an anthropological approach t o the human body. 

Among the human sciences anthropology i s the d i s c i p l i n e t h a t has 

taken the lead i n drawing a t t e n t i o n t o humanity's embodied c o n d i t i o n . 

Among the reasons f o r t h i s i s the preoccupation w i t h the search f o r a 

theory of humanity, something which p o t e n t i a l l y might be ind i c a t e d by 

the u n i v e r s a l phenomenom of embodiment."^ Douglas, despite her 

r e j e c t i o n of n a t u r a l symbolism, has been c r e d i t e d w i t h leading 

t h e o r e t i c a l r e f l e c t i o n i n t h i s area, e s p e c i a l l y i n the l i n k she p o s i t s 

between the i n d i v i d u a l body and the body of soc i e t y . 

E a r l y i n her work she observed the power of the image of society. 

I t i s something t h a t s t i r s human beings t o a c t i o n , i t has i n t e r n a l 

216 



4: Symbols, t h e i r E l u s i v i t y and Bodiliness 

s t r u c t u r e and ex t e r n a l boundaries and exudes energy at i t s marginal 

and unstructured p o i n t s . Out of a l l l i v i n g organisms able t o represent 

s o c i e t y the human body i s the most powerful. P a r t i c u l a r l y i n contrast 

t o animal bodies, 'the more personal and i n t i m a t e the source of the 

r i t u a l symbolism, the more t e l l i n g the message' and the higher l e v e l 

of symbolic d i r e c t n e s s . L a t e r she expounded her argument f u r t h e r : 

the s o c i a l body constrains the way the physical body i s 
perceived. The phy s i c a l experience of the body, always modified 
by the s o c i a l categories through which i t i s known, sustains a 
p a r t i c u l a r view of so c i e t y . There i s a continual exchange of 
meanings between the two kinds of b o d i l y experience so t h a t 
each r e i n f o r c e s the categories of the other. 

For Douglas, t h i s means t h a t the human body i s an expressive 

medium t h a t has r e s t r i c t i o n s on the forms t h a t i t may take. She 

delineates two p r i n c i p l e s t o enable i t s comprehension i n p r a c t i c e . 

F i r s t l y , there i s a d r i v e a t a l l l e v e l s t o experience consonance, and 

t h i s i m p l i e s t h a t i n the expression of a message, a c e r t a i n 

appropriate s t y l e w i l l b r i n g together a l l the channels by means of 

which i t i s conveyed. Secondly, the options of the body i n an act of 

communication are r e s t r i c t e d by the s o c i a l system which i s expressed 

i n some form i n the message. U l t i m a t e l y , Douglas' concept of the two 

bodies f u n c t i o n s as a hermeneutical device. I t i s the tension between 

them which allows 'the e l a b o r a t i o n of meanings'. 

Douglas' t h e o r i e s r e l y on an emotive component t h a t i s i n t e g r a l t o 

body symbolism. This coheres w i t h t h e understanding of baptism as a 

transformatory r i t u a l , since one of the features of l i m i n a l i t y i s the 

way t h a t the human body becomes the anchorage s i t e f o r a c l u s t e r of 

symbols.^** P a r t i c u l a r l y i n pre-modern s o c i e t i e s , l i m i n a l persons 

c h a r a c t e r i s t i c a l l y e x h i b i t a c e r t a i n s t y l e of dress, go naked and 
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indulge i n p a r t i c u l a r types of b o d i l y behaviour. Where a society l i v e s 
close t o nature and i t s processes, and thus t o t h e i r own bodies, then 
there w i l l be a marked tendency f o r the c u l t u r a l symbolism t o draw 
upon the resources of the dynamic unconscious."' The human body 
t h e r e f o r e i s not merely something t o t h i n k about, i t i s a means of 
expression: 

h i g h l y v i s i b l e t o others, the body i s something s o c i a l as w e l l 
as m a t e r i a l , something t h a t does not simply e x i s t but acts and 
speaks as w e l l . Displayed, viewed, commented upon, c r i t i c i z e d 
and i n t e r p r e t e d , bodies provide powerful vehicles f o r 
discussion of c u l t u r a l norms and values."^ 

The body i s , p o t e n t i a l l y , the most u n i v e r s a l and powerful of a l l 

baptismal symbols. Space does not permit a f u l l survey, but two 

instances are selected. Respectively they involve the appearance of 

the body and what might be c a l l e d a n a t u r a l gesture. Each i l l u s t r a t e s 

the i n t e r a c t i o n between the i n d i v i d u a l body and the communal body 

through which t h e o l o g i c a l meaning i s generated. 

4.1 Symbolism of B o d i l y Appearance: Nakedness and Clothing 

The f i r s t instance i s the r i t u a l sequence of s t r i p p i n g , nakedness 

and r e c l o t h i n g . The p r a c t i c e of naked baptism, according t o a r t i s t i c 

p o r t r a y a l s from the catacombs, r e v e r t s at l e a s t t o the beginning of 

the t h i r d century and i t i s found i n both Eastern and Western r i t e s . 

However, i t s i n t e r p r e t a t i o n involves u n r a v e l l i n g a puzzle of some 

complexity, t o determine the precise i n t e r a c t i o n between the e a r l y 

Church's Hebraic theology and the values of i t s Greek c u l t u r a l m i l i e u . 

E s s e n t i a l l y , two metaphysical systems found themselves i n dialogue. I n 

Jewish thought nakedness was perceived as a negative s t a t e ; c u l t i c 

nakedness was forbidden and i n p o s t - b i b l i c a l Judaism d e t a i l e d 

p r o h i b i t i o n s are found against the performance of r e l i g i o u s acts 

w h i l s t naked. Instead, i n terms of b o d i l y appearance, the emphasis was 
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given t o the s i g n i f i c a n c e of c l o t h i n g . This i s p a r t i c u l a r l y evident i n 
discussions of p r i e s t l y garments which r e f l e c t the g l o r y , splendour 
and honour of Yahweh. I n c o n t r a s t , Greek thought gave metaphysical 
pre-eminence t o nakedness. Nudity was l i n k e d t o the p u r s u i t of t r u t h ; 
the image of searching f o r t r u t h along the path which moved from the 
perce p t i o n of shadows t o the contemplation of r e a l i t y ensured t h a t 
t r u t h had a ' v i s u a l precision'^*' and involved c l a r i t y of v i s i o n . Thus 
the naked human form embodied i n a t h l e t i c s and a r t presented the i d e a l 
of which the phenomenal body was a r e p l i c a . 

I n the encounter between the two metaphysics there i s widespread 

evidence of a C h r i s t i a n r e v u l s i o n against the nakedness of the p u b l i c 

baths and the g l a d i a t o r i a l d isplays of the coliseum, and t h i s would 

seem t o i n d i c a t e a d i s c o n t i n u i t y between baptismal nakedness eind 

Greco-Roman p u b l i c n u d i t y . Yet the p o s s i b i l i t y t h a t C h r i s t i a n i t y 

merely f o l l o w e d the Jewish p r a c t i c e of p r o s e l y t e immersion, which 

according t o Rabbinic l e g a l formulations was t o be undertaken naked, 

founders on the grounds t h a t C h r i s t i a n baptism was a p u b l i c ceremony 

i n c o n t r a s t t o the p r i v a c y of the Jewish r i t e . " " The puzzle remains 

t h a t w h i l e the e a r l y Church demonstrated a horror of nakedness i t 

nevertheless i n s i s t e d on naked baptism. 

Any r e s o l u t i o n w i l l need t o give an account of the symbolic 

understanding t h a t the e a r l y Church a t t r i b u t e d t o nakedness. The 

n e g a t i v i t y of nakedness i s evident: i t suggested the c o n d i t i o n of 

slavery^'^; i t evoked the p i t i f u l image of a defendant naked and 

helpless before the Judge"^; i n C y r i l i t evoked the candidate's 

i m i t a t i o n of C h r i s t who hung naked on the cross; e s p e c i a l l y i n the 

Syrian t r a d i t i o n , nakedness could connote p a r t i c i p a t i o n i n the 
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shameful disgrace of Adam and Eve.^^^ The s i g n i f i c a n c e of nakedness, 
however, t h a t gained most agreement was p o s i t i v e , based on i t s l i n k 
w i t h paradise. Nakedness represented the unashamed, p r i m o r d i a l 
innocence of the f i r s t couple. Openness w i t h God and w i t h each other 
i s the promise held out t o candidates a t baptism, and the b a p t i s t r y 
i t s e l f could become paradise."* 

P a t r i s t i c symbolism, however, went f u r t h e r when i t recognised the 

u n i v e r s a l i t y of the human l i f e - c y c l e . Ambrose remarked t h a t the 

candidates' descent i n t o the waters of baptism r e c a l l e d t h e i r naked 

entrance i n t o l i f e a t b i r t h and t h e i r naked departure from l i f e at 

d e a t h . C y r i l also captured t h i s sentiment when he t y p i f i e d the f o n t 

as both tomb and womb: 

there i s a time t o be born and a time t o d i e , but the opposite 
i s t r u e i n your case - there i s a time t o die and a time t o be 
born. A s i n g l e moment achieves both ends, and your begetting 
was simultaneous w i t h your death."* 

To the f o u r t h and f i f t h century Church, a naked baptism w i l l have 

suggested an event i n c o n t i n u i t y w i t h the passage of l i f e from b i r t h 

t o death, and i t may have suggested more. J Z Smith, i n t e r p r e t i n g 

e a r l y C h r i s t i a n a r t , has argued convincingly t h a t nakedness i s also 

associated w i t h r e s u r r e c t i o n . " ' Apart from Adam and Eve, the only Old 

Testament f i g u r e s t h a t are depicted naked are those i n scenes such as 

Jonah emerging from the b e l l y of the whale and those resurrected i n 

Ezekiel's v i s i o n . The widespread d e p i c t i o n of naked baptism i n e a r l y 

C h r i s t i a n i t y " * , when placed alongside Smith's evidence and the Gospel 

t r a d i t i o n t h a t Jesus' grave clothes were foxmd i n the empty tomb"' 

i n d i c a t e s t h a t nakedness symbolised the assumption and promise of new 

l i f e i n r e s u r r e c t i o n . 
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The p r a c t i c e of naked baptism i n the O r i e n t a l Churches has 

p e r s i s t e d , but i n the West i t s frequency began t o diminish from the 

Middle Ages onwards. I n medieval baptism, the naked i n f a n t would s t i l l 

have conveyed something of the symbolic force t h a t e a r l i e r theologians 

expounded, accentuated by the l i t u r g y ' s strong emphasis on the images 

of c r e a t i o n and c h i l d b i r t h as types of baptism. I n a d d i t i o n , i t i s f a r 

from unreasonable t o assume t h a t other depictions of nakedness would 

have informed the meaning of the symbol; i n p a r t i c u l a r the widespread 

p r a c t i c e of engraving naked humans on tombs ind i c a t e s the idea of 

resurrection.^"" Nakedness i n baptism would have maintained i t s 

p r i n c i p a l symbolic reference t o b i r t h , death and r e s u r r e c t i o n through 

t o the Reformation. 

Part of the s o l u t i o n t o the c u l t u r a l puzzle of nakedness, from the 

perspective of r i t u a l , may t h e r e f o r e l i e i n the psychological dynamics 

of the i n s t i n c t f o r l i m i n a l expression and i n the power of the symbol 

t o reference r e a l i t y and express shared r e l i g i o u s ideology. I n t h i s 

sense the Greek i d e a l emerged, although the d i s c o n t i n u i t y w i t h the 

p u b l i c n u d i t y of the Greco-Roman world would have asserted the 

d i f f e r e n c e , and t h e r e f o r e the a s s e r t i v e power, of the r i t u a l moment. 

Treated w i t h p r o p r i e t y , the naked human form was a symbol, which 

conveyed aspects of the meaning of baptism as an act of new c r e a t i o n -

the r e t u r n t o a p a r a d i s a l s t a t e , b i r t h , death and r e s u r r e c t i o n . 

However, i t i s undeniable t h a t i n baptismal nakedness there were 

other forces a t work. Nudity c a r r i e d connotations of s e x u a l i t y and 

sometimes these came t o bear force i n baptism. I t i s the r e l a t i o n s h i p 
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w i t h v i r g i n i t y and the ordering of the C h r i s t i a n s o c i e t y which are the 
most problematic t o a contemporary i n t e r p r e t a t i o n . 

I n the case of v i r g i n i t y , the most extreme examples are the second 

century E n c r a t i t e s . They derived t h e i r arguments f o r celibacy from a 

theology of baptism which understood i t t o convey an a b i l i t y f o r men 

and women t o l i v e w i t h each other through an empowering by the Holy 

S p i r i t who discharged the 'treacherous spark' of s e x u a l i t y . " ^ I n f i f t h 

century Syria there i s evidence t h a t many ordinary Christians chose t o 

postpone baptism u n t i l t h e i r sexually a c t i v e years had passed; 

equal l y , those who opted f o r the ascetic l i f e i n d i s c i p l e s h i p of 

leaders such as Aphrahat and Ephrem took t h e i r vows a t baptism. 

How the connection between baptism and v i r g i n i t y could be 

developed may be i l l u s t r a t e d by Ambrose. As i n t e r p r e t e d by P Brown, 

Ambrose r e l a t e d the r i t u a l of baptism t o the s o c i a l environment 

through h i s views on human s e x u a l i t y . For Ambrose, t o bathe i n the 

'cool waters' of baptism and t o 'put on C h r i s t ' was t o exchange human 

f l e s h which was flawed and s i c k l y f o r f l e s h which had been d e c i s i v e l y 

reformed i n the i n c a r n a t i o n . The ugly scar which humanity bore was 

t h a t of s e x u a l i t y ; the body of C h r i s t was t h a t p e r f e c t body, unscarred 

both by the t a i n t of an o r i g i n from sexual intercourse and by the 

presence of any d e f e c t i v e sexual impulses."^ I t was an i d e a l t h a t the 

C h r i s t i a n would a t t a i n a t the r e s u r r e c t i o n yet the e a r t h l y i d e a l of 

v i r g i n i t y , the closed human body which was unt a i n t e d by the world, 

presented an esch a t o l o g i c a l f o r e t a s t e of what was t o come. I t also 

provided a means of t h i n k i n g about the s o c i a l c o n s t r u c t i o n of the 

Church. Ambrose's n o t i o n of v i r g i n i t y 'made concrete the i n t e g r i t y of 
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the C a t h o l i c Church i n a h o s t i l e s o c i e t y while i t endowed the Church 
w i t h a sense of momentum over against the outside world'. 

Therefore Ambrose, i n Brown's eyes, encouraged h i s congregations 

t o t h i n k of themselves as a soc i e t y w i t h closed, i n f l e x i b l e 

boundaries. However, the baptismal pool and 'the cooled bodies of the 

con t i n e n t ' also s i g n i f i e d a transformation. Just as the body of the 

v i r g i n was f o r Ambrose, 'an i n t a c t body endowed w i t h a miraculous 

capacity f o r growth and n u r t u r e ' , so the Church e x h i b i t e d the 

p o t e n t i a l towards which the Roman world could be transformed through 

C h r i s t i a n m i s s i o n . P a r a d o x i c a l l y i n s i t u a t i o n s where C h r i s t i a n 

leaders began t o e x a l t v i r g i n i t y and asceticism, and l i n k e d t h i s t o 

baptism, t h i s was countered w i t h a t h e o l o g i c a l argument t h a t had 

baptism as a c e n t r a l category. Baptism could be i t s own c r i t i c ; i t was 

the e f f i c a c y of baptismal regeneration t h a t determined the Christian's 

reward i n heaven, and not any m e r i t from a s c e t i c a l p r a c t i c e s . " * 

I n the case of the ordering of the C h r i s t i a n society, the 

i n t e r p l a y between the i n d i v i d u a l and the corporate has been 

i l l u m i n a t e d r e c e n t l y by a study of the North A f r i c a n catechumenate by 

M R Miles. She has suggested t h a t the l i n k l i e s i n Augustine's 

understanding of the euch a r i s t . I n baptism, the neophytes become 

C h r i s t ' s body and i n the e u c h a r i s t i c elements they ought t o perceive 

themselves. As Augustine says, 'you are what you have received', and 

as Miles comments, 'the i n i t i a t e was at once food and eater, eating 

the body of C h r i s t and, by e a t i n g , becoming t h a t body'. Such b o d i l y 

imagery suggests t o Miles an emphasis on preparing the physical body 

f o r baptism, and hence the complex regime of f a s t i n g and other ascetic 

p r a c t i c e s whereby the body of the baptismal candidate assumed the 

223 



I 

4: Symbols, t h e i r E l u s i v i t y and Bodiliness 

p o s i t i o n as 'locus of the conscious choice t o become C h r i s t i a n ' . I t 
was i n the event of naked baptism t h a t the conversion of the body 
reached i t s climax and t h a t the ' s t r i p p i n g of secular s o c i a l i z a t i o n ' 
became complete. Without phy s i c a l involvement conversion could only 
remain incomplete, and the naked body represented ' r e l i g i o u s 
s u b j e c t i v i t y , a s p i r a t i o n , emd commitment' 

Behind Miles' e x p o s i t i o n i s the no t i o n borrowed from M Foucault of 

'techniques of the s e l f , communal techniques f o r the cr e a t i o n of what 

might be termed 'self-in-community'. The b o d i l y techniques of the 

catechumenate are t h e r e f o r e t o be regarded as the t r a n s f e r of 

i n d i v i d u a l a llegiances t o the s o c i a l body which regulated the 

mechanisms employed; the i n d i v i d u a l body, i n in t i m a t e and mutual 

p a r t n e r s h i p w i t h the so u l , was caught up i n the process of s a l v a t i o n . 

Consequently, the values of the s o c i a l body were imprinted on the 

i n d i v i d u a l body."^ 

Miles observes t h a t an i n d i v i d u a l body, and e s p e c i a l l y a naked 

one, i s a gendered body, and argues f o r a d i f f e r e n c e between the 

female and male experiences of baptism. She claims t h a t a number of 

l i t u r g i c a l t e x t s describe how women were baptised only a f t e r men and 

c h i l d r e n ; she notes t h a t women were i n s t r u c t e d t o loosen t h e i r h a i r 

and t o remove items of j e w e l l e r y . She then goes on t o make the 

s u r p r i s i n g a s s e r t i o n t h a t a number of i n d i c a t i o n s e x i s t t h a t male 

o f f i c i a n t s may have anointed and baptised naked females.^"' I n these 

ways Miles argues t h a t the s t r u c t u r e of the s o c i a l body implanted 

i t s e l f on the i n d i v i d u a l body and created a r e l i g i o u s subject t h a t had 

a p a r t i c u l a r p o s i t i o n i n the s o c i a l order and who was ori e n t e d t o 

f u l f i l c e r t a i n moral and s o c i a l expectations. Although f u l l weight 
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cannot be given t o her arguments, l i k e Brown, Miles draws out the 
p o t e n t i a l l y manipulative p o s s i b i l i t i e s of the baptismal r i t u a l i n 
gendered terms. The linkage between naked baptism and s e x u a l i t y could 
lead t o a view t h a t the reason f o r i t s persistence lay i n i t s 
'interweaving of i n t e l l e c t u a l , psychological, and physical experience 
i n the extended p r e p a r a t i o n f o r baptism' 

T r u t h there may be i n t h i s p o s i t i o n , yet baptismal nakedness, 

t r e a t e d as a b o d i l y symbol requires evaluation w i t h i n the juxtaposed 

symbolism of s t r i p p i n g and r e - c l o t h i n g . This found i t s s c r i p t u r a l 

j u s t i f i c a t i o n i n the e t h i c a l terminology of 'taking o f f the o l d human 

nature and ' p u t t i n g on' the new nature of C h r i s t himself."^ Whether or 

not the o r i g i n a l reference was t o C h r i s t i a n baptism, the symbolism of 

c l o t h i n g provided an embodied means of co n f r o n t i n g baptisands w i t h the 

need f o r conversion from previous vices and the p r a c t i c e of new 

v i r t u e s . S t r i p p i n g o f f the o l d nature and the passions of the former 

l i f e , however, was the fundamental idea from which others were 

d e v e l o p e d . T h e o l d clothes were the covering of s i n s ^ " ; they were 

reminiscent of the clothes Adam adorned himself w i t h a f t e r the f a l l , 

and t h e r e f o r e are evidence f o r the sentence passed over mankind and 

'proof of m o r t a l i t y ' I n c o n t r a s t , adornment w i t h the i n v a r i a b l y 

white baptismal garment symbolised union w i t h the r i s e n C h r i s t , the 

forgiveness of sins and the necessity f o r a subsequent l i f e of 

p u r i t y . " ^ I n a d d i t i o n t o i t s whiteness, the robe had a radiance which 

evoked the esch a t o l o g i c a l wedding banquet and the garments of the 

t r a n s f i g u r e d C h r i s t . 

Now, the m a t e r i a l and colour of the baptismal garments become 

s i g n i f i c a n t . I n terms of the m a t e r i a l s , Jerome described how the 
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baptisands would d i v e s t themselves of woollen 'tunics of skin ' and be 
c l o t h e d w i t h a 'garment of l i n e n ' . The l a t t e r , i n contrast t o the 
former i s s a i d t o contain 'nothing of death i n i t s e l f , a contrast 
founded on a d i s t i n c t i o n made between the sources of the two 
m a t e r i a l s . W o o l was the secreted product of mortal animal bodies and 
received a negative moral v a l u a t i o n , an idea which may be traced back 
t o A r i s t o t l e . I n c o n t r a s t , l i n e n was derived from the earth's 
v e g e t a t i v e l i f e , and c a r r i e d w i t h i t a l l the associations of something 
unchanging and immortal."' Thus death and uncleanness were associated 
w i t h t u n i c s of s k i n w h i l e i m m o r t a l i t y and p u r i t y were evoked by 
garments of l i n e n . 

I n terms of colour, Jerome also remarked t h a t the garment of l i n e n 

was d a z z l i n g white, connoting radiance."* I t i s possible here t o 

detect a d o c t r i n e of colour t h a t r e v e r t s t o Plato's notion t h a t a l l 

colours are derived from white and black. I n Middle Platonism the 

conception developed t h a t black i s dyed by nature and t h a t white i s 

superior t o a l l other colours. White was the source of a l l other 

colours which had lesser moral value; white garments therefore became 

the symbol of the 'One' w h i l s t variegated garments symbolised the 

changing m a t e r i a l w o r l d . " ' As a symbol of i m m o r t a l i t y and moral p u r i t y 

the unmixed character of whiteness rendered the wearing of white robes 

s u i t a b l e f o r those i n mourning and f o r the dead themselves whose souls 

had achieved p e r f e c t release from the body.^" Yet i n Jerome's 

understanding the colour white i s connected w i t h l i g h t . I n one sense 

t h i s i s e x p l i c a b l e from t h e etymology of the L a t i n and Greek words f o r 

'whiteness' which also imply l i g h t . More profoundly, though, i n Greek 

thought l i g h t i s associated w i t h apprehension of the t r u t h . I n Old 

Testament thought, l i g h t i s the c h a r a c t e r i s t i c of the garment w i t h 
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which Yahweh himself i s c l o t h e d . ^ " I n subsequent Jewish t r a d i t i o n , 
angels and the righteous share i n the c e l e s t i a l c l o t h i n g which 
humanity l o s t a t the f a l l ; i n f a c t , i n the Jewish apocalyptic 
t r a d i t i o n the very l i g h t of c r e a t i o n was ki n d l e d from the d i v i n e 
l i g h t . 

Social anthropology has recognised the u n i v e r s a l usage of c l o t h i n g 

t o serve not j u s t p r a c t i c a l purposes, but also t o be the vehicle of 

both personal and s o c i a l i n f o r m a t i o n . I n adornment through c l o t h i n g 

the n a t u r a l world i s employed and through i t s appropriation occurs 

both a d i s t i n c t i o n from nature and also a possible r e j e c t i o n of i t : 

'the use of adornment has something t o do w i t h man's image of himself 

i n r e l a t i o n t o the world he experiences'.^^'' Clothing can i n d i c a t e 

s o c i a l or r e l i g i o u s s t a t u s , but i t can also serve t o channel emotion 

and sentiment. A l l these themes are present i n the e a r l y Church's use 

of baptismal c l o t h i n g which allowed the Hebraic i d e a l t o emerge; the 

meaning of s a l v a t i o n i n sharing the d i v i n e l i f e , the adoption of a new 

r e l i g i o u s s t a t u s , the assumption of e t h i c a l demands and a r e j e c t i o n of 

a n i m a l i t y . Thus the e a r l y Church had the c u l t u r a l resources from the 

s o c i a l body t o use c l o t h i n g t o convey a v a r i e t y of c o g n i t i v e , 

emotional and expressive impulses. A l l t h i s goes some way towards 

answering the puzzle of baptismal nakedness; i t was not something done 

f o r i t s own sake, but l a y w i t h i n the sequence of s t r i p p i n g and r e -

c l o t h i n g . A f t e r a l l , the evidence i s t h a t among the Fathers' the act 

of s t r i p p i n g could be d e a l t w i t h very circumspectly indeed from a 

sense of decorum."^ 

The question now remains whether baptismal c l o t h i n g i s an genuine 

l i t u r g i c a l o p t i o n i n a contemporary world. Over time, a reductive 
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dynamic operated and the symbolic sequence was modified. By the n i n t h 
century some Caroli n g i a n r i t e s had forsaken n u d i t y , opted f o r a token 
removal of c l o t h i n g and given the emphasis t o the symbolism of the 
baptismal robe worn throughout the Easter octave."* Later, there i s a 
severe c u r t a i l m e n t of the robe's symbolism; f o r instance, Aquinas 
noted only the s i g n i f i c a t i o n of the r e s u r r e c t i o n and the designation 
of a pure l i f e . ^ ^ ' Then Cranmer, i n h i s f i r s t l i t u r g i c a l reform only, 
s p e c i f i e d t h a t the baptismal garment i s a 'token of innocence' and 
admonishes the neophyte t o conduct a pure l i f e . " * 

From what has been argued, the use of a baptismal garment i s 

j u s t i f i a b l e from the perspective of s c r i p t u r e . Yet the nature of t h a t 

j u s t i f i c a t i o n needs t o be given a more profound basis. This may come 

from the n o t i o n , t o which a l l u s i o n has already been made, of g l o r y i n 

the Old Testament. As Von Balthasar argues, i n the etymology of g l o r y 

i s a reference t o what gives a human being 'an external force or 

impetus t h a t makes i t appear imposing'."' Applied t o the b i b l i c a l 

r e v e l a t i o n , the g l o r y of God i s involved i n a d i a l e c t i c of sensory 

m a n i f e s t a t i o n . The d i v i n e i s clothed w i t h t e r r i b l e majesty and w i t h 

l i g h t . " " Yet a t the same time w i t h a r e v e l a t i o n there i s a 'not 

seeing', alongside form there i s 'non-form' and i n the l i g h t of d i v i n e 

g l o r y there i s a 'dazzling darkness'.^^^ God's g l o r y i s shared w i t h 

humanity which then r e f l e c t s the d i v i n e character."^ I n the New 

Testament perspective, C h r i s t i s the d e f i n i t i v e image of God; i t i s 

h i s g l o r y t h a t provides the impetus f o r a d o c t r i n e of s a l v a t i o n which 

i s about being 'changed i n t o h i s likeness from one degree of g l o r y t o 

another'."^ 
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C l o t h i n g design shows a comprehension of the capacity f o r both 
r e v e l a t i o n and concealment. I n a p a r a l l e l manner, the baptismal 
garment may take i t s t h e o l o g i c a l d i r e c t i o n from the d i v i n e l i g h t which 
both reveals and conceals God. To be clothed i n the d i v i n e l i g h t at 
baptism i s both r e v e a l i n g and concealing w i t h respect t o the image of 
God which i s undergoing r e s t o r a t i o n i n the s o c i a l context of the 
sacraments. The t r a n s i t i o n from nakedness t o c l o t h i n g i s an image of 
the d i a l e c t i c of sensory ma n i f e s t a t i o n . Equally, the symbol of the 
white garment i n d i c a t e s the dimension of C h r i s t i a n r e a l i t y t h a t i n 
baptism there i s i d e n t i f i c a t i o n w i t h C h r i s t , y et one t h a t i s ' i n 
suspension' awaiting a f i n a l f u l f i l m e n t . 

This understanding i s f a r from absent i n the baptismal t r a d i t i o n . 

I t has been expressed, f o r instance, by C y r i l and Leidrad of Lyons. 

For C y r i l , dressed i n white, the neophyte became an icon of Ch r i s t 

h i m s e l f , and a l i t u r g i c a l means of holding up the i d e a l nature of 

C h r i s t as the archetype of humanity. As he l i n k e d t h i s w i t h the 

Baptism of Jesus i n a mystagogy of a n o i n t i n g , he expounded from the 

Johannine e p i s t l e s : 

having been baptised i n t o C h r i s t , and put on C h r i s t , you have 
been shaped t o the likeness of the Son of God; f o r God made 
us share i n the fashion of Ch r i s t ' s most g l o r i o u s body. Being 
made ....partakers of C h r i s t , you are prop e r l y c a l l e d 
' C h r i s t s ' , and of you God s a i d 'Touch not my Ch r i s t s ' , or 
anointed. Now you were made Chr i s t s by r e c e i v i n g the mark of 
the Holy S p i r i t . And a l l t h i s was accomplished i n you i n a 
f i g u r e Feikonikosl because you are f i g u r e s of C h r i s t . " * 

Leidrad demonstrated the same concept i n the n i n t h century when he 

also r e f l e c t e d on the i d e n t i t y w i t h C h r i s t t h a t i s brought about i n 

b a p t i s m . T h i s was conveyed by the baptismal garment and i t s 

connection w i t h the body of C h r i s t . The r i t u a l a c t i o n of c l o t h i n g the 
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c h i l d i n white i n d i c a t e d the cleansing of the inward nature, but i t 

was also perceived as a sharing i n the body of C h r i s t . I n Leidrad's 

exegesis of baptism, C h r i s t himself had t o exchange the ' v i l e rags' 

associated w i t h h i s r o l e as representative sin-bearer f o r 'new 

garments' when he stood before the angels during the paschal mystery. 

I n c o n t i n u i t y w i t h the medieval l i t u r g i c a l i n s t i n c t t o b r i n g f o r t h 

meaning from m a t e r i a l i t y the u n i f i c a t i o n of the neophyte w i t h C h r i s t 

o r i g i n a t e s from a sensation i n the f l e s h or adornment of the body i n 

white. P Cramer argues t h a t w h i l s t whiteness, evoking both the angelic 

s t a t e and 'the untouchable p a l l o r of death', i s perhaps a symbol of 

lesser fulness t h a t e i t h e r the water or o i l , i t i s the human body 

which i s c e n t r a l t o the r i t u a l symbolism: 

w i t h body Leidrad i s able t o make us f e e l how 'things', or 
bodies g e n e r a l l y , are a t once palpable, t a n g i b l e , present, 
a v a i l a b l e and s a t i s f y i n g , and yet impenetrable, i n e x p l i c a b l e , 
d i s t a n t and u n s a t i s f y i n g . This double experience of matter i s 
not only sensation or perception, but theology: the body of 
C h r i s t i n which the l i t t l e neophyte now p a r t i c i p a t e s - and 
which he thus possesses and possesses him - i s more p i t i f u l l y 
d i s t a n t than any body The r i t u a l a ct of covering the 
c h i l d ' s body i n white clothes i s e x q u i s i t e l y poised between the 
r e s p e c t f u l distance of i m i t a t i o n , and the u n i n h i b i t e d fulness 
of i d e n t i t y . " * 

Thus, i n a hermeneutic o f f e r e d by an anthropological perspective 

on the human body, there may be a symbolic understanding of the 

baptismal garment t h a t presents t h e o l o g i c a l coherence i n the l i g h t of 

s c r i p t u r e , the t r a d i t i o n and s a l v a t i o n i n terms of the r e s t o r a t i o n of 

d i v i n e l i k e n e s s , c h r i s t o l o g i c a l l y understood. 

4.2 Symbolism of Gesture: O f f e r i n g and Receiving of I n f a n t s by 

Godparents 

The second instance i s the r i t u a l gestures of godparents and t h e i r 

i n t e r p l a y w i t h the p r i e s t and the s o c i a l body. Here, the recent work 
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of J H Lynch has been formative. I n an analysis of the vocabulary t h a t 
attached i t s e l f t o the f u n c t i o n of the godparent he has i d e n t i f i e d 
t h a t i t included the r i t u a l a c t i o n of o f f e r i n g the i n f a n t f o r baptism 
and r e c e i v i n g i t from the f o n t afterwards."' This r i t u a l sequence i s 
i l l u m i n a t e d by Augustine, whose correspondence w i t h Boniface dealt 
w i t h u n c e r t a i n t i e s the l a t t e r had over the baptism of i n f a n t s . One 
question t o which Augustine responded concerned the motivation and 
i n t e n t of the parents who brought t h e i r c h i l d r e n t o baptism. He argued 
t h a t the e f f i c a c y o f baptism i s har d l y dependent upon the agency of 
those who might be unworthy or ignorant. This i s the case because the 
o f f e r i n g i s made 'by a l l who consent t o the o f f e r i n g ' , t h a t i s 'the 
whole company of s a i n t s and b e l i e v e r s ' . The Church both o f f e r s infcints 
i n baptism and brings them f o r t h i n new b i r t h . 

Augustine's s a c r i f i c i a l language i s h i g h l y t h e o l o g i c a l , as may be 

understood from h i s discussion i n the C i t y of God. S a c r i f i c e i s due 

only t o God who i n the Old Testament context regarded the physical 

s a c r i f i c e as a symbol of the 'inner' s a c r i f i c e , t h a t of a c o n t r i t e and 

humble heart. I n the New Testament context the tr u e s a c r i f i c e i s 

transformed i n t o g i v i n g t o others and c a r r y i n g out what i s good, so 

long as i t i s d i r e c t e d towards God. Augustine then alludes t o baptism: 

a man consecrated i n the name of God, and vowed t o God, i s i n himself 

a s a c r i f i c e i n as much as he 'dies t o the world' so t h a t he may ' l i v e 

f o r God'. Then there i s a d i r e c t reference t o the 'sacrament of the 

a l t a r ' which demonstrates t h a t i n the l i t u r g i c a l o f f e r i n g t o God, 

C h r i s t o f f e r s the Church."' The no t i o n of 'compassion', the s a c r i f i c e 

of the s e l f t h a t can be d i r e c t e d both inwards and outwards t o others 

i s a t the centre of Augustine's thought, and both baptism and the 

eucharis t are t h e r e f o r e 'true and p e r f e c t s a c r i f i c e s of the s e l f . The 
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eucharist i s a c o n t i n u a l c e l e b r a t i o n of the s a c r i f i c e of the s e l f 
f i r s t made a t baptism; both sacraments demonstrate the act of s e l f -
o f f e r i n g t h a t i s at once the o f f e r i n g of the Church cind the s e l f -
o f f e r i n g of C h r i s t . 

Cramer has drawn a t t e n t i o n t o the tension t h a t developed i n 

Augustine's baptismal theology between the idea of baptism as p a r t of 

the c u l t u s , the movement of moral, w i l l f u l s e l f - o f f e r i n g and the 

n o t i o n o f the washing away of o r i g i n a l s i n , making the infcint 'a 

vessel, cin i n v o l u n t a r y being, a t h e a t r e of good and evil',^*° I n t h i s 

l i g h t there i s indeed a t h e o l o g i c a l tension i n Augustine's response t o 

Boniface, where Augustine a t t r i b u t e d t o the Holy S p i r i t the r o l e of 

'loosing the bond of g u i l t ' and ' r e s t o r i n g good t o h i s nature'; 

however, the r e s o l u t i o n f o r Augustine l a y i n t h i s very a c t i o n : 

the regenerating S p i r i t i s , then, equally present i n the elders 
o f f e r i n g and i n the c h i l d o f f e r e d and reborn; t h e r e f o r e , 
through t h i s sharing of one and the same S p i r i t , the w i l l of 
those o f f e r i n g i s b e n e f i c i a l t o the c h i l d o f f e r e d f o r 
baptism.^" 

Whether Augustine's attempt t o r e c o n c i l e the incapacity of the 

i n f a n t w i t h regard t o moral w i l l and f a i t h w i t h h i s doctrine of 

o r i g i n a l s i n succeeds i s a separate question. However, the background 

t o the language of o f f e r i n g shows the a f f i n i t y t h a t baptism had i n 

Augustine's mind w i t h the e u c h a r i s t : baptism e f f e c t e d the bond w i t h 

the C h r i s t i a n s o c i e t y and the eucharist celebrated i t . Both were s e l f -

o f f e r i n g s l i n k e d t o C h r i s t ' s and the Church's s e l f - o f f e r i n g s . I n 

baptism the w i l l and f a i t h of the parents who o f f e r e d t h e i r c h i l d r e n 

and the f a i t h of the Church coincided; indeed, the f a i t h of the whole 

Church dominated t h a t of the i n d i v i d u a l s who acted r i t u a l l y as signs 

of i t s presence. 
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Later references t o the o f f e r i n g of a c h i l d i n baptism require 

t h i s Augustinian background."^ Yet the language of o f f e r i n g i s 

comparatively rar e i n medieval baptismal l i t u r g i e s and was o f t e n 

e c l i p s e d by the language of r e c e i v i n g . Evidence i s found i n the 

terminology r e l a t i n g t o both i n f a n t and godparent where d e r i v a t i v e s of 

suscipere were commonly employed as synonyms; the former being 

l a b e l l e d susceptus and the l a t t e r as susceptor."^ Receiving the wet 

i n f a n t from the f o n t became the key moment i n which the s p i r i t u a l 

r e l a t i o n s h i p w i t h the godparent was forged."^ What r i t u a l a c t i o n was 

i m p l i e d here v a r i e d . I n the Sarum r i t e , those who were 'to receive at 

baptism' c a r r i e d the i n f a n t t o the f o n t and held i t over the water 

w h i l s t the i n t e r r o g a t i o n s were performed; then, a f t e r the baptism, the 

r u b r i c s s t a t e t h a t the godparents 'receiving the i n f a n t from the hands 

of the p r i e s t r a i s e him from the f o n t ' . " * I n some areas i t seems as 

though one godparent f i r m l y held the i n f a n t as i t was l i f t e d from the 

f o n t and the others placed t h e i r hands on the c h i l d , s o l v i n g the 

p r a c t i c a l d i f f i c u l t y of i d e n t i f y i n g w i t h the r i t u a l a c t i o n . " ' 

Whatever the exact r i t u a l p r a c t i c e , i t i s accepted t h a t behind the 

gesture l a y the Roman and Greek p r a c t i c e of s e t t i n g the new-born c h i l d 

on the ground before i t was r a i s e d by the n a t u r a l f a t h e r , who thereby 

acknowledged i t as h i s own and declared h i s i n t e n t t o rear i t rather 

than l e a v i n g i t exposed t o d i e , as was the p r a c t i c e i f i t was 

undesired. A s i m i l a r p r a c t i c e e x i s t e d i n p r e - C h r i s t i a n Germany. Over 

time as the ancient custom died out suscipere. o r i g i n a l l y l i f t i n g , or 

r e c e i v i n g the c h i l d from the ground came t o mean begetting or bearing 

a c h i l d . I n being taken up i n t o the baptism l i t u r g y i t l o s t any d i r e c t 
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r e l a t i o n s h i p w i t h the pagan ceremony, and came again t o have i t s 
o r i g i n a l sense of r a i s i n g , but from the font.^'** 

The c o n t r a s t now stands between Augustine's emphasis on the 

Church's o f f e r i n g i n baptism and the language of medieval l i t u r g y 

which emphasised the r i t u a l act of r e c e i v i n g the i n f a n t from the f o n t . 

Yet the i n t e r a c t i o n between the two bodies remained; so, when Aquinas 

asserted t h a t i n s p i r i t u a l generation a person i s born as son of God 

the Father and of the Church as Mother, he also stated: 

he who confers the sacrament stands i n place of God, whose 
instrument and m i n i s t e r he i s , he who raises a baptised person 
from the sacred f o n t , stands i n the place of the Church. 

Thus gestures of o f f e r i n g and r e c e i v i n g made by godparents f u l f i l the 

same r e p r e s e n t a t i v e f u n c t i o n . I n the i n t e r p r e t a t i o n of each gesture 

there i s an i n t e r p l a y between the bodies of the godparent, the i n f a n t 

and the s o c i a l body of the Church. Yet the l i t u r g i e s of the 

Reformation v a r i e d i n t h e i r a p p r e c i a t i o n of t h i s , i n d i c a t e d by whether 

the r u b r i c s of r e c e i v i n g were r e t a i n e d . I n general there was a move 

away from them, as was the case w i t h Cranmer's reforms. I n 1549 the 

r u b r i c s s t a t e d t h a t the 'godfathers and godmothers s h a l l take and lay 

t h e i r hands upon the c h i l d ' a f t e r baptism and while the p r i e s t puts on 

the baptismal robes. However, i n 1552 there i s no mention of them 

r e c e i v i n g or r a i s i n g the i n f a n t from the font."° 

The s i g n i f i c a n c e of the godparental r i t u a l acts of o f f e r i n g and 

r e c e i v i n g may be extended w i t h reference t o the controversy i n recent 

years over the exclusion of the t r a d i t i o n a l Gospel reading, which 

describes Jesus r e c e i v i n g and b l e s s i n g i n f a n t s , from the Church of 

England's l i t u r g y . I t has been contended t h a t the decision was co r r e c t 

since i t does not r e f e r t o baptism and furthermore was not used before 
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the Reformation i n the l i t u r g y of baptism,"^ However, t h i s view does 

not take account of the r i t u a l context and e s p e c i a l l y the r i t u a l 

sequence of actions between godparents and p r i e s t . One i n v e s t i g a t o r of 

t h i s controversy, Sykes, has argued t h a t the t r a d i t i o n a l reading i s 

appropriate as i t becomes dramatised by the l i t u r g i c a l a c t i o n : 

when the p r i e s t a t the height of the drama takes the c h i l d i n 
h i s arms he i s doing what C h r i s t himself d i d . The congregation 
witnesses C h r i s t ' s own embrace. The sacrament i s God's own act 
('thy holy Baptisrae' 

That t h i s understanding i s r i g h t i s not confirmed though by the 

method t h a t Sykes chooses, which i s t o h i g h l i g h t the frequency of the 

word 'receive' i n the l i t u r g y ' without r e f l e c t i n g on the d i f f e r e n t 

ways i n which i t i s used."^ I n view of the equivocal way i n which 

'receive' i s used, i t i s p r e f e r a b l e t o i n t e r p r e t the Gospel reading i n 

the l i g h t of the e x h o r t a t i o n t o the godparents and i n the choreography 

of the r i t u a l performance. I t i s more l i k e l y t h a t i t was the 

l i t u r g i c a l a c t i o n of b r i n g i n g the c h i l d t o the p r i e s t t h a t was meant 

t o resonate w i t h the Gospel reading, and which would i n t u r n evoke the 

r i t u a l image of C h r i s t embracing t h e i n f a n t s . " ^ 

To take t h i s perspective on Cranmer's f i n a l baptismal l i t u r g y i s 

t o draw a t t e n t i o n t o the Augustinian background of the o f f e r i n g of the 

c h i l d t o God by the Church, w i t h the sponsor as i t s symbolic 

r e p r e s e n t a t i v e . I n broad terms, the i n f a n t i s o f f e r e d t o God who 

receives i t as His own c h i l d ; the i n f a n t receives grace, remission of 

sins and the kingdom of God, being received by the Church i n t o i t s 

midst. Cranmer desired t o h i g h l i g h t the d o c t r i n e of the undeserved 

grace of God i n baptism, s i g n i f i e d by the p a s s i v i t y of the i n f a n t . 

L i t u r g i c a l l y though, the idea of o f f e r i n g cannot be avoided i f the 
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r i t u a l actions are noted. That there are no references t o godparents 
as those who receive the i n f a n t from the f o n t i s consistent w i t h the 
general r e j e c t i o n of b i r t h imagery by Cranmer; i n would have been 
anachronistic t o have such a r u b r i c t h a t r e f l e c t e d c l o s e l y the 
b i r t h i n g metaphors when i t s e l a b o r a t i o n had been excised and pared 
down t o the f o u r uses of the word 'regenerate'. Exactly how the c h i l d 
was t r a n s f e r r e d t o the godparents i s not known, but again i t i s 
d i f f i c u l t t o see how the n o t i o n of the godparents as those who receive 
the c h i l d from the f o n t could be avoided, even i f Cranmer would have 
r e c o i l e d from i t s symbolic i m p l i c a t i o n s . I n the enacted l i t u r g y of 
i n f a n t baptism i t i s impossible t o escape the n o t i o n of o f f e r i n g and 
r e c e p t i o n from the f o n t . They are n a t u r a l r i t u a l gestures and what i s 
expressed i n them i s simply there i n the gestures themselves. An 
argument t h a t simply s t a t e s t h a t the i n c l u s i o n of the Gospel reading 
was a l a t e development and i l l e g i t i m a t e does not take account of the 
' i n d e x i c a l symbolism' of i n f a n t baptism."^ I t embodies the essence of 
the r i t u a l movement i n baptism and the i n t e r a c t i o n between the body of 
the baptisand and the s o c i a l body. Furthermore, i t counter-balances 
the negative view of the i n f a n t as conceived i n the s t a t e of o r i g i n a l 
s i n w i t h a p o s i t i v e one, an observation t h a t i s important f o r the 
argument t o be o u t l i n e d i n the f o l l o w i n g chapter. 

For the moment the c o n t r i b u t i o n of baptismal symbols may be 

summarised. The e s s e n t i a l i n s i g h t t h a t has been developed through 

anthropology i s t h a t symbols mediate c u l t u r a l value through t h e i r 

a b i l i t y t o draw dimensions of everyday l i v i n g i n t o r i t u a l . The concept 

of n a t u r a l symbolism has been found t o be indispensable, although t h i s 

i s derived from the u n i v e r s a l experience of the c o n s t r a i n t s of the 

human body. Most fundamentally, i t i s the property of sanguineity 
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which has provided the deep s t r u c t u r e f o r the d i r e c t i o n a l i t y of 
baptism. This proved t o be a conclusion t h a t disturbed. This i s 
unavoidable f o r a baptismal theology t h a t takes s e r i o u s l y the 
perspective of r i t u a l , since i t s contours were formed i n m i l i e u s t h a t 
espoused a pre-modern view of the r e l a t i o n s between the human body, 
nature and cosmos. Also, i t was recognised t h a t a symbol's a b i l i t y t o 
i n c u l c a t e c l a r i t y of b e l i e f , and personal i d e n t i t y , was subordinate t o 
t h e i r engagement of the r i t u a l p a r t i c i p a n t s i n a s o c i a l space. I t i s 
i n the deployment of r i t u a l metaphors, t h a t i s , a c t i o n w i t h 'symbolic 
words', t h a t t h i s c l a r i t y needs t o be sought. 
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Chapter Five 

R i t u a l Metaphors and the Organising P o t e n t i a l of Baptismal B i r t h 

1. Metaphor and R i t u a l 

The study of metaphor i n anthropology has s u f f e r e d from r e l a t i v e 

neglect i n comparison t o the study of symbolism. Increasingly, 

however, i t s importance i s recognised due t o i t s prevalence i n non-

i n d u s t r i a l i s e d s o c i e t i e s where i t i s o f t e n p r e f e r r e d t o symbolic 

re p r e s e n t a t i o n . The anthropological understanding of metaphor i s s e l f 

consciously i n t e r d i s c i p l i n a r y , although there i s a concern t o 

d i f f e r e n t i a t e i t s approach p a r t i c u l a r l y from philosophy. Thus, one 

a n t h r o p o l o g i s t has s t a t e d t h a t the primary concern i s about 'being 

there' and not about questions of u l t i m a t e being^; as another has 

remarked, metaphors are 'means of doing things and not merely ways of 

saying things'.^ Notwithstanding the d i f f e r e n t emphasis, the 

p h i l o s o p h i c a l i n f l u e n c e i s evident i n a d e f i n i n g statement, one which 
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would represent something of a consensus opinion amongst s o c i a l 
a n t h r o p o l o g i s t s : 

metaphor juxtaposes two apparently d i s t i n c t domains, sometimes 
c a l l e d the tenor and v e h i c l e or t a r g e t and source, t o e f f e c t a 
t r a n s f e r of meaning from the former t o the l a t t e r , e nriching, 
transforming, or c o n s t i t u t i n g and c r e a t i n g our understanding of 
the t a r g e t domain.^ 

This s e c t i o n w i l l i n v e s t i g a t e the i m p l i c a t i o n s of t h i s 

understanding, w i t h an emphasis on the f u n c t i o n of metaphor i n the 

r i t u a l context. Three s p e c i f i c areas w i l l r e q uire e x p l i c a t i o n : the 

c o n t r i b u t i o n metaphorical p r e d i c a t i o n makes t o human i d e n t i t y and 

s o c i a l movement, the mechanism by which metaphor expresses c u l t u r a l 

understanding and the r e l a t i o n s h i p between a metaphor and i t s source 

domain. Following the methodology of previous chapters t h i s w i l l l a y 

the foundation f o r a t h e o l o g i c a l evaluation of the three baptismal 

metaphors l e g i t i m a t e d by the s t o r y of Jesus' Baptism. 

1.1 Human I d e n t i t y and Social Movement through Metaphor 

J W Fernandez i s the anth r o p o l o g i s t who has been most i n f l u e n t i a l 

i n advocating the advantages of a metaphorical ana l y s i s . His work i s 

continuous w i t h an h i s t o r i c a l strand of anthropological thought t h a t 

has understood metaphor t o have a pragmatic goal which impinges on 

human existence. This t h i n k i n g suggested t h a t metaphor's r o l e was t o 

personalise the forces of the n a t u r a l world, enabling t r a d i t i o n a l 

s o c i e t i e s t o exercise c o n t r o l over the environment. What was 

u n y i e l d i n g and r e l e n t l e s s i n human experience could be reduced t o 

manageable propo r t i o n s through the p r e d i c a t i o n of metaphors t o the 

forces of creation.'* 
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Fernandez's own s t a r t i n g p o i n t i s the n o t i o n t h a t t o be human i s 

t o have a problem w i t h i d e n t i t y . Human beings are engaged, through 

t h e i r capacity f o r transcendence, i n the continual process of 

c o n s t r u c t i n g i d e n t i t y . The problem arises because of the common 

experience of 'inchoateness' or 'a gnawing sense of uncertainty' which 

sti m u l a t e s the search f o r i d e n t i t y through metaphorical predication.^ 

I n the c o l l e c t i v e nature of human experience the inchoate i s the 

' f a m i l i a r l y dangerous' and o f t e n something t h a t i s ' i m p l i c i t l y known 

but e x p l i c i t l y denied'.' I n c o n t r a s t , the 'choate' i s the source f o r 

discussion of the inchoate. I t i s the c u l t u r a l complex of r h e t o r i c a l 

terms and a l l u s i o n s i n which i t i s possible t o characterise the 

unknown. Fernandez characterises a metaphor as 'a s t r a t e g i c 

p r e d i c a t i o n upon an inchoate pronoun (an I , a you, a we, they) which 

makes a movement and leads t o performance'.^ Metaphorical p r e d i c a t i o n 

i s a means by which a person comes t o comprehend t h e i r e x i s t e n t i a l 

s i t u a t i o n . I n metaphor the inchoate subject, i t s tenor, i s brought 

i n t o i n t e r a c t i o n w i t h the choate, i t s v e h i c l e , which serves the 

process of personal r e d e f i n i t i o n . The p r o v i s i o n of i d e n t i t y i s said t o 

be the primary 'mission of metaphor'^, as i t s p r e d i c a t i o n : 

takes an inchoate frame and incorporates i n t o i t a domain of 
objects and actions whose i d e n t i t y and a c t i o n requirements we 
more c l e a r l y understand.' 

Placing metaphors i n the s o c i a l context emphasises what underlies 

the p r i o r category of tropology. A trope, a f i g u r e of speech, has an 

etymology which coveys the n o t i o n of t u r n i n g . I d e n t i t y formation 

always involves movement, something again i n d i c a t e d by choice of the 

term 'vehicle' t o characterise the dynamic mechanism of a metaphor.^" 

For Fernandez, another mission of metaphor i s t o enable the movement 

of human beings, who organise themselves i n t o s o c i a l worlds which may 
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be characterised as 'domains of belonging'. Much of human l i f e i s 

concerned w i t h the maintenance of these domains, maintenance which 

includes t h e i r arrangement and rearrangement. I n other words, c u l t u r e 

i s conceived as a q u a l i t y space w i t h a c o n t e x t u a l l y s p e c i f i c number of 

dimensions and a s o c i e t y concerns i t s e l f w i t h the movement of persons 

through t h i s q u a l i t y space. Metaphoric p r e d i c a t i o n achieves t h i s 

movement, and s o c i e t y i s i t s e l f c o n s t i t u t e d by t h i s motion of pronouns 

through s o c i a l space. Indeed, the very m o t i v a t i o n t o employ metaphor 

l i e s i n the basic human requirement 'to concretize the inchoateness of 

subjects w i t h i n frames and t o o b t a i n a more s a t i s f a c t o r y occupancy of 

q u a l i t y space'.^^ At the heart o f t h i s p r a c t i c e i s human engagement 

through which movement occurs, a movement which e n t a i l s : 

a process whereby the semantico-referential categories of the 
tenor and the v e h i c l e move closer together as a r e s u l t of the 
actors enactment. 

S i g n i f i c a n t l y , the movement achieved through metaphor i s not 

a u t o m a t i c a l l y u n i d i r e c t i o n a l but may be evaluated according t o the 

q u a l i t y of the space i n t o which the pronoun i s moved. I n other words, 

r h e t o r i c has a d e f i n i t e s t r a t e g y w i t h i n the s o c i a l frame. This i s 

apparent when i t i s noted t h a t the s o c i a l movement may be 

characterised as e i t h e r p o s i t i v e and desirable or negative and 

derogatory according t o the underlying s t r a t e g i c i n t e n t of the 

metaphor which i s predicated upon the inchoate subject. With t h i s 

q u a l i f i c a t i o n Fernandez l e g i t i m a t e l y asserts t h a t a f u r t h e r mission of 

metaphor i s t o ensure the optimum p o s i t i o n i n g of the human subject i n 

q u a l i t y space. 

R i t u a l i s a key area of human l i f e where metaphors assume 

performative q u a l i t i e s and, i n the terminology of chapter two, i n 
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a d d i t i o n t o being a s s e r t i v e , they become purposive. Fernandez 
understands a r i t u a l t o be a j u x t a p o s i t i o n of ceremonial moments i n 
which metaphors are applied t o the p a r t i c i p a t i n g pronouns. Each moment 
i s a scene which c o n t r i b u t e s t o an o v e r a l l transformation of the 
experience of the p a r t i c i p a n t who emerges i n a p r e f e r e n t i a l s o c i a l and 
e x i s t e n t i a l l o c a t i o n . I n r i t u a l a f u r t h e r mission of metaphor i s t o 
f u n c t i o n as a plan f o r r i t u a l movement and the r i t u a l context i s the 
means by which metaphoric pr e d i c a t i o n s are acted out e i t h e r by 
i n d i v i d u a l inchoate pronouns or upon others who are perceived t o share 
the a n x i e t y of inchoateness. This p r a x i s o r i e n t e d understanding of 
metaphor coheres w i t h the theory of a r i t u a l of transformation which 
suggests t h a t an i n d i v i d u a l emerges from the r i t u a l context through a 
stage of i n c o r p o r a t i o n . This can only mean t h a t there has been a s h i f t 
i n q u a l i t y space and t h a t an i n d i v i d u a l emerges from the r i t u a l 
' b e t t e r located i n respect t o h i s goodness and h i s sense of potency'.^' 

1.2 C u l t u r a l Understanding and i t s Organising Metaphors 

The processes of metaphorical p r e d i c a t i o n may be approached 

through the concept of a 'root metaphor', a term which was introduced 

by V W Turner. He argued t h a t r o o t metaphors must be employed 

consciously and selected i n terms of t h e i r 'appropriateness and 

p o t e n t i a l f r u i t f u l n e s s ' . H e d i d not argue t h a t a l l s o c i a l metaphors 

may be reduced t o one p a r t i c u l a r metaphor, but t h a t there may be a 

number o f r o o t metaphors t h a t together inform s o c i a l i t y . Root 

metaphors o r i g i n a t e i n the a n t i - s t r u c t u r a l moments of l i m i n a l i t y ; they 

emerge because i n the m u t u a l i t y of human r e l a t i o n s h i p s i s an 

inventiveness of conceptual systems. There i s 'a depth world of 

prop h e t i c , h a l f glimpsed images' which f i n d s i t s e l f juxtaposed w i t h 

the a c t i v e subject which 'acquires new and s u r p r i s i n g contours and 
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valances from i t s dark companion'. I n t h i s way what Turner labels 
'imageless thought' i n various degrees of a b s t r a c t i o n i s 'brought 
f u l l y i n t o the l i g h t ' . " 

What however i s not e n t i r e l y clear i n Turner's discussion on 

metaphor i s the d i s t i n c t i o n between metaphor and c u l t u r a l 

understanding. This seems t o be due t o h i s r e l i a n c e on the work of S C 

Pepper who developed the n o t i o n of a ro o t metaphor as a basic analogy 

i n the realm of ideas and categories. Root metaphors, f o r Pepper, 

a r i s e out o f the human desire t o comprehend the world, encountered 

through an experience of 'common sense' from which a r i s e a series of 

categories through which one i s enabled t o examine other areas of 

experience. 

However, as the anthropological study of metaphor has progressed 

so the de s i r e t o demarcate metaphor's l i n g u i s t i c nature has also 

developed. One reason has been the growing influence of a theory of 

metaphor which suggests t h a t not only does metaphor play a r o l e i n 

shaping human understanding but i t also plays a foundational r o l e by 

a c t u a l l y c o n s t i t u t i n g t h a t understanding. N Quinn has provided some 

c l a r i t y on t h i s issue from the anthropological perspective by 

suggesting t h a t i t i s possible t o d i s t i n g u i s h between the sweeping 

claim t h a t a l l comprehension i s c o n s t i t u t e d by metaphor and the 

narrower one t h a t asserts t h a t metaphor p a r t i a l l y c o n s t i t u t e s 

understanding. The m a j o r i t y of metaphors are selected because they 

give expression t o a ' p r e e x i s t i n g and c u l t u r a l l y shared model' 

although t h i s does not preclude the innovative metaphorical task of 

the generation of new inferences. The l a t t e r , i n comparison t o the 

former, are exceptional cases and Quinn concludes t h a t : 
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metaphors do not t y p i c a l l y give r i s e t o new, previously 
unrecognized entailments, although they may w e l l help the 
reasoner t o f o l l o w out entailments of the p r e e x i s t i n g c u l t u r a l 
model and thereby a r r i v e a t complex inferences.^' 

The mistake t h a t i s made by the 'cognitive semanticist' i s t o r e l y on 

examples t h a t have been i d e a l i s e d through a b s t r a c t i o n from the context 

of human discourse. This s t r a t e g y emerges from t h e i r a ssertion, at one 

l e v e l , t h a t metaphor i s a matter t h a t r e l a t e s t o more than language 

and also, a t higher l e v e l , a desire t o r e f u t e an ' o b j e c t i v i s t ' account 

of the world. As Quinn remarks on t h i s second l e v e l s trategy, metaphor 

becomes the ' q u i n t e s s e n t i a l challenge' t o a p r e p o s i t i o n a l view of the 

r e l a t i o n s h i p between language and the world. 

Quinn's arguments c o n t r i b u t e t o a r e j e c t i o n of an extreme p o s i t i o n 

which draws metaphor wholly i n t o the conceptual domain and establishes 

a c e n t r a l ground whereby there i s no premature commitment t o a theory 

t h a t would i n h i b i t the anthropological h e u r i s t i c e n t e r p r i s e . Fernandez 

asserts a s i m i l a r stance w i t h h i s discussion on l a t e n t ' f a c t o r s ' and 

' i n t e n t i o n s ' t h a t have a r o l e i n mediating the process of metaphor 

formation. They both undergird and c o n s t r a i n the s e l e c t i o n and use of 

a metaphor and emphasise t h a t understanding remains d i s t i n c t from i t s 

expression i n metaphor. Only a close examination of the metaphorical 

s t r u c t u r e of a c u l t u r e w i l l reveal such l a t e n t f a c t o r s , a statement of 

which can provide evidence t h a t the human mind endeavours t o construct 

a u n i f i e d schema of i t s o v e r a l l experience." 

I t i s probably f o r the reason given i n c r i t i c i s m of Turner t h a t 

Fernandez introduces the term 'organising metaphor' i n t o the e f f o r t t o 

demonstrate t h a t d i f f e r e n t metaphors r e l a t e t o each other i n a less 

than random manner. For Fernandez, organising metaphors (and there may 
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be more than one) are e m p i r i c a l l y detected through observation; they 
are the ones which both act s t r a t e g i c a l l y on inchoate subjects and set 
a dominant tone f o r the r i t u a l . " I n Fernandez's f i e l d experience the 
r i t u a l leader has a c l a r i t y of perspective on the 'general n u c l e i of 
a s s o c i a t i o n around which ceremonies are organised'.^' 

An organising metaphor brings s t r u c t u r e t o a r i t u a l which may be 

conceived as a sequence of organising metaphors, each put i n t o e f f e c t 

by a s e r i e s of ceremonial scenes. A l t e r n a t i v e l y , one organising 

metaphor can f u n c t i o n as an element t h a t acts t o bind diverse parts of 

one r i t u a l together. Fernandez's own analysis of the eucharist 

i l l u s t r a t e s h i s p o i n t . He regards the basic organising metaphor of the 

euchari s t as 'we are the l i v i n g body of C h r i s t ' ; r i t u a l l y , each 

component of the eucharist acts as a step i n making t h i s a r e a l i t y . 

For instance, metaphors such as ' I am the stained body', 'He i s the 

s a c r i f i c i a l lamb' and 'He i s the bread and wine' each c o n t r i b u t e t o 

achieving the o b j e c t i v e of the l i v i n g body of C h r i s t . The challenge 

f o r the a n t h r o p o l o g i s t , both i n t h i s case and i n others, i s the 

e l u c i d a t i o n of the r e l a t i o n s h i p s between d i f f e r e n t metaphors and also 

the transformations between them during the course of the r i t u a l . " I t 

i s t o t h i s t h a t a t t e n t i o n must now be turned. 

1.3 Evaluation of Metaphors and I m p l i c a t i o n s f o r Baptism 

The c o r o l l a r y t o the concept o f an organising metaphor i s t h a t 

metaphors may be evaluated and the c r i t e r i a against which 

an t h r o p o l o g i s t s have suggested are various. 

One c r i t e r i o n has already been noted: the assessment of the 

q u a l i t y space i n t o which the metaphor moves the inchoate subject. I n 
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a d d i t i o n , J C Crocker has argued t h a t the ' t r u t h ' or 'goodness' of a 
metaphor may be judged on how w e l l the metaphor f i l l s out i t s context. 
I n t h i s case the more one may do w i t h a metaphor might be assessed i n 
terms of i t s a b i l i t y t o i n t e g r a t e wide areas of human relationships.^^ 
This means t h a t the success of a metaphor depends on the extent t o 
which i t 'int e g r a t e s a f i g u r a t i v e t r u t h w i t h the complexities of a 
s o c i a l s i t u a t i o n ' . Essential t o t h i s success i s the re c o g n i t i o n t h a t 
metaphor occurs i n a s o c i a l context and the r e f o r e requires both 
thought and f e e l i n g t o be e f f e c t i v e . " A l t e r n a t i v e l y , i t may be said 
t h a t , by t h i s c r i t e r i o n , c e r t a i n metaphors demonstrate an 'aptness' 
t h a t others do not.^^ 

Further e v a l u a t i v e c r i t e r i a are found by considering the nature of 

the r e l a t i o n s h i p between the two domains which metaphor juxtaposes. 

E a r l i e r , metaphor was defined i n terminology of 'source' and 'target' 

domains, which expresses the process of metaphor formation. Ideas from 

the source domain are employed i n a c e r t a i n way t o i l l u m i n a t e the 

t a r g e t domain. This i s a mapping process i n which the t a r g e t domain i s 

mapped by means of the impo s i t i o n of the s t r u c t u r e of the source 

domain. Mapping, i t s e l f a metaphor, implies t h a t the source domain i s 

one t h a t has i t s own s t r u c t u r e and hierarchy. Ideas are r a r e l y 

randomly ordered and f i n d an o r i e n t a t i o n through contrast and other 

associations. A source domain i s not 'an u n d i f f e r e n t i a t e d lump of 

meaning' but contains a system which i s employed t o b r i n g order t o 

something less w e l l d i f f e r e n t i a t e d . ^ * I n contrast t o the opacity of the 

t a r g e t domain, the source domain i s well-known and easy t o t h i n k w i t h 

i n the sense t h a t the t h i n k e r can e a s i l y conceptualise the 

r e l a t i o n s h i p s between i t s elements. 
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This j u x t a p o s i t i o n of source and t a r g e t domains r e s u l t s i n two 
f u r t h e r c r i t e r i a , the f i r s t of which i s centred around the 'power' of 
a metaphor. This derives from the tension t h a t i s established between 
the two domains, tension between what i s regarded t o be e i t h e r s i m i l a r 
or d i s s i m i l a r . Geertz expresses the question of metaphorical power 
s u c c i n c t l y . I t derives: 

p r e c i s e l y from the i n t e r p l a y between the discordant meanings i t 
s y m b o l i c a l l y coerces i n t o a u n i t a r y conceptual framework and 
from the degree t o which t h a t coercion i s successful i n 
overcoming the psychic resistance such semantic tension 
i n e v i t a b l y generates i n anyone i n a p o s i t i o n t o perceive i t . 
When i t works, a metaphor transforms a f a l s e i d e n t i f i c a t i o n 

i n t o an apt analogy; when i t m i s f i r e s , i t i s a mere 
extravagance," 

Psychic resistance occurs since s i m i l a r i t y and d i s s i m i l a r i t y are both 

a t work w i t h i n the metaphor. Usually, i t has been the case t h a t what 

has been recognised as most s i g n i f i c a n t i s the presence of ' s i m i l a r i t y 

i n d i s s i m i l a r s ' Y e t r a t h e r than remain w i t h a discussion of the 

s i m i l a r i t i e s produced by a metaphor, s o c i a l anthropologists have also 

recognised t h a t some metaphors may gain t h e i r power through the 

maintenance of a tension between the d i s s i m i l a r i t i e s and what i s 

perceived t o be s i m i l a r . I n other words, even though a s i m i l a r i t y 

might be perceived t h i s may e x i s t only on one p o i n t , leaving the two 

domains separate except f o r t h i s one feature.^' The tension generated 

may be uneasy, yet i t may also be the reason why i t i s t h a t a 

p a r t i c u l a r metaphor has an a f f e c t i v i t y and i s sustained i n l i n g u i s t i c 

usage. Add t o t h i s anthropological r e c o g n i t i o n t h a t the s o c i a l use of 

metaphor creates new meanings, enabling speech about things f o r which 

non-metaphorical speech does not e x i s t then the power of a metaphor 

( i n the sense advocated) i s an i n d i c a t o r of the q u a l i t y of a 

metaphor.^* Where t h a t power, the tension r e s u l t i n g from discordance, 
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does not e x i s t a metaphor becomes problematic and decorative rather 
than genuinely h e u r i s t i c . 

A second c r i t e r i o n t h a t derives from the r e l a t i o n s h i p between the 

source and the t a r g e t domains i s approached through the concept of 

metonymy. I n metonymy, terms which are r e l a t e d t o each other i n a 

syntagmatic chain may s u b s t i t u t e f o r one another. I t i s possible, f o r 

instance, f o r a cause t o s u b s t i t u t e f o r an e f f e c t , a container f o r 

what i s contained or an agent f o r an act. Whatever the exact 

r e l a t i o n s h i p the tendency i s f o r the complete e n t i t y t o be suggested 

and t h e r e f o r e brought i n t o the foreground. Furthermore, as a metaphor 

i s constructed and two domains are brought i n t o j u x t a p o s i t i o n , a 

process of metonymic extension may take place. This happens when the 

metaphor i t s e l f becomes p a r t of a syntagmatic chain, t a k i n g on f r e s h 

associations. This has been described as "colouration' and J D Sapir 

gives the example of the slogan 'put a t i g e r i n your tank'. Tiger i s a 

metaphor f o r f u e l , but i n the slogan there i s a metonymic extension t o 

the elements o f the domain i n d i c a t e d by 'tank' such as the d r i v e r and 

the car i t s e l f which are now perceived d i f f e r e n t l y . ^ ' Thus metonyms are 

sa i d t o have a ' v o l a t i l i t y ' , but nevertheless, ' p r a c t i c a l l y every 

metaphor t h a t works e f f e c t i v e l y t o associate domains c a r r i e s 

metonymic i m p l i c a t i o n s ' . ^ " To i n v e s t i g a t e whether or not these 

i m p l i c a t i o n s are d e s i r a b l e i s an important f a c e t of the evaluative 

procedure f o r any r i t u a l metaphor. 

The i m p l i c a t i o n s of a s o c i o l o g i c a l l y informed understanding of 

metaphor f o r a study of baptism may now be described, suggesting a 

framework f o r e v a l u a t i n g baptismal metaphors. Baptismal metaphors may 

be regarded as an attempt t o make sense of the r i t u a l experience of 
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being e s t a b l i s h e d i n the C h r i s t i a n community i n terms which reach f o r 
something undescribable i n non-theological language; they mediate t o 
the Church and t o the baptisand an i d e n t i t y t h a t would be otherwise 
incommunicable. The l i n g u i s t i c presentation of baptism i n metaphor i s 
r e l a t e d t o a perceived understanding of baptism i n terms of the source 
domain which c o n s t i t u t e s the metaphor. What baptism i s regarded i n 
terms of i s a s i g n i f i c a n t f a c t o r i n the r e l a t i v e success of the r i t u a l 
metaphor; anthropology has suggested t h a t t h i s success may be measured 
through an ev a l u a t i o n of f o u r f e a t u r e s . They are, f i r s t of a l l , the 
q u a l i t y of space i n t o which a p a r t i c u l a r metaphor moves an i n d i v i d u a l ; 
secondly, the degree of mediation a metaphor supplies between a 
c e n t r a l d o c t r i n e and i t s s o c i a l context; t h i r d l y , the tension 
maintained between the source and t a r g e t domains, and f i n a l l y the 
i n t e r p l a y between the metaphor and any associated metonymy. Through 
these c r i t e r i a the search f o r an organising metaphor f o r baptism may 
occur. This i s one which conveys an o v e r a l l s t r u c t u r e t o the baptismal 
r i t u a l and i n t e g r a t e s i t s d i v e r s i t y . 

Central t o t h i s methodological framework i s the appreciation t h a t 

each of the three baptismal metaphors r e l a t e s t o a source domain i n 

human l i f e . Baptism i s regarded i n terms t h a t r e l a t e not simply t o the 

h i s t o r i c a l l i f e o f Jesus C h r i s t but also, r e s p e c t i v e l y , t o human 

a c t i v i t y i n the event and processes of human death, the circumstances 

of b i r t h and the procedures of everyday hygiene. I n other words the 

analysis o f baptismal metaphors may only be done i n r e c o g n i t i o n t h a t 

they r e l a t e not only t o a h i s t o r y of t h e o l o g i c a l r e f l e c t i o n but also 

to the contemporary perception of c e r t a i n human p r a c t i c e s . This i s t o 

recognise the anthropological f a c t t h a t the r i t u a l of baptism, at any 

moment i n the h i s t o r y of the C h r i s t i a n t r a d i t i o n , has syntagmatic 
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associations w i t h a l l other events i n the human l i f e - c y c l e . Baptismal 
theology employs the human events of death, b i r t h and hygiene, t o each 
of which i t enjoys a syntagmatic r e l a t i o n , i n a paradigmatic 
r e l a t i o n s h i p i n order t o generate an understanding of an inchoate 
experience. 

From t h i s t h e o r e t i c a l basis, i t i s my i n t e n t i o n t o argue t h a t 

baptismal b i r t h has a strong claim t o be regarded as the organising 

metaphor of baptism. To e s t a b l i s h t h i s argviment i t w i l l be necessary 

t o evaluate each of the three baptismal metaphors g i v i n g f i r s t an 

account of i t s t h e o l o g i c a l l o c a t i o n and then a b r i e f analysis of i t s 

source domain. Thus i t w i l l be possible t o o f f e r a c r i t i q u e of each 

metaphor t a k i n g account of the c u l t u r a l perceptions of i t s r e l a t e d 

mundane p r a c t i c e . I n t h i s way the shortcomings of baptismal death and 

washing w i l l be demonstrated, the p o t e n t i a l advantages of baptismal 

b i r t h advocated and an account of r e l a t i o n s h i p s between the three 

metaphors o f f e r e d . 

2 The Metaphor of Death 

The metaphor of baptismal death was f i r s t introduced i n t e x t u a l 

form by Paul i n h i s e p i s t l e t o the Romans. Drawing on an e a r l i e r 

e c c l e s i a l t r a d i t i o n , the C h r i s t i a n i s said t o have been baptised i n t o , 

and t h e r e f o r e u n i t e d w i t h , C h r i s t ' s death and by baptism t o have been 

bu r i e d w i t h him. Here a s t r a t e g i c metaphorical p r e d i c a t i o n takes place 

as the i n d i v i d u a l enters i n t o C h r i s t ' s death and p a r t i c i p a t e s i n the 

newness of l i f e guaranteed by h i s r e s u r r e c t i o n and, i n a s o c i a l 

movement, i n t o the body of the Church." However, the Pauline n o t i o n of 

baptismal death has had a capacity t o dominate other baptismal 

262 



5: Ritual Metaphors and Baptismal Birth 

metaphors. I t i s t h i s d i f f i c u l t y t h a t informs an account of i t s 
l o c a t i o n i n baptismal theology. 

2.1 The Dominance of Baptismal Death 

Although contemporary theology stresses the canonical prominence 

of baptismal death, i t cannot be overlooked t h a t during the e a r l i e s t 

p e r i o d of the Church's h i s t o r y i t was f a r from dominant as a baptismal 

m o t i f ; indeed i t i s notable by i t s absence i n second century baptismal 

t h e o l o g y . W h e n the metaphor d i d emerge, through the w r i t i n g s of 

Origen, i t s i n f l u e n c e developed r a p i d l y , reaching a s t r a t e g i c p o i n t i n 

C y r i l ' s mystagogical sermons a t Jerusalem i n the mid-fourth century. 

Now, the t r a n s i t i o n i n Western Syrian l i t u r g y from one baptismal 

paradigm t o another had reached a s i g n i f i c a n t moment. Jesus' Baptism 

had ceased t o be the primary model of C h r i s t i a n baptism and was 

s u b s t i t u t e d by the model of Jesus' death and r e s u r r e c t i o n . The notion 

t h a t the baptisand i m i t a t e d C h r i s t i n h i s or her descent i n t o the tomb 

of the baptismal f o n t was p o w e r f u l l y emotive and during the f o u r t h and 

f i f t h c e n t u r i e s i t gained an ascendency. I t has been r i g h t l y observed 

t h a t , here Jordan has given way t o Calvary and t h a t death has 

swallowed up b i r t h ; although not e x t i n g u i s h i n g the metaphor of b i r t h , 

the emergence of the baptismal metaphor framed around the model of 

death exerted over i t a severe hegemony," 

This dominance i s l a t e r found i n Luther, whose heavy weighting 

towards Pauline theology f u n c t i o n s as a powerful explanatory v e h i c l e 

of a d a i l y encounter w i t h God, The constant r e c a l l i n g of baptism and 

i t s promises i s p a r t of a process which reaches i t s goal i n actual 

death; the C h r i s t i a n ' s u l t i m a t e s a n c t i f i c a t i o n i s the f u l f i l m e n t of 
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the p r i o r r i t u a l a c t i o n . A summary of Luther's theology of baptism 
o f f e r e d by P Althaus c l a r i f i e s t h i s : 

the sooner we die the sooner the meaning of baptism becomes an 
a c t u a l i t y . The more we must s u f f e r , the more pro p e r l y we 
conform t o our baptism. Baptism and death, baptism and 
s u f f e r i n g , baptism and martyrdom, belong together.^* 

Captured here i s the i n t e n s i t y of the l i n k between baptism and the 

metaphor of death. Luther was able t o speak of baptism simply as death 

and observed an i n t e r c h a n g e a b i l i t y of the words i n s c r i p t u r e . Just as 

Luther's treatment of water symbolism was weighted towards the 

negative, so he f r e q u e n t l y allowed the metaphor of death t o e l i d e the 

p o s i t i v e aspect of baptismal r e s u r r e c t i o n and t o bear the whole weight 

of the meaning of baptism. 

A f u r t h e r instance i s evident i n contemporary l i t u r g i c a l 

development i n which the Roman Catholic r i t e s of baptism have given a 

dominant p o s i t i o n t o paschal themes. Not only i s the pre f e r r e d season 

of a d u l t baptism Easter, but the theology behind the l i t u r g y of the 

bl e s s i n g of the water has been given an overwhelming paschal t e x t u r e 

w i t h the metaphor of death and r e s u r r e c t i o n t a k i n g precedence over 

those of r e b i r t h . As one commentator has observed, the prayer on which 

the r e v i s i o n was based - from the eig h t h century Gelasian Sacramentary 

- was based on the metaphor of b i r t h whereas the reformed version was 

constructed around the metaphor of death and r e s u r r e c t i o n w i t h the 

b i r t h imagery suppressed.^' The tren d has not been r e s t r i c t e d t o the 

Roman Catho l i c Church; a recent essay by a Lutheran theologian appears 

to be p o i n t i n g i n the same d i r e c t i o n when i t i s contended t h a t 'people 

must be helped t o understand t h a t baptism i s connected w i t h Easter, 

not w i t h the b i r t h of babies'." 
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Therefore, at various points i n the history of baptismal theology, 

the metaphor of death has dominated other metaphors. Although the 

hegemony of metaphorical death and resurrection i s less than 

universal^^ i t s capacity to dominate alternative metaphors reflects 

properties of 'weight' and assertiveness. Reflecting on t h i s , one 

commentary suggests that, when i t i s compared with the Baptism of 

Jesus and therefore with the metaphor of b i r t h , the death and 

resurrection of Jesus as a baptismal paradigm has a profundity that 

causes the former to be theologically overridden. This i s something 

based on the fact that death i s : 

a heavier universal experience, more threatening, rooted deep 
in the archaeology of dread, more primary i n human 
consciousness, tapping unconscious forces of great power. In 
symbol, drama, and imagination, i t s relentless crudity makes 
the baptism of Jesus, important as i t i s , to seem almost 
decorative." 

Such comments focus an important characteristic of the metaphor of 

baptismal death. I t means that into i t s evaluation are taken questions 

concerning t h i s dominance, i t s d esireibility and legitimacy. 

2.2 Human Death as the Source Domain for Baptismal Death 

The specific contribution that social anthropology makes to an 

analysis of the source domain of death i s that death i s subject to 

particular c u l t u r a l constructions. Whereas there i s a tendency i n 

popular modern thinking to conceive of death as something 

instantaneous and the funeral as a necessary addendum, in many 

cultures death i s something that i s perceived more clearly as a 

process. I t can extend from the imminence of death through the 

funerary r i t u a l and u n t i l the f i n a l stages of mourning. I f death i s a 

temporal process the corollary i s that death i s not something private 

and a matter purely f o r the deceased; death has multiple social 
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dimensions and i s defined by the l i v i n g . Funerary r i t u a l s orchestrate 
the emotions of the mourners and allow the recognition that the 
deceased was a 'social being grafted upon the physical individual' 
whose death destroys the social order; society requires a process of 
recuperation from i t s e f f o r t i n a t t r i b u t i n g what i t did to the 
deceased and to regraft t h i s onto others i n the reconstruction of the 
disrupted social order.*" The social understanding of death explains 
how 'the moment of death' can be anticipated or postponed relative to 
the actual expiration of l i f e . ' ' ^ Moreover, the d e f i n i t i o n of biological 
death has become increasingly problematic and i t i s d i f f i c u l t to say 
categorically when a body becomes a corpse. The efficacy of current 
medical recovery techniques means that i t i s now possible to make 
disti n c t i o n s between 'apparent' death and 'true' death, and also 
between c l i n i c a l , absolute and physiological death depending on the 
evaluation of l i f e which remains i n the i n d i v i d u a l . " 

This d e f i n i t i o n a l uncertainty has been accompanied by the growth 

of a Western perception of death as something 'shameful and 

forbidden'; i t i s a process that has been i n s t i t u t i o n a l i s e d , embraced 

by technology and with the predominance of cremation death has assumed 

a n u l l i f y i n g f i n a l i t y . " However, t h i s may not remain the case, and 

neither has i t always been so. Over the past few decades publications 

i n the sociology, psychiatry and psychology of death indicate a 

recognition that death has become intolerably impersonalised and 

requires rescuing from technology and social is o l a t i o n . Equally, there 

has been an expansion of interest i n the social history of death. In 

the t r a n s i t i o n to the increasing taboo-status of death one of the 

points that has been underlined i s the comparatively recent refocusing 

of death to an internal a f f a i r of the nuclear family from a public 
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event that engaged the whole community." When death was a phenomenon 
both near and fam i l i a r to everyone, i t was expected; i t was an event 
for which there would be forewarning of some kind and a goal for which 
preparation was made. The simple r i t u a l s of death were organised by 
the dying individual from the deathbed which became the s i t e of a 
public ceremony accessible by the community; i n reaction to the 
individual's death there was a resignation towards the corporate 
destiny of humanity.*^ Yet, although the public nature of death 
remained, i t i s argued that i n the eleventh and twelf t h centuries an 
awareness of 'one's own death' developed which brought with i t a 
horror at death's physical aspects.** Gradually t h i s horror of death 
combined with the increasing longevity of human l i f e , the values of 
the Enlightenment and the social patterns of urbanisation and 
bureaucratisation to achieve the current alienation of death from the 
fami l i a r . 

I t was observed that, anthropologically speaking, death may be 

regarded as processual. The explication of t h i s i s often through other 

r i t u a l experiences. The French anthropologist R Hertz was the f i r s t to 

ar t i c u l a t e that the r i t u a l s of death were analogous i n character to 

r i t u a l s of i n i t i a t i o n , b i r t h and marriage. For instance, death i s 

analogous to an i n i t i a t i o n . In death the transformation that the 

deceased i s f e l t to undergo i s 'the passage from the v i s i b l e society 

to the i n v i s i b l e ' and one that i s comparable to the profound 

experience by the i n i t i a t e of a personality change and h o l i s t i c 

conversion. Just as i n i t i a t i o n gives an i n i t i a t e the moral and 

s p i r i t u a l resources for his or her forthcoming adult l i f e , so a 

funeral performs the same function for the deceased." Death has a 

similar relationship to marriage, something that i s observed i n the 
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way each r i t u a l gives prominence to separation and incorporation. The 
separation between the bride and her family and her incorporation into 
the social group of her newly acquired family provides a paral l e l to 
the separation associated with death and the incorporation of the 
deceased's soul in t o the a f t e r l i f e . * * Equally, b i r t h i s perceived to 
have a type of reverse analogy to death. An infant leaves the 
mysterious i n v i s i b l e darkness of the womb and makes a tra n s i t i o n to 
the world of the l i v i n g , experiencing r i t e s of incorporation that 
correspond to a renewal of i t s existence. Therefore as the deceased's 
body decomposes a f t e r b u r i a l , a rebi r t h i n g process occurs i n which a 
new body takes place and with the soul enters a new existence." Thus, 
i n the case of i n i t i a t i o n , marriage and b i r t h , similar feelings of 
anxiety and elation are experienced to those i n the experience of 
death; i n a l l four l i f e - c y c l e events humanity has to deal with 
inherent potential mystical dangers involved i n the change of status. 
I n the words of Hertz, death i s 'not o r i g i n a l l y conceived as a unique 
event without any analogue'; i t i s 'a particular instance of a general 
phenomenon', one which i s now termed a ' r i t e of passage'.^" This fact 
allows the psychology of death to become familiar to those who observe 
i t . 

I t i s t h i s psychological impact of death which has stimulated 

anthropological interest i n funerary r i t u a l s . The supposition i s that 

s o c i a l i t y i t s e l f cannot be understood without the phenomenon of 

mortal i t y which both r e f l e c t s and shapes social values. This i s to 

recognise that death and r e l i g i o n are intimately connected. As 

Malinowski asserted: 'of a l l the sources of r e l i g i o n , the supreme and 

f i n a l c r i s i s of l i f e i s of the greatest importance'." For 

Malinowski, the cradle of r e l i g i o n was found within the interplay of 
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the emotional forces of human psychology i n the face of the dilemma 
between l i f e and death. Religion provided the c u l t u r a l l y essential and 
comforting b e l i e f i n the form of immortality which i s the denial of 
the fact of death and the prevention of human disintegration i n the 
face of mortality. Malinowski's anthropological enterprise was, i n 
part, informed by the disc i p l i n e of psychoanalysis" and therefore 
anticipates the more contemporary Freudian psychology of E Becker who 
argued that consciousness of death i s the primary repression and that 
'this i s what i s creaturely about man, t h i s i s the repression on which 
culture i s b u i l t ' . * ^ The denial of the core human anxiety of impending 
death i s the root cause of neurosis, and the only path to mental 
health i s the adoption of a life-enhancing and ideal i l l u s i o n that has 
the capacity to sustain the individual i n a state of r e a l i t y . This 
adoption i s the pre-emptive insight that Kierkegaard gave to the 
solution of dread and te r r o r i n the consciousness of decay and 
ultimately death, 

2.3 A Critique of Baptismal Death 

This analysis of the source domain of death i s the necessary 

background from which to pursue further the problems raised by the 

dominance of baptismal death. This i s because i t i s far from certain 

how Paul's c u l t u r a l perception of death contributed to his doctrine of 

baptism. Two endeavours to uncover the influence of a f i r s t century 

c u l t u r a l understanding of death have been undertaken recently. N R 

Petersen has suggested that the Jewish practice of a double burial 

l i e s behind the eschatological reserve and that baptism for Paul 'is a 

r i t e celebrating both the separation of believers from their former 

social states and t h e i r commencement of a tra n s i t i o n a l process of 

bodily transformation that w i l l be completed at a given moment i n the 
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future'.^* In contrast, R E DeMaris has argued that Paul's burial 
imagery i s derived from the funerary practice of vicarious baptism for 
the dead practised by the Corinthian Christians which functioned to 
assist the deceased to depart from the world of the l i v i n g and enter 
the world of the dead." Each of these attempts, both with t h e i r 
p articular weaknesses, remains an exploration that awaits further 
specialist research. They are, however, the type of investigation 
which a focus on metaphor demands. 

Nevertheless, understanding how Paul's baptismal theology i s 

appropriated i n the fourth century, i n Luther and i n contemporary 

l i t u r g i c a l reform enables a thorough c r i t i q u e of the metaphor of 

death. 

Although other fourth century interpreters did not, i n contrast to 

C y r i l , enjoy the proximity of the Holy Sepulchre, they could succeed 

in giving the death metaphors of baptism a wider perspective than had 

been done at Jerusalem. A good instance i s Ambrose, who paid greater 

attention to the l i n k with Genesis and portrayed baptism i n the 

context of the p a r a l l e l between Christ and Adam. Death was the penalty 

for human s i n , yet that which once served as a sentence of 

condemnation now also serves as a g i f t . ^ ' 

This condemnation to death and burial was f u l f i l l e d i n baptism 

when death to sin occurred and God's g i f t of ori g i n a l righteousness 

was restored through resurrection; baptism was invented 'to prevent 

the deceit and t r i c k s of the devil prevailing i n t h i s world'." The 

font, i n a rectangular c o f f i n - l i k e form, symbolised a tomb**, yet 

Ambrose seemed conscious of an expectation on him to explain how i t 
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was that an immersion i n water enabled 'a l i v i n g man to die and a 
l i v i n g man to ris e again'. He made recourse to imagery from the 
natural world; water's source i s the earth and through baptism 
humanity's sentence, the return to or i g i n a l dust i n death, i s served. 
I t was not practicable to enact t h i s through actual burial i n s o i l , 
since t h i s would involve physical death; 'the conditions of human l i f e 
did not permit us to be covered by the earth and then rise again from 
i t ' . In comparison to s o i l , water i n addition s i g n i f i e d p u r i f i c a t i o n , 
thus f u l f i l l i n g two symbolic functions." 

A comparison between Ambrose and Paul demonstrates the 

complexities of the c u l t u r a l model upon which the metaphor of death i s 

based and the implications for i t s reception. In f i r s t century Rome 

cremation followed by bu r i a l of the ashes was the core of the fxmeral 

r i t u a l . Only i n the second century did inhumation begin to become 

fashionable and by i t s end cremation had become a thing of the past.'° 

In the Roman world the simplest types of tombs were holes i n the 

ground in t o which the ashes, or later the skeleton, would be placed. 

For the r i c h , sarcophagi could be placed i n a chamber tomb either 

above or below the ground"; f o r the poor however, the skeleton would 

have been lowered d i r e c t l y into the ground with a simple covering 

around them. Thus Ambrose was able to develop the metaphor of burial 

i n a way that Paul, w r i t i n g i n the middle of the f i r s t century to a 

predominantly Gentile Church fam i l i a r primarily with cremation and not 

inhumation of the skeleton, could not have done without extensive 

metaphorical extension and even breakdown." Equally, the recipients of 

Paul's epi s t l e would have faced an interpretative problem as burial i n 

f i r s t century Palestine, at least i n the case of Jesus, meant laying 

out the body i n a tomb hewn from rock. In contrast, Ambrose safely 
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appealed to the experience of burial with which most of his 
congregation would have been familiar and was able to develop the 
metaphor of death accordingly. 

I t i s perhaps because of the ambiguity over what constitutes 

b u r i a l that there has been the search for the decisive moment of death 

i n baptism. In Pauline studies, i t has been argued that any burial i s 

dependent upon a pri o r death, although as such the death i s not 

complete without the performance of the subsequent r i t u a l . " Such a 

view leads to a discussion on the nature of the prior death; did i t 

occur i n the death of Jesus Christ or at a prior point i n the l i f e of 

the baptisand? A J M Wedderburn r i g h t l y accepts that there i s a sense 

in which the Christian i s buried with Christ after his c r u c i f i x i o n but 

wants to say that part of the Christian's 'death' i s i t s 

representation i n the r i t u a l context. However, here may l i e another 

motivation for the sequence of stripping, nakedness and reclothing 

examined i n the previous chapter. As W A Meeks has argued, since 

descent i n t o the water of baptism was related not to Jesus' death 

i t s e l f but his b u r i a l , the symbolism of baptismal garments were 

employed to indicate the Christian's subjective death." 

The comparisons between Paul and Luther take the critique further. 

F i r s t of a l l there i s a contrast i n the relationship that i s envisaged 

between the r i t u a l action of baptism and the death and resurrection of 

Jesus Christ. I n Luther, although he leaned heavily towards an 

emphasis on baptismal death, there i s a tendency i n his work to 

exploit a symmetry of relationship from his understanding of the 

etymology of 'baptism'. Luther i s capable of stating how the r i t u a l 

action of baptism has a double s i g n i f i c a t i o n : 'sins are drowned i n 
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baptism, and i n place of s i n , righteousness comes forth'.** A later 
exposition gives a yet sharper sense that the metaphors of baptism 

interpret i t s two r i t u a l aspects: 

these two parts, being dipped under the water and emerging from 
i t , indicate the power and effect of Baptism, which i s simply 
the slaying of the old Adam and the resurrection of the new 
man, both of which actions must continue i n us our whole l i f e 
long." 

In contrast, Paul's construction of the relationship i s an 

asymmetrical one and not the symmetrical one that might be implied by 

the r i t u a l plunging of a human body into water and i t s immediate 

withdrawal. For Paul, the Christian dies with Christ and shares only 

p r o l e p t i c a l l y i n Christ's resurrection which i s held i n eschatological 

reserve even though the walking i n newness of l i f e commences. I t must 

be noted that Luther was aware of the eschatological reserve, and i n 

his 1519 sermon, instead of speaking of the resurrection of the new 

man he spoke of 'the s p i r i t u a l b i r t h and the increase i n grace and 

righteousness' i n his exposition of the drawing out from the water." 

Resurrection becomes b i r t h and notwithstanding t h i s the two parts of 

the baptismal r i t u a l remain d i s t i n c t . 

Secondly, Luther shares what may i n fact have been Paul's singular 

contribution to the theology of the cross - the intersection of the 

consecutive r e l a t i o n between death and resurrection with a d i a l e c t i c a l 

r e l a t i o n . " In other words, i t i s not merely a question of l i f e after 

death but l i f e i n death. At baptism, i n Luther's theology, a Christian 

is thrust into death, commencing a process of dying which finds i t s 

completion i n physical death i t s e l f . The Christian l i f e i s lived under 

the sentence of death; the godly aim of a continual dying i s a 

t r a i n i n g for the f i n a l death i n which sin w i l l be f u l l y eradicated." 
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To begin the Christian l i f e i s a pledge to 'slay your sin more and 
more as long as you l i v e even u n t i l your dying d a y ' I n a similar way 
to Paul, death becomes a metaphor for the daily experience of the 
Christian, although, i n contrast to Paul, Luther i s less inclined to 
l i n k i t to the death of Christ i n a relationship of imitation.Where 
Luther d i f f e r s from Paul i s i n his emphasis i n speaking of death with 
Christ i n baptism. For Pauline theology the emphasis i s on dying with 
Christ as a past event but for Luther the emphasis i s placed on a 
continuing, d a i l y , death and resurrection, commencing and sig n i f i e d i n 
baptism, which must happen u n t i l death. 

This contrast between Luther and Paul now enables an evaluation. 

I n i t i a l l y , i t may be observed that i n his treatment of baptism as 

drowning Luther reduces the tension between the source and the target 

domains of the metaphor. Paul linked baptism with the r i t u a l of 

b u r i a l , but Luther then lin k s baptism with death, bringing to the 

foreground i n a metonymy the wholeness i n which burial i s situated. 

Another metonymical enrichment takes place when drowning i s 

substituted for death; i n other words, the cause i s highlighted 

instead of i t s effect. In t h i s way the baptismal action preferred by 

Luther, of submersion followed by emersion, comes to speak of death 

followed by resurrection. Here the model for baptism has become the 

r i t u a l action i t s e l f , rather than the processual character of the 

Pauline source domain. Thus the power of the metaphor i s s i g n i f i c a n t l y 

reduced as the s i m i l a r i t y between domains substantially overshadows 

the d i s s i m i l a r i t y . Once immersion into water i s baptismal death and 

emergence i s resurrection the capacity of the metaphor to sustain i t s 

a f f e c t i v i t y and heuristic p o t e n t i a l i t y i s brought into question. 

Maintenance of the Pauline notion of baptism as burial prevents 
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Luther's equation of death with immersion and resurrection with 
emergence which serve to divide baptism into two r i t u a l halves. 

Of further concern i s Luther's ex i s t e n t i a l relationship with, and 

his theology of, death. Luther discussed his ideas on fear, and 

p a r t i c u l a r l y a fear which ' f a l l s down from above', a basic fear before 

God which g u i l t y humanity experienced at the thought of the wrath of 

God on judgement day. Such fear, resulting from sin, cannot be 

overcome except with the confidence that i s gained through and with 

Christ; i t cannot be conquered 'except through baptism and the Gospel. 

This gives great courage that we cannot f i n d i n ourselves but only i n 

Christ'.''^ To appreciate Luther's view of death the character of 

Christian f a i t h as a constant re-appropriation of the Gospel from the 

standpoint of the Law has to be re-emphasised. Thus although, under 

the Gospel, death for the Christian has lost i t s sting and i s to be 

desired with happiness t h i s i s not the f u l l picture. Under the Gospel 

the Christian knows about the wrath of God i n death as a penalty for 

sin; thus at the pole of the Law, from which the Christian must 

constantly move towards the Gospel, death and the prospect of divine 

judgement remain a t e r r i f y i n g goal, a view temporally coincident with 

i t s passive acceptance i n f a i t h . Luther, i t seems, never escaped from 

anxiety of the uncertainty of death and the resultant judgement of a 

vengeful God which overshadowed the close of the middle ages.'* I t is 

not too much to suppose that the f i n a l t e r r o r of his se l f -

consciousness, his own death, both informed his wider theology and his 

thinking on baptism, giving the l a t t e r a focus on the death metaphor 

at the point where Luther regarded baptismal theology to be of most 

importance - d a i l y human existence between baptism and death i n the 

face of an uncertain future. Could i t be that the violent image of 
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drowning somehow reveals an attempt by Luther to project the terror of 
death and judgement onto the r i t u a l act of baptism? Was i t i n fact a 
denial of death i t s e l f ? I f i t was, then i t was an attempt which i n 
Luther's own case did not f u l l y ameliorate the i n t r i n s i c human fear of 
annihilation. 

When i t comes to the RCIA's development of the metaphor of death 

an enquiry begins with the t i t l e of the r i t e and the inclusion of the 

metaphor of ' i n i t i a t i o n ' . As already noted. Hertz observed that one 

way of comprehending the inchoate experience of death i s through the 

analogous human experience of i n i t i a t i o n . When th i s i s brought 

together with the recognition encountered i n chapter two that i n 

anthropological terms i n i t i a t i o n i s understood primarily as a 

maturation r i t e and may not i n fact be an appropriate metaphor for 

understanding baptism", questions may be raised against the RCIA's 

usage of metaphors. 

To indicate the scope of t h i s question i t i s necessary to rec a l l 

the debate that has occurred since the RCIA's publication i n 1972 over 

the normative status of adult baptism as against the baptism of 

infants. The issue was raised sharply by A Kavanagh who holds that by 

bringing the Roman Catholic r i t e s of baptism, confirmation and 

eucharist into juxtaposition with each other to form a composite 

scheme of i n i t i a t i o n the document re-asserts adult i n i t i a t i o n as the 

Church's 'normative' practice. I n setting the 'norm' for Christian 

i n i t i a t i o n the RCIA holds out a standard to which something i s done. A 

'norm' i s not an ideal because i t s objective i s , to some extent, 

achieved; instead, i t enables a community to form a consensus for 

distinguishing the normal from the abnormal. Thus infant baptism 
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becomes abnormal, and although abnormality does not equate with 
i l l e g i t i m a c y , i t becomes 'an unavoidable pastoral necessity' as when 
the parents of Catholic Christians request i t for t h e i r children.'* 
Overall, the assertions of the RCIA have cast a shadow over the status 
of infant baptism i n a pastoral s i t u a t i o n . " 

I f , however, i t i s true that metaphors not only give expression to 

concepts but they also shape c u l t u r a l understanding, then here i s a 

si t u a t i o n where i t i s conceivable that the content of the metaphor of 

i n i t i a t i o n has been assisting the understanding of baptism as a death 

experience. By using the metaphor of i n i t i a t i o n the RCIA has brought 

into discussions of baptism the notion of a maturity r i t e for 

adolescents or adult entry into a secret society. Unconscious though 

t h i s process may have been, i t has been widely accepted i n recent 

years that baptism i s best characterised by the metaphor of 

i n i t i a t i o n . With the connotations of an anthropological understanding 

of i n i t i a t i o n and with the open recognition that the baptism of an 

infant cannot be easily accommodated with t h i s metaphor, i t i s less 

than surprising that the baptism of infants has been brought into 

question. The i d e n t i f i c a t i o n of the p a t r i s t i c r i t e s of the fourth and 

f i f t h centuries as ' i n i t i a t i o n ' r i t e s has contributed to t h i s process, 

as has the acceptance of the metaphor as an umbrella term to describe 

the components of i n i t i a t i o n which instantly confers a commonality of 

di r e c t i o n to baptism and i t s related r i t e , confirmation, which i s 

oriented to adolescent or adult experience. Despite recognition that 

i t s adoption for the three sacraments of i n i t i a t i o n may only be traced 

back to the l a t t e r half of the nineteenth century and that i t s 

introduction may be owed to the study of the mystery religions'* i t 

continues to be employed as an encompassing term inclusive of baptism 
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without e x p l i c i t recognition of i t s ideological heritage. The metaphor 
of i n i t i a t i o n , interpreting the metaphorical death of baptism, has 
begun to operate with i t s own hegemony i n the discussion of baptism. 

3 The Metaphor of B i r t h 

The recent theological history of baptismal death has therefore 

been one of increasing importance, yet an importance that may 

legitimately be questioned. The fate of the metaphor of b i r t h 

contrasts starkly, having as i t does a negative perception. Although 

the argument w i l l eventually establish an alternative understanding, 

i t i s important to discern where the weaknesses of baptismal b i r t h 

have been perceived. For the moment four may be i d e n t i f i e d . 

3.1 Reluctant Development of Baptismal B i r t h 

In the f i r s t place, the metaphor of b i r t h i s perceived to be less 

authentic than that of death. In terms of the canon, i t i s a 

comparatively late idea, belonging as i t does to Johannine, Petrine 

and deutero-Pauline l i t e r a t u r e . " Twentieth century scholarship has 

woven a web around r e b i r t h that makes i t d i f f i c u l t to perceive as a 

theme that i s d i s t i n c t i v e to Christianity. I t i s acknowledged that 

r e b i r t h i s an ancient, widespread and o r i g i n a l l y primitive notion, 

which 'indicates each new beginning i n the l i f e of mankind'.®" I t s lack 

of prominence i n the Old Testament has given rise to the suggestion 

that i t f i l t e r e d through to Christianity from Gnosticism, Philo, the 

Hermetic Corpus or the mystery religions which a l l employed 

regeneration i n one form or another.*^ Even where a direct Christian 

appropriation i s ruled out and the development of the doctrine i s 
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sought i n a p a r a l l e l , but independent, growth to surrounding cults and 
th e i r theologies, the sense i s s t i l l one of belonging more properly to 
the H e l l e n i s t i c milieu of early C h r i s t i a n i t y . B a p t i s m a l r e b i r t h , 
therefore, has suffered because of the perception that, i n contrast 
the Pauline notion of being buried with Christ, i t i s not 
d i s t i n c t i v e l y Christian. 

Secondly, the metaphor of b i r t h i s f e l t to be deficient i n terms 

of i t s relationship to history. This has been argued i n recent years 

by Ganoczy for whom baptism i s 'the sacrament of human h i s t o r i c i t y ' . * ^ 

H i s t o r i c a l l y considered human beings have two sig n i f i c a n t dimensions: 

the 'temporal' by which an individual relates to the past, present and 

future, and the 'relational' which indicates the t o t a l i t y of 

relationships a person has with both individuals and social groupings. 

Ganoczy gives prominence to Pauline theology which locates baptism as 

the beginning of a process that takes place i n both the temporal and 

re l a t i o n a l dimensions of history. Baptism i s 'a break with the past 

and an opening to the future'; i t i s 'into Christ' which suggests the 

idea of a goal rather than a location as the Christian appropriates 

Christ's own journey and begins to conform t h e i r own l i f e to i t . * * 

Ganoczy argues that h i s t o r i c i t y i s eclipsed by the scri p t u r a l images 

of r e b i r t h because t h e i r primary concern i s to deepen the experiential 

event of baptism rather than 'concentrating on a future to be 

created'. Although he qua l i f i e s his remarks by saying that the notion 

of r e b i r t h does i n fact maintain one aspect of a relational 

h i s t o r i c i t y - that with Christ as the 'source and o r i g i n of Christian 

b e l i e f - the argument i s one that downgrades b i r t h imagery into a 

secondary position.*^ Ganoczy's insistence on the essential h i s t o r i c i t y 

of Christian baptism i s an important point, and relates to Paul's 
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avoidance of a realised eschatology that i s adopted later by the 
deutero-Pauline Epistles.** The fear to which Ganoczy gives eloquent 
expression i s one that envisages r e b i r t h as a eclipse of history by 
realised eschatology. 

Thirdly, b i r t h i n g imagery i s f e l t to emphasise to such an extent 

the passive reception of divine grace by the baptismal candidate that 

i t cannot embrace the proactive baptismal elements of renouncing the 

world and confessing allegiance to Jesus Christ. For instance, 

attention has recently been brought to the treatment of the b i r t h 

metaphor by Zeno of Verona. He was stimulated by the contrast between 

baptismal b i r t h and c h i l d b i r t h ; human b i r t h i s about pain, wailing and 

being i n a state of surrender to the world, whereas baptismal b i r t h i s 

about abundant joy, freedom from sin and feeding at the holy a l t a r . 

Zeno thus communicated his b e l i e f that i n the celebration of the 

paschal mystery the new Christian received the f r u i t s of the passion 

and resurrection of Christ. However, the font as a l i f e - g i v i n g womb 

was not adequate to convey a l l that he required of i t ; hence, he 

employed Pauline theology to demonstrate how prior to immersion in 

water, the moment of r e b i r t h , the baptismal candidate died before 

being f i g u r a t i v e l y buried. What Zeno was not able to do, however, was 

to integrate his dominant rebirthing motif with that of dying and 

r i s i n g with Christ; the two remained essentially separate, with the 

metaphor of b i r t h apparently unable to supply the proactive element to 

baptism.*' A passive entrance into a b i r t h event 'uncontaminated by 

fear of death' i n antiquity would have had a considerable 

psychological appeal, yet i n a contemporary milieu that lacks the 

immediacy of the death experience, the passivity of the b i r t h metaphor 
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i s regarded as a negative f e a t u r e , e s p e c i a l l y i n the l i g h t of recent 
emphasis on the l i t u r g i e s f o r a d u l t i n i t i a t i o n . ' ^ 

F i n a l l y , there i s a suspicion t h a t the New Testament's use of the 

b i r t h metaphor a t t r i b u t e s a power t o the baptismal r i t u a l . * ' Concerns 

over p a s s i v i t y t h e r e f o r e r e v e r t t o the concern r e g i s t e r e d i n chapter 

two over the r e l a t i o n s h i p between the outward sign and the inward 

e f f e c t . One c r y s t a l l i s a t i o n of t h i s has been around the terminology 

'baptismal regeneration' and i n the d i s t i n c t i o n between the beginning 

of C h r i s t i a n l i f e being found at the p o i n t of i n d i v i d u a l conversion 

and i t s commencement at the moment of baptism when a person was 

t r a n s f e r r e d from the s i n f u l world i n t o the ark of s a l v a t i o n , the 

Church.'° I n e v i t a b l y , Earth has been a t the centre of t h i s concern. He 

recognised t h a t the Catholic t r a d i t i o n s , i n t h e i r insistence t h a t 

something d e f i n i t e occurs at baptism, have avoided a t t r i b u t i n g t o 

baptism magical p r o p e r t i e s , but nevertheless he contended f o r the 

sharp d i f f e r e n t i a t i o n between the cause of s a l v a t i o n and i t s 

assurance. I n avoidance of any a t t r i b u t i o n of regeneration i n the 

r i t u a l a c t i o n . Earth a s s i m i l a t e d baptism t o the l a t t e r . Baptismal 

b i r t h , i n i t s r i t u a l perspective, has th e r e f o r e born the brunt of an 

anti-sacramental a t t i t u d e . " 

These reservations c o n s t i t u t e a formidable indictment against 

deployment of baptismal b i r t h . However, the r i t u a l approach t o baptism 

being developed o f f e r s the op p o r t u n i t y f o r a f r e s h perspective and at 

the end of t h i s s e c t i o n there w i l l be an i n c e n t i v e t o pursue the b i r t h 

metaphor. To achieve t h i s i t i s necessary t o consider, as was done i n 

the case of death, the model presented by the human b i r t h event. 

281 



5: Ritual Metaphors and Baptismal Birth 

3.2 Human B i r t h as the Source Domain f o r Baptismal B i r t h 

I n view of the remarks made concerning the c u l t u r a l construction 

of death, i t comes as no s u r p r i s e t o f i n d t h a t the l i f e - c r i s i s of 

b i r t h i s perceived t o be 'not only a u n i v e r s a l b i o l o g i c a l event but a 

c u l t u r a l l y patterned process'." Even though i n comparison t o death, 

the analysis of b i r t h has been neglected i n s o c i a l anthropology, a 

great deal may be gained through the contrast between b i r t h i n non-

i n d u s t r i a l i s e d small-scale s o c i e t i e s and the contemporary western 

s i t u a t i o n . 

I n many s o c i e t i e s pregnancy and c h i l d b i r t h form p a r t of the r i t e s 

of passage t h a t transform a young woman from the state of 

childlessness i n t o the s o c i a l status of motherhood. However, the 

r i t u a l focus i s not always on the mother, and the i n f a n t i s subject t o 

i t s own r i t u a l s of maternal separation and i n c o r p o r a t i o n i n t o 

s o c i e t y . " The p a r t i c u l a r s o c i a l a c t u a l i s a t i o n of b i r t h r i t u a l s 

demonstrates a wide v a r i a b i l i t y , both i n terms of s p e c i f i c practices 

undertaken and the balance of the a t t e n t i o n given t o the range of 

p a r t i c i p a n t s , which can include the wider s o c i e t y . Where t h i s balance 

l i e s depends on the perception of the i n f a n t ' s i d e n t i t y both at the 

moment of b i r t h and i n the subsequent period of development. Wherever 

i t i s s t r u c k , one of the key p o i n t s t o be derived from the recent 

ethnography of human b i r t h i s t h a t : 

b i r t h i s not j u s t b i r t h , but a long process of reception of and 
f o r the newcomer, h i s or her i d e n t i f i c a t i o n and continuous 
c r e a t i o n by symbolic designations, a process which i n some 
cases may l a s t a l i f e t i m e , ' * 

I f b i r t h may be established as a process over an o f t e n extended 

d u r a t i o n i t can now be more f u l l y comprehended why the idiom of b i r t h 
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i s employed metaphorically i n other l i f e - c y c l e r i t u a l s . G Aijmer 

summarises the r i t u a l s i n the process of human b i r t h as having a 

concern w i t h the c u l t u r a l themes of c r e a t i o n and i d e n t i f i c a t i o n , and 

suggests t h a t they are e s s e n t i a l l y 'ceremonies of designation'. This 

does not dispute the f a c t t h a t some of the r i t u a l s o v e r t l y have 

a l t e r n a t i v e o b j e c t i v e s - f o r example, the p r o t e c t i o n and the 

p u r i f i c a t i o n of both mother and her newborn - but i s t o understand 

them as 'designating procedures' which employ symbols from the l o c a l 

environment.'* Given the u n i v e r s a l nature of the b i r t h event, i t s 

b o d i l i n e s s and i t s u l t i m a t e character as a b r i n g i n g i n t o existence of 

a human being which i s 'a system of events, a given r e p e t i t i v e 

system', i t i s evident t h a t b i r t h has a metaphorical p o t e n t i a l f o r the 

conveyance of c r e a t i o n and c o n t i n u i t y . As Aijmer says: 

b i r t h i s c o n t i n u i t y and a primary moving force t o make h i s t o r y 
progress. I t i s t o be expected t h a t the idiom of b i r t h w i t h a l l 
i t s p o t e n t i a l f o r representation would be employed i n contexts 
which concern the c o n t i n u i t y of communities; t h i s i s e s p e c i a l l y 
so whenever i t i s f e l t t h a t the given s o c i a l order i s under 
threat.'^ 

Therefore, the metaphor of b i r t h i s t o be found i n s i t u a t i o n s of 

death, male i n i t i a t i o n r i t u a l s where f e r t i l i t y i s i n question and 

marriage. Hence the i n t e r c h a n g e a b i l i t y and m u t u a l i t y between the l i f e -

c ycle events i s i n t e l l i g i b l e . This supports an observation which Van 

Gennep himself made: since the o b j e c t i v e of the r i t e s , the achievement 

of a s t a b l e s o c i a l outcome i n the face of s o c i a l d i s r u p t i o n , i s the 

same, ' i t f o l l o w s of necessity t h a t the ways of a t t a i n i n g i t should be 

a t l e a s t analogous'." I t i s t h i s e s s e n t i a l analogy t h a t allows the 

metaphoric t r a n s f o r m a t i o n of a r i t u a l which achieves a s o c i a l 

t r a n s i t i o n t o occur. However, i t may be the case ' t h a t there i s a 

p a r t i c u l a r a f f i n i t y between the metaphorical transformations of b i r t h 

and death. Van Gennep himself noted t h a t 'the earth i s the home of 
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c h i l d r e n before they are born - not sym b o l i c a l l y as a mother, but 
p h y s i c a l l y as i t i s the home of the dead'.'* 

I t i s such an a f f i n i t y which forms the basis of an e a r l y medieval 

c o n s t r u c t i o n of b i r t h . I n a study which traces the h i s t o r y of 

c h i l d b i r t h i n e a r l y modern Europe, J Gelis concludes t h a t the 

understanding of b i r t h which predominated before the emergence of 

towns i n the t h i r t e e n t h century, was formed around the movement 

between p u t r e f a c t i o n and germination i n the a g r i c u l t u r a l world. From 

t h i s arose a movement which was 'the v i t a l source of energy f o r the 

world'.'' Gelis argues t h a t i t was the urbanisation which coincided 

w i t h the Reformation t h a t c o n t r i b u t e d t o a decisive severing of the 

l i n k of dependency between c h i l d b i r t h and the rhythms of the n a t u r a l 

world. I n b r i e f , the desire t o break away from subj e c t i o n t o the 

contingencies of the cosmos and t o achieve a mastery over death and 

i l l - f o r t u n e had fa r - r e a c h i n g i m p l i c a t i o n s f o r the c h i l d b i r t h event. 

Not u n t y p i c a l of the accounts of the development of the 

contemporary approach t o c h i l d b i r t h i s one given by J W L e a v i t t of 

changes i n North America during the post-Enlightenment period t o the 

mid-twentieth century. She argues t h a t i t i s the h i s t o r y of a 

t r a n s i t i o n 'from being brought t o bed by t h e i r f r i e n d s t o being alone 

among strangers i n the h o s p i t a l ' I n the eighteenth century 

c h i l d b i r t h was an experience managed by the expectant mother who 

arranged t o be attended by an e x c l u s i v e l y female group of midwives, 

r e l a t i o n s and f r i e n d s whose combined, cross-generational composition 

provided both ex p e r t i s e and s e c u r i t y . The p o s s i b i l i t y of death i n 

c h i l d b i r t h and i n f a n t m o r t a l i t y only began t o be a l l e v i a t e d when 

physicians, w i t h medical resources f o r pain r e l i e f and the assistance 

284 



5: Ritual Metaphors and Baptismal Birth 

of b i r t h , began t o be i n v i t e d t o attend the confinement at home. The 
advent of the b a c t e r i o l o g i c a l r e v o l u t i o n meant t h a t by the t h i r d 
decade of the t w e n t i e t h century the b i r t h event had been t r a n s f e r r e d 
t o medical i n s t i t u t i o n s . C h i l d b i r t h had become determined by h o s p i t a l 
a u t h o r i t i e s and w i t h pregnancy i t was t r e a t e d as a disease t o be 
overcome. I t i s r e a c t i o n from t h i s s t a t e of a f f a i r s which i s now 
leading t o the rediscovery of home b i r t h and greater c o n t r o l i n 
p a r t u r i t i o n by the expectant mother. 

I n what i s otherwise a balanced account by L e a v i t t the impression 

emerges t h a t there has been a movement from a b i r t h event c o n t r o l l e d 

by the women of the community t o a medicalised system of b i r t h i n 

which male-dominated physicians exercise c o n t r o l . A more r e a l i s t i c 

a n a l y s i s , perhaps, i s o f f e r e d by H Callaway who recognises t h a t there 

are exceptions i n the ethnography t o the al l - f e m a l e model of b i r t h . 

She argues t h a t w h i l e i t i s ge n e r a l l y the case t h a t i n the past and i n 

contemporary small-scale s o c i e t i e s c h i l d b i r t h i s d i r e c t l y managed by 

woman, i t i s more important t o observe the o v e r a l l c o n t r o l s t r u c t u r e s 

i n the s o c i e t y t h a t assert a u t h o r i t y over the reproductive process. 

Often these have been male-dominated and serve the end of promoting 

s o c i a l s t r u c t u r e s t h a t support t h i s . Apart from t h i s , what Callaway 

h i g h l i g h t s i s a contemporary f a s c i n a t i o n w i t h b i r t h and an increasing 

d e s i r e amongst men t o challenge the s o c i a l d i v i s i o n of labour which 

has c o n t r i b u t e d t o a de s i r e t o overcome the perception of male 

a l i e n a t i o n from the b i r t h event. 

3.3 C r i t i q u e of Baptismal B i r t h 

The four areas of r e s e r v a t i o n w i t h regard t o the development of 

the metaphor of b i r t h may now be approached from a f r e s h d i r e c t i o n i n 
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the l i g h t o f the model of human b i r t h o u t l i n e d . To achieve t h i s , 
examples of baptismal theologies which have p o s i t i v e l y e x p l o i t e d 
baptismal b i r t h w i l l be examined and each w i l l y i e l d a response t o the 
ob j e c t i o n s . Cumulatively they w i l l o f f e r a case f o r a sustained 
a p p r e c i a t i o n of the c o n t r i b u t i o n the metaphor of b i r t h might o f f e r t o 
a theology of baptism. 

A f i r s t example comes from Theodore. I t has already been seen how 

Zeno developed the metaphor of b i r t h and how h i s attempt appears, t o 

contemporary thought, as a deni a l of death. Theodore also saw i n the 

b i b l i c a l metaphor of b i r t h the p o t e n t i a l t o develop a theology of 

baptism. Like Zeno, h i s o v e r a l l t h e o l o g i c a l framework was a paschal 

one, y e t the primary symbolism of the f o n t i n h i s homilies was t h a t of 

'a womb t o the sacramental r e b i r t h ' . The source domain of human b i r t h 

became the basis f o r a baptismal metaphor, informed by Jesus' 

i n j u n c t i o n t o Nicodemus: 

he shows i n t h i s t h a t as i n carnal b i r t h the womb of the mother 
receives the human seed, and the Divine hand fashions i t 
according t o an ancient decree, so also i n baptism, the water 
of which becomes a womb t o the one who i s being born, and the 
grace of the S p i r i t fashions i n i t , i n t o the second b i r t h the 
one who i s being baptised, and changes him completely i n t o a 
new man.^°^ 

Theodore developed the p a r a l l e l between the male seed and the 

neophyte: j u s t as the seed 'has n e i t h e r l i f e , nor soul nor f e e l i n g ' 

but i s fashioned by God i n t o the f u l l n e s s of human nature, so the 

neophyte i n t h e i r m o r t a l i t y i s transformed by d i v i n e grace, re c e i v i n g 

immortal humanity which i s unrecognisable i n comparison t o t h e i r p r i o r 

s t a t e . I f i n t h i s e x p o s i t i o n Theodore has erred on the side of a 

r e a l i s e d eschatology he added t h a t the newly baptised possessed 

i m m o r t a l i t y only i n p o t e n t i a l and w i l l perform the acts of 

i n c o r r u p t i b i l i t y a t the r e s u r r e c t i o n from the dead. 
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I t i s evident t h a t Theodore has employed the contemporary model of 

b i r t h , one based on the dominant c l a s s i c a l c o n s t r u c t i o n of the biology 

of human reproduction. At one l e v e l , t h i s implies a c e r t a i n p a s s i v i t y 

on the p a r t of the female. The human male was thought t o possess a 

surplus amount of heat which manifested i t s e l f i n the supply of seed. 

Women were f e l t , i n c o n t r a s t , t o be less than f u l l y developed humanity 

and t o be formless, composed of more l i q u i d and colder than the male. 

The womb was the receptacle designed t o receive the seed and Theodore 

gives the impression t h a t the b i o l o g i c a l c o n t r i b u t i o n of the woman t o 

the reproductive process i s e s s e n t i a l l y a passive one, simply 

p r o v i d i n g an environment f o r the embryo t o be fashioned from the 

component supplied by the male."^ Such an image, f o r Theodore, l e n t 

i t s e l f p e r f e c t l y t o the r i t u a l of baptism; the same c r e a t i v e agent who 

shapes the male seed w i t h i n the womb shapes the neophyte w i t h i n the 

baptismal waters. 

Theodore's perception of the source domain of human b i r t h r e l i e s 

on the presupposition t h a t women are imperfect males and w i t h i n h i s 

own c u l t u r a l framework i t allowed an exp o s i t i o n of the d i v i n e a c t i o n 

i n baptism. I n c o n t r a s t , a c r i t i c a l reading suggests t h a t a 

contemporary development of baptismal b i r t h requires founding i n a 

framework t h a t takes account of the m u t u a l i t y and partnership now 

understood t o occur i n human reproduction. Nevertheless, Theodore d i d 

appreciate the processual nature of c h i l d b i r t h . He attempted, i n h i s 

own c u l t u r a l terms, t o extend the baptismal use of the source domain 

from the moment of conception t o l i f e beyond the womb. He speaks, f o r 

example, of the p o t e n t i a l i t y of the newly born t o assume the f u l l set 

of human f a c u l t i e s ; an i n f a n t performs the actions of a mature adult 
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only weakly and a neophyte receives the g i f t s of baptism i n the sense 
t h a t they p r o l e p t i c a l l y share i n what i s promised f o r the f u t u r e . I t 
may be argued t h a t j u x t a p o s i t i o n of the fashioning t h a t takes place 
during pregnancy w i t h the sacramental occurrence of baptismal r e b i r t h 
enhanced, f o r Theodore, an understanding both of the r i t u a l experience 
and baptism as an h i s t o r i c a l process. 

A second example comes from the medieval Church's l i t u r g y i n which 

the metaphor of b i r t h held a c e n t r a l t h e o l o g i c a l p o s i t i o n i n the 

prayer f o r the consecration of the water. For instance, i n the 

Gelasian Sacramentary, a f t e r an inv o c a t i o n f o r the d i v i n e presence and 

g i f t of the S p i r i t of adoption t o enable 'the c r e a t i o n of the new 

people which the fount of baptism brings f o r t h t o thee', and an appeal 

t o the past a c t i o n of God i n c r e a t i o n and the Great Flood, there i s a 

e p i c l e c t i c prayer speaking of the f e c u n d i t y and regenerating power 

imparted t o the water by the S p i r i t and the 'unspotted womb of the 

d i v i n e f o n t ' I n the Sarum l i t u r g y , the b i r t h metaphor i s f u r t h e r 

enhanced by the r i t u a l a c t i o n . A r u b r i c d i r e c t s the p r i e s t t o d i v i d e 

the water w i t h the candle i n the form of a cross; t h i s i s a r i t e w i t h 

an obscure o r i g i n which emerged i n the n i n t h century, yet one t h a t 

undoubtedly has connotations of human f e r t i l i t y and reproduction.^"^ 

The theology which the l i t u r g y represents needs to be viewed both 

i n terms of the c u l t u r a l model of c h i l d b i r t h and i n the context of an 

u n d i f f e r e n t i a t e d r e l a t i o n s h i p between Church and s o c i e t y i n everyday 

s o c i a l l i f e . C h i l d b i r t h posed the immediate t h r e a t of death which then 

jeopardised the s t a b i l i t y and c o n t i n u i t y of s o c i a l existence. 

Therefore, not only was baptism the t r a n s i t i o n of the i n f a n t from the 

sphere of e v i l t o the sphere of godliness, the r e s o l u t i o n of the 
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s i n f u l c o n d i t i o n i n t o which he or she was born, i t also became a means 
of renewing both the s o c i a l order and the n a t u r a l world. Just as human 
b i r t h was understood i n the context of the movement between 
p u t r e f a c t i o n and germination, so C h r i s t i a n baptism came t o r e f l e c t the 
connection between the s o c i a l and the c e l e s t i a l , between an agrarian 
s o c i e t y and i t s n a t u r a l environment. As Cramer p o i n t s out, the l i n k 
between c u l t u s , w i t h i t s a g r i c u l t u r a l imagery of t i l l i n g the s o i l , and 
the l i t u r g y c o n t r i b u t e d t o a view of baptismal r e b i r t h i n a m i l i e u 
where death and l i f e were i n t i m a t e l y i n t e r t w i n e d and i n which ' b i r t h 
of the new i s the death of the o l d , death i s a r e b i r t h , [and] death i s 
w i t h i n l i f e not outside i t ' . ^ " 

I t i s now possible t o see a f u r t h e r reason why i n modern theology 

the n o t i o n of r e b i r t h has become problematic. I n a c r o s s - c u l t u r a l 

examination of the frequent presence of the b i r t h metaphor w i t h i n 

funerary r i t u a l Eloch and J Parry have argued t h a t the metaphor of 

r e b i r t h i s c l o s e l y connected w i t h unpredictable l i f e - c y c l e s i t u a t i o n s 

which threaten the s t a b i l i t y of the cosmos and the s o c i a l order. They 

argue t h a t the presence of r e b i r t h i s an as s e r t i o n of the etern a l 

value ex e m p l i f i e d i n a r e p e t i t i v e c y c l i c order. I n death the challenge 

t o the s o c i a l order i s located i n the s t a r k f a c t of death's 

i r r e v e r s i b i l i t y and t h e r e f o r e the u n r e p e a t a b i l i t y of the i n d i v i d u a l ' s 

l i f e ; t h i s i s a problem which i s denied i f death i s represented as a 

component of the cycle of renewal, p r i m a r i l y modelled i n the n a t u r a l 

world. However, when the emphasis i s on the very u n r e p e a t a b i l i t y of 

the i n d i v i d u a l ' s unique c o n t r i b u t i o n t o human so c i e t y and when the 

unswerving s t a b i l i t y of the s o c i a l order i s not revered, images of 

r e b i r t h i n funerary r i t u a l understandably d i m i n i s h . * " The s o c i a l 

e f f e c t i v e n e s s of baptismal r e b i r t h i n the middle ages i s evident i f 
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baptism i s seen as a r i t u a l performed against the background of human 
b i r t h i n the midst of a c u l t u r e of death which challenged the 
community's s u r v i v a l . Equally, the demise of r e b i r t h i n contemporary 
baptismal theology and l i t u r g y may be understood i n terms of the 
growing d i f f e r e n t i a t i o n between Church and s o c i e t y and the absence of 
commitment t o a p e r p e t u a l l y maintained s o c i a l s t r u c t u r e . This might 
i n d i c a t e t h a t r e b i r t h i s less than appropriate i n the contemporary 
world where the t h r e a t of death i s marginal t o everyday l i f e . I t i s 
p r e f e r a b l e however t o suggest t h a t i f the metaphor of b i r t h i s t o be a 
meaningful one i n present circumstances i t must be developed i n a 
manner t h a t does not simply r e s u r r e c t i t s medieval predecessor. 

I t may be t h a t the t h e o l o g i c a l background t o the medieval l i t u r g y 

provides the beginnings of such a r e h a b i l i t a t i o n . This background i s 

found i n a c h r i s t o l o g i c a l framework which had i t s o r i g i n s i n the 

sermons of Leo the Great. I n a remarkable essay, P A Underwood has 

d e c i s i v e l y argued f o r the t h e o l o g i c a l coherence of Leo's sermons w i t h 

the Gelasian b l e s s i n g of the f o n t . He also suggests t h a t t h e i r 

theology coheres w i t h the i n s c r i p t i o n on the f i f t h century Lateran 

b a p t i s t r y which makes e x p l i c i t the connection t h a t baptism has w i t h 

the V i r g i n B i r t h . ^ " * Like C h r i s t , the neophyte i s regarded as ' v i r g i n 

progeny', f r u i t of a v i r g i n b i r t h as he or she emerges from the waters 

of b i r t h . I n a d d i t i o n the water of baptism i s the f o u n t a i n of l i f e 

which washed the whole world at c r e a t i o n and had i t s o r i g i n i n the 

blood and water t h a t flowed from C h r i s t ' s wounded side. I n the 

evocation of Eden, C h r i s t himself becomes the fount of l i f e which, 

watering c r e a t i o n , p u r i f i e s i t ; the cross becomes not j u s t the s i t e of 

death but also of r e - c r e a t i o n . The baptismal water symbolises the 

V i r g i n ' s womb i n which the same Holy S p i r i t who acts a t baptism acted 
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i n the conception and b i r t h of C h r i s t . I n the womb of the Church the 
baptised shares i n the o r i g i n t o which Jesus C h r i s t was subject i n the 
i n c a r n a t i o n . Just as the Holy S p i r i t , who i n f i l l i n g the V i r g i n , drove 
out s i n , so i n baptism there i s a mystical washing away of s i n . 

I n c o n t r a s t t o Theodore who emphasised a model of c h i l d b i r t h 

derived from h i s c u l t u r a l m i l i e u , Leo's theology of baptismal 

regeneration i s one which emphasises p a r t i c i p a t i o n i n the b i r t h of 

Jesus C h r i s t . This c o n t r a s t , between a theology which r e l a t e s 

p r i m a r i l y t o the c u l t u r a l model of b i r t h and one which seeks to r e l a t e 

baptism b i r t h e x c l u s i v e l y t o the l i f e of C h r i s t , i s important. The 

former i s d e f i c i e n t through i t s lack of C h r i s t o l o g i c a l grounding and 

the l a t t e r i n i t s sense t h a t the h i s t o r i c a l event which i s r e a l l y 

s i g n i f i c a n t i s t h a t of Jesus C h r i s t r a t h e r than the baptism i t s e l f . 

These concerns are focused by a t h i r d example, one found i n the 

work of T F Torrance whose baptismal theology may be s i t u a t e d i n a 

t r a d i t i o n which i s rooted i n Irenaeus. The c h a r a c t e r i s t i c emphasis i n 

Irenaeus' theology i s on the i n c a r n a t i o n which i n i t s e n t i r e t y i s the 

ground of human s a l v a t i o n , perceived as a p a r t i c i p a t i o n i n the 

v i c a r i o u s humanity of Jesus C h r i s t . The sign of t h i s i s the V i r g i n 

B i r t h , the s i g n of the presence of the d i v i n e i n human form which 

overcomes the e f f e c t s of the F a l l . The C h r i s t i a n i s already 

regenerated i n the act of i n c a r n a t i o n and receives the b e n e f i t s of 

t h i s through the sacramental a c t i o n of baptism, which i s an i m i t a t i o n 

of and a p a r t i c i p a t i o n i n the V i r g i n B i r t h . I n the i n c a r n a t i o n every 

stage of human l i f e was s a n c t i f i e d and, as a continuous processual 

a c t i o n from b i r t h through t o a d u l t m a t u r i t y , i t provided the basis f o r 

the i n s e p a r a b i l i t y of i n f a n t baptism and faith.^°' I t may be t h a t 
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Irenaeus' theology of baptism influenced Torrance through Calvin, who 
employed the same argument t o assert the le g i t i m a c y of i n f a n t baptism 
against the Anabaptists."" 

Torrance, l i k e Irenaeus, wants t o ground baptism i n the fulness of 

the i n c a r n a t i o n . E s s e n t i a l t o Torrance's t h i n k i n g i s the l i n k between 

the r i t u a l of baptism and the language employed t o describe the whole 

movement of the i n c a r n a t i o n . I t s d e s c r i p t i o n i n terms of the descent 

of the Son of Man i n t o human f l e s h and h i s subsequent ascent i n t o 

heaven i s derived from the p a t t e r n of baptism which was perceived as a 

descent i n t o water followed by an ascent i n t o new l i f e . " * Torrance's 

key hermeneutical move i s t o juxtapose the descent and ascent 

experienced by Jesus at h i s death w i t h the overarching mo t i f of the 

descent and ascent of the i n c a r n a t i o n . Baptism i s the sacrament which 

incorporates i n t o C h r i s t but i t i s based on the in c o r p o r a t i o n of the 

e t e r n a l Son i n t o humanity. C h r i s t i a n baptism has a 'dimension of 

depth' which includes not only the Baptism of Jesus, the c r u c i f i x i o n 

and Pentecost but also the N a t i v i t y . I t i s the sacrament of the 

i n c a r n a t i o n i t s e l f . * " I f i t i s an emphasis on Johannine b i r t h t h a t 

Torrance expounds, he contends t h a t the Pauline theme of adoption by 

the S p i r i t f o r a p a r t i c i p a t i o n i n the New Adam i s i t s p a r a l l e l idea."^ 

Central concerns f o r Torrance are t o avoid any misconception over 

baptismal regeneration and maintain a f a i t h f u l n e s s t o what he regards 

as a New Testament emphasis. Nowhere i n the New Testament, he argues, 

i s the r i t u a l of baptism described. Rather primary i n t e r e s t i s i n the 

event behind the r i t u a l which i t s e l f becomes ' l i k e a window through 

which we look t o something beyond'.**^ The deeper concern over 

baptismal regeneration i s revealed i n Torrance's c r i t i c i s m of an 
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i n s t r u m e n t a l i s t conception of sacramental grace i n which the 
sacraments formed a bridge between the i n t e l l i g i b l e and sensible 
worlds. This i s a serious issue since such a framework of thought 
'holds God himself apart from us i n h i s e t e r n a l i m m u t a b i l i t y and 
i m p a s s i b i l i t y ' and means t h a t humanity only p a r t i c i p a t e s i n the d i v i n e 
i n d i r e c t l y . T h e d esire t o overcome the evident weaknesses of t h i s 
p o s i t i o n leads t o an emphasis on the o b j e c t i v i t y of the one saving act 
of the i n c a r n a t i o n , 'the corporate baptismatic event', which makes 
baptism the sacrament of God's act of v i c a r i o u s obedience i n Jesus 
C h r i s t i n which the C h r i s t i a n shares through the S p i r i t . To be 
baptised i s t o share i n the work which i s f i n i s h e d and t o p a r t i c i p a t e 
i n a righteousness which i s only received and not inherent. 

Such i s Torrance's concentration on the i n c a r n a t i o n t h a t the event 

of C h r i s t i a n baptism i t s e l f f a l l s i n t o the shade. I t i s not t h a t 

Torrance would deny the h i s t o r i c i t y of C h r i s t i a n baptism, but rather 

t h a t the impression i s given t h a t the only h i s t o r i c a l event of concern 

i s the i n c a r n a t i o n of the e t e r n a l Son. Torrance i l l u s t r a t e s how an 

over-concentration on the d i f f i c u l t i e s of baptismal regeneration, and 

indeed a neglect of the c u l t u r a l model of c h i l d b i r t h , can lead t o a 

baptismal event which lacks r i t u a l r e a l i t y due t o a r e t r a c t i o n of 

C h r i s t i a n baptism i n t o the i n c a r n a t i o n i t s e l f . Notwithstanding t h i s , 

Torrance's p o s i t i v e c o n t r i b u t i o n i s t h a t , l i k e Irenaeus and the 

theology of the middle ages, he e x p l o i t s the sense t h a t i n baptism the 

C h r i s t i a n p a r t i c i p a t e s i n the V i r g i n B i r t h . I n doing t h i s Torrance 

makes e x p l i c i t the Fourth Gospel's understanding of s a l v a t i o n as a 

b i r t h event, a theme set out i n i t s prologue i n which c h i l d r e n of God 

are seen t o be born 'not of blood nor of the w i l l of the f l e s h nor of 

the w i l l of man, but of God'."* I n the p a t r i s t i c era t h i s phrase was 
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o f t e n understood as the predicate of a s i n g u l a r verb and therefore 
w i t h an obvious reference t o the V i r g i n B i r t h . As one exegete 
reasonably p o s t u l a t e s , the b i r t h event of the C h r i s t i a n 'being 
bloodless and rooted i n God's w i l l alone, followed the p a t t e r n of the 
b i r t h of C h r i s t h i m s e l f ' . " ' I n other words, what may be said of Jesus 
C h r i s t i n h i s human b i r t h may be s a i d of the C h r i s t i a n i n t h e i r d i v i n e 
b e g e t t i n g and, i n a d d i t i o n t o the model of c h i l d b i r t h , t h i s i s informs 
the b i r t h metaphor i n Jesus' conversation w i t h Nicodemus. Torrance's 
use of the b i r t h metaphor seeks t o recover t h i s emphasis. Just as the 
Pauline use of the death metaphor i s one t h a t stands i n d i s t i n c t i o n 
from any ideas of dying and r i s i n g i n the contemporary r e l i g i o u s 
m i l i e u through the idiom of death w i t h C h r i s t , so the baptism of the 
C h r i s t i a n as a b i r t h event i s d i s t i n c t i v e by being b i r t h w i t h C h r i s t , 
r a t h e r than simply r e b i r t h i n an abstract sense. I f Torrance i s 
followed here, there can be no supposition t h a t the b i r t h metaphor i s 
less b i b l i c a l l y a u t h e n t i c than the Pauline metaphor of death. 

4 The Metaphor of Washing 

P r i o r t o a comparison of the metaphors of death and b i r t h , an 

eva l u a t i o n of the baptismal washing m o t i f i s required. Baptismal 

washing i s the means by which the e a r l y New Testament w r i t e r s 

a r t i c u l a t e d the connection between baptism and the forgiveness of 

sins.**' Later w r i t e r s , however, q u a l i f i e d t h i s understanding as a 

p u r i f i c a t i o n i n the context of a marriage between C h r i s t and 'the 

Church, by d e f i n i n g the washing as one which r e l a t e d t o regeneration 

or by b r i n g i n g i t i n t o conjunction w i t h the p u r i f y i n g power of the 

blood of Jesus.**' 
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4.1 Baptism, Human Sinfulness and the Washing Away of Sins 

The r e l a t i o n s h i p between the r i t u a l a c t i o n of baptism and 

questions concerning human si n f u l n e s s received i t s p r o f i l e during the 

p a t r i s t i c era. Three p a r t i c u l a r issues focus t h i s p r o f i l e : the 

deferment of baptism u n t i l l a t e i n l i f e , the l i n k between the baptism 

of i n f a n t s and o r i g i n a l s i n and the influence of ancient ph i l o s o p h i c a l 

thought. 

F i r s t of a l l , there was a per i o d i n the e a r l y centuries when the 

i n t e n s i t y of the connection between baptism and the forgiveness of 

sins l e d t o the postponement of baptism beyond the p o i n t of any 

s u b j e c t i v e experience of conversion and towards death. The reason f o r 

t h i s i s exemplified by the account Augustine gave of h i s experience as 

a boy when, i n the midst of a serious fever, h i s mother made 

arrangements f o r h i s baptism. A f t e r a sudden recovery h i s baptism was 

postponed: 

on the assumption t h a t , i f I l i v e d , I would be sure t o s o i l 
myself; and a f t e r t h a t solemn washing the g u i l t would be 
greater and more dangerous i f I then d e f i l e d myself w i t h 
sins.*^'*' 

Herein l i e s an e s s e n t i a l problem w i t h the washing m o t i f . The close 

r e l a t i o n s h i p between baptism and the forgiveness of sins has allowed 

the n o t i o n of remission t o c o n t r o l the r i t u a l a c t i o n . 

The connection between the remission of sins and baptism developed 

over f i v e c e n t u r i e s , reaching i t s summit w i t h the r a t i f i c a t i o n of the 

Niceno-Constantinopolitan creed which enshrined the clause 'one 

baptism f o r the remission of si n s ' i n t o C h r i s t i a n consciousness i n 

both East and West.*" At the time of Augustine's childhood the Church 

was s t i l l a century away from t h i s o f f i c i a l a f f i r m a t i o n but the 
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e s s e n t i a l idea had by then been f i r m l y established. I t i s probable 
t h a t even by the middle of the second century there was a heightening 
of the experience of baptism as deliverance from the burden of s i n . 
C e r t a i n l y by the time of T e r t u l l i a n the phrase 'the remission of sins' 
had become c l o s e l y associated w i t h baptism^^^ and had commenced i t s 
journey i n t o the more s i g n i f i c a n t creedal statements. Around the same 
time, Hippolytus summarised the essence of baptism as the 'remission 
of sins through the laver of regeneration'.^" However, i t i s clear 
t h a t the temporal reference of the remission was r e t r o s p e c t i v e , an 
emphasis t h a t i s evident i n J u s t i n ' s discussions: what was obtained i n 
the water of baptism was 'the remission of sins formerly committed'.^" 
I t was t h i s i n t e r i o r l o g i c of the idiom of washing which led 
Constantine and Augustine, among others, t o postpone baptism. 

I f D F Wright i s c o r r e c t i n h i s argument t h a t the meaning and 

reference of the Niceno-Constantinopolitan creed involves an assertion 

t h a t 'the washing away of sins i n baptism may be received only 

once'"*, then the metaphor's dynamic was a c t i v e l y working against the 

desired p a s t o r a l p r a c t i c e . For instance, Chrysostom f i r m l y argued t h a t 

'there i s no second cross, nor a second remission by the bath of 

regeneration'."* Sins committed before baptism were f o r g i v e n through 

the grace of the c r u c i f i e d C h r i s t ; a f t e r baptism more personal energy 

i s r e q u i r e d and remission of s i n takes place through 'tears, 

repentance, confession, alms-giving, prayer and every kind of 

reverence'."^ Yet i n c o n t r a s t t o prebaptismal s i n , there i s a 

conceptual vagueness concerning t h e i r postbaptismal remission. 

Nevertheless, Chrysostom p e r s i s t e d i n challenging those who followed 

the impulse t o delay baptism i n d e f i n i t e l y ; i t was not only an abuse 

which f l i r t e d w i t h the r i s k of never r e c e i v i n g the sacrament, but also 
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the b e n e f i t s of baptism were such t h a t reception outweighed the 
problems associated w i t h lapses afterwards. Equally, i n Chrysostom's 
s i g h t s were pagan accusations, against catechumens who baulked at the 
commitment of baptism, t h a t such a p r a c t i c e demonstrated the 
powerlessness of the C h r i s t i a n philosophy.^" 

Thus, as the l o g i c of baptismal washing was explicated, a 

r e t r o s p e c t i v e reference emerged t h a t was d i f f i c u l t t o counteract on a 

p a s t o r a l l e v e l . I t was i n e v i t a b l e , i n the words of one recent 

i n t e r p r e t e r , t h a t baptism became, i n s p i t e of a l l t h e o l o g i c a l 

p r o t e s t a t i o n s , ' l i k e an ace i n a no-trump hand - a v i t a l card which i t 

i s dangerous t o p l a y too soon!'"' Without the f o r m a l i s a t i o n of a 

sacrament of penance a t t h i s stage the question of the formal 

remission of sins committed beyond the moment of baptism lay 

unresolved and only f u e l l e d such an impulse. This i s not l e a s t because 

the c l e a r t h e o l o g i c a l r e l a t i o n s h i p between baptism and penance meant 

t h a t they both shared the q u a l i t y of u n r e p e a t a b i l i t y . " " I t would be 

the development of such a system and the growth i n the p r a c t i c e of 

i n f a n t baptism t h a t meant t h a t the issue of postponement receded i n 

s i g n i f i c a n c e and t h a t f u r t h e r questions emerged. 

The second issue concerns the close assoc i a t i o n of the metaphor of 

baptismal washing w i t h the r a t i o n a l e f o r the baptism of i n f a n t s . I t i s 

apparent t h a t l i t u r g i c a l p r a c t i c e and d o c t r i n e , i n t h i s instance, were 

mutually i n t e r a c t i v e ; there i s l i t t l e doubt t h a t the widespread 

i n t r o d u c t i o n of i n f a n t baptism stimulated the growth of the d o c t r i n e 

of o r i g i n a l s i n . " ^ I t i s Augustine's t h e o l o g i c a l programme, forged i n 

the controversy w i t h the Pelagians, which serves t o focus the 

t h e o l o g i c a l parameters of the i n c r e a s i n g l y inexorable r e l a t i o n between 
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o r i g i n a l s i n and i n f a n t baptism. I t i s probable t h a t a theology of 
baptism assumed a c e n t r a l p o s i t i o n w i t h i n Pelagius' t h e o l o g i c a l 
system^^^ and Pelagius himself regarded baptism as the 'sacrament of 
j u s t i f i c a t i o n by f a i t h N o r m a l baptismal p r a c t i c e , i n his view, was 
coincident w i t h the experience of personal conversion and established 
a r a d i c a l d i s c o n t i n u i t y between the n a t u r a l person outside the Church 
and the C h r i s t i a n w i t h i n . The f orce of h a b i t which the unconverted 
experienced was something e x t e r n a l and not i n t e g r a l t o the human 
p e r s o n a l i t y ; i t t h e r e f o r e could be removed i n baptism, ' i t was a r u s t , 
a r u s t t h a t could be rubbed o f f ' " ^ , i n s t i g a t i n g an existence which 
held out the r e a l i s t i c hope of innocence through the p r a c t i c e of good 
h a b i t s . When i t came t o i n f a n t baptism Pelagius' f o l l o w e r s , on the one 
hand, v i g o r o u s l y defended the p r a c t i c e , anathematising those who 
denied i t s necessity. Yet, on the other hand, the combined l o g i c of a 
v o l u n t a r i s t i c conception of human si n f u l n e s s and of a postbaptismal 
innocence produced a d e n i a l of o r i g i n a l s i n i n the newly born. Hence 
the argvunent emerged t h a t baptism was composed of both p o s i t i v e and 
negative e f f e c t s ; amongst the former were adoption, i l l u m i n a t i o n and 
possession of the kingdom, w h i l e the l a t t e r was the remission of sins. 
Only a d u l t s p a r t i c i p a t e d i n baptism as a p o s i t i v e and negative 
experience; i n f a n t s , w i t h no s i n t o be r e m i t t e d , received only i t s 
p o s i t i v e v i r t u e s . Any sense i n which an i n f a n t received the remission 
of sins could only be accommodated i n a p r o l e p t i c manner which 
a n t i c i p a t e d the f u t u r e r e a l i t y a t an age of d i s c r e t i o n . 

Augustine's repost t o the v o l u n t a r i s t i c n o t i o n of f r e e w i l l , 

i n forming an idea of s i n as a matter of f r e e choice, was t o assert the 

corrupted nature of humanity and i t s i n b u i l t bias towards e v i l , 

something which was both l o g i c a l l y p r i o r t o any decision t o act and 
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shaped i t i n a s i n f u l way. Whereas Pelagius expounded a C h r i s t i a n l i f e 
of d i s c o n t i n u i t y w i t h the pre-conversion s t a t e , Augustine spoke of 
'the l i f e - l o n g convalescence of the converted C h r i s t i a n ' . " ' Behind 
t h i s l a y the n o t i o n of the a f f e c t i o n of a l l humanity, through human 
generation and not simply by means of i m i t a t i o n , by the wound which 
r e s u l t e d from the s i n of Adam. More f o r m a l l y , what was i n h e r i t e d i n 
Augustine's view were the two components of o r i g i n a l s i n : the v i t i u m 
and the reatus. The l a t t e r was the j u r i d i c a l component of o r i g i n a l 
s i n , the g u i l t t h a t derived from v i o l a t i o n of God's law; i t was t h i s 
which was cancelled i n baptism. The former, which by contrast remained 
a f t e r baptism, was the consequence of the F a l l on human nature, i t s 
perpetual penalty and weakness, and could be i d e n t i f i e d l a r g e l y w i t h 
the d i s t o r t e d d e s ire t h a t i n c a p a c i t a t e d a l l human actions and was 
revealed i n them. The problem, however, arose i n the quest f o r an 
i n t e l l i g i b l e understanding of reatus f o r a newly born infemt, unable 
to commit a v o l u n t a r y s i n . Orthodox C h r i s t i a n i t y had decreed t h a t 
baptism was f o r the remission of sins and i t was on t h i s basis t h a t 
i n f a n t s were baptised. Therefore, baptism washed away the sins t h a t 
the i n f a n t i n h e r i t e d from Adam through i t s conception and b i r t h i n the 
context of concupiscence; l o g i c a l l y , dying without baptism, an i n f a n t 
was consigned t o the punishment of the damned. The most generous t h a t 
Augustine could be was t o assign them to the f r i n g e of h e l l . " ' The 
Church, f o l l o w i n g Augustine, consequently a l i e n a t e d any who were 
prepared t o advocate t h a t the baptismal formula be accepted i n a 
' f i c t i t i o u s ' manner as i t appeared d i d the Pelagians. 

The t h i r d issue, the c o n t r i b u t i o n p a r t i c u l a r philosophies made t o 

the framing of baptismal washing, i s one perhaps t h a t underlies the 

sense t h a t the i n t e r n a l l o g i c of the washing metaphor i s both 
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r e t r o s p e c t i v e and p o t e n t i a l l y 'pelagian' i n i t s t h e o l o g i c a l 
anthropology. I t may be i l l u s t r a t e d by reference t o p a t r i s t i c theology 
i n North A f r i c a and S y r i a . 

T e r t u l l i a n , i n the opening words of h i s baptismal homily r e j o i c e s 

i n the sacrament which washes away human s i n and sets the C h r i s t i a n 

f r e e i n t o e t e r n a l l i f e . ^ ^ ^ Water was consecrated as the vehicle of 

human s a n c t i f i c a t i o n by v i r t u e of i t s involvement i n the c r e a t i o n of 

the cosmos. I n a d d i t i o n , however, i t contained the p r o p e r t i e s rec[uired 

f o r the act of baptism; i t i s l o g i c a l t h a t , 'since we are d e f i l e d by 

s i n s , as i t were by d i r t , we should be washed from those s t a i n s i n 

water'. T e r t u l l i a n c a r e f u l l y works w i t h the analogy, n o t i n g the 

d i s j u n c t i o n t h a t p a r t i c u l a r sins do not d i s p l a y themselves v i s i b l y and 

t h a t the r e s u l t of s i n i s a foulness of the s p i r i t . Yet the outward i s 

i n d i c t e d , since the f l e s h i s subservient t o the s p i r i t and the g u i l t 

of s i n i s t h e r e f o r e mutually shared. He concluded t h a t i n baptism 'the 

s p i r i t i s i n those waters c o r p o r e a l l y washed i n the waters, while the 

f l e s h i s i n those same waters s p i r i t u a l l y cleansed'."' T e r t u l l i a n ' s 

anthropology was influenced by the Stoic conception of the soul as a 

m a t e r i a l e n t i t y which, although d i s t i n c t from the physical body, 

occupied the same space and was u n i t e d i n t i m a t e l y w i t h it."° The 

n o t i o n t h a t the soul could be 'corporeally washed' i n a manner 

d i r e c t l y analogous t o the washing of the p h y s i c a l body was therefore a 

s t r a i g h t f o r w a r d conclusion t o reach. 

I n Syrian theology human washing also appeared as a prominent 

m o t i f , although Chrysostom, i n an e x p o s i t i o n of the 'bath of 

regeneration', i s less indebted t o a Stoic anthropology than t o a 

P l a t o n i c view of the m a t e r i a l world. He makes a connection w i t h the 
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baths t h a t are commonly taken by a l l peoples t o achieve personal 

c l e a n l i n e s s , the removal of 'the f i l t h of the body'. Among these, 

however, there i s the solemn washing p e c u l i a r t o the Jews which 

removes not only b o d i l y f i l t h but also the uncleanness 'which c l i n g s 

t o a weak conscience'. I n c o n t r a s t t o Jewish r i t u a l baths, the goal 

of the bath of grace i s a superior one. I t removes: 

the r e a l uncleanness of the body and the s t a i n which has been 
put upon the s o u l . I t makes clean not those who have touched 
dead bodies but those who have touched the deeds of death. 

S i m i l a r t h i n k i n g i s evident i n the A p o s t o l i c C o n s t i t u t i o n s when 

the author addresses questions about the necessity of the baptismal 

formula accompanying the r i t u a l a c t i o n . Without such a formula the 

C h r i s t i a n i s less than adequately baptised: he 'does only descend i n t o 

water as do the Jews, and he only puts o f f the f i l t h of the body, not 

the f i l t h of the s o u l ' . ^ " Chrysostom himself c l a r i f i e d the framework 

i n which t h i s strand of Syrian theology was working, r e l y i n g as i t 

does on the d i s t i n c t i o n between physical and s p i r i t u a l eyes: 'the eyes 

of the f l e s h see the f l e s h being washed; the eyes of the s p i r i t see 

the soul being cleansed'.^" 

Contemporary baptismal theology i s t h e r e f o r e confronted w i t h a 

metaphor t h a t has a s c r i p t u r a l basis, but which, i n the hands of the 

e a r l y Church, has become problematic. I t had an i n t e r i o r l o g i c which 

produced an understanding of baptism o r i e n t e d t o the remission of past 

sins and r e s u l t e d i n a chaotic p a s t o r a l s i t u a t i o n . I t had p o t e n t i a l l y 

d i s a s t r o u s consequences f o r a t h e o l o g i c a l anthropology, and through 

Augustine's i n f l u e n c e the basic metaphor was transformed i n t o the 

washing away of the g u i l t of o r i g i n a l s i n . Also, i t was susceptible t o 

p h i l o s o p h i c a l l y based i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s which suggested a corporeal view 
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of the soul and a c e r t a i n dualism between the s p i r i t u a l and the 
m a t e r i a l components of humanity. 

Contemporary theologies have been preoccupied the r e s o l u t i o n of 

these questions, e s p e c i a l l y i n r e l a t i o n t o the washing away of the 

o r i g i n a l s i n of i n f a n t s . This has been because, whereas Augustine 

employed the p r a c t i c e of i n f a n t baptism as a proof of the u n i v e r s a l i t y 

of the i n f e c t i o n of o r i g i n a l s i n , i n the n i n t h century a reversal of 

l o g i c occurred whereby o r i g i n a l s i n became the j u s t i f i c a t i o n f o r 

i n f a n t baptism.^" I t i s possible at one l e v e l t h a t medieval theology 

brought conceptual c l a r i t y t o Augustine's p o s i t i o n by making clear 

t h a t concupiscence was the consequence of o r i g i n a l s i n and therefore 

remained a f t e r the l a t t e r was removed i n b a p t i s m . A t another l e v e l 

the consequences of such a p o s i t i o n remained open t o debate. Up u n t i l 

the t w e l f t h century medieval theologians r e i t e r a t e d Augustine's 

teaching on unbaptised i n f a n t s . Aquinas however was more m e r c i f u l , i f 

not less l o g i c a l , when he consigned unbaptised i n f a n t s t o the 'limbo 

of c h i l d r e n ' " * i n which the i n f a n t was denied only the b e a t i f i c 

v i s i o n . I n the words of Dante they were 'only i n s o f a r a f f l i c t e d , t h a t 

w i t h o u t hope we l i v e i n desire' and t h i s was the view which p r e v a i l e d 

a t the Council of T r e n t . " ' Only the m i n o r i t y p e r s i s t e d w i t h 

Augustine's view, but t h i s debate has continued through i n t o the 

middle years of the t w e n t i e t h century."^ 

I t has been accompanied by t h e o l o g i c a l s t r a t e g i e s i n both Anglican 

and Roman Catho l i c theology which have both co n t r i b u t e d t o , and 

r e f l e c t e d on, the change i n l i t u r g i c a l emphasis noted i n the 

i n t r o d u c t i o n . I n the Anglican Church, 0 C Quick a r t i c u l a t e d the view 

t h a t , n otwithstanding the formal understanding of the removal of 
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o r i g i n a l s i n through baptism, the empir i c a l evidence from the 
comparison of the s i n f u l tendencies i n baptised and unbaptised i n f a n t s 
does not v e r i f y the inward cause of s i n as 'actual s i n ' or ' o r i g i n a l 
s i n ' r e s p e c t i v e l y . I n Quick's case such observations lead him t o 
suggest a mainly symbolic understanding of i n f a n t baptism whereby i t s 
s i g n i f i c a t i o n i s towards the u l t i m a t e end of s a l v a t i o n and the many 
p u r i f i c a t i o n s t h a t w i l l c o n t r i b u t e t o t h i s goal.**' 

Among Roman Catholic theologians M G Lawler has argued t h a t the 

metaphors derived from the cleansing aspects of aqueous symbolism only 

make sense i n a communitarian s e t t i n g where human connectedness i s 

such t h a t 'the shame of one i s the shame of the other'."" I n a s i m i l a r 

manoeuvre, M Searle, i n h i s suggestion t h a t i n f a n t baptism makes sense 

i n the context of the f a m i l y as the domestic church, argues t h a t 

o r i g i n a l s i n i s simply the c o n t r a s t i n g s t a t e t o new l i f e i n C h r i s t . 

Therefore, j u s t as the Church needs t o emphasise the mystery of i t s 

redemption by C h r i s t , so the forgiveness of sins i n an i n f a n t ' s 

baptism p o i n t s t o the ' i n t e n t i o n a l i t y of the f a m i l y i n i t s s p e c i f i c 

r o l e as a community of C h r i s t ' s holiness and grace i n the world'."* 

O v e r a l l , however, there i s t h e o l o g i c a l u n c e r t a i n t y over the 

a n t i q u i t y of the l i n k between the baptism of i n f a n t s and the 

forgiveness of o r i g i n a l s i n and there i s equivocation over the nature 

of o r i g i n a l s i n i t s e l f . " ^ This u n c e r t a i n t y extends t o the a p p l i c a t i o n 

of the Niceno-Constantinopolitan Creed's a s s e r t i o n t h a t there i s 'one 

baptism f o r the remission of s i n s ' . I t has already been accepted t h a t 

i t s i n t e r p r e t a t i o n must take s e r i o u s l y i t s p a t r i s t i c context. Yet i n 

recent theology there are a v a r i e t y of p o s i t i o n s taken. I t has been 

argued t h a t the d o c t r i n a l development i t represented was an unhelpful 
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one and attempts have been made t o argue t h a t the phrase can be 
applied only t o the baptism of an a d u l t . E q u a l l y , there i s a desire 
t o e x p l i c a t e the clause i n terms of a u n i f i e d baptismal theology f o r 
both i n f a n t s and a d u l t s , doing j u s t i c e t o the washing away of sins i n 
each case.^^* 

The question of baptism's r e l a t i o n s h i p t o s i n therefore has i t s 

c o m p l e x i t i e s . Not l e a s t i t seems t h a t the c a t h o l i c doctrines which 

t r a d i t i o n a l l y have provided the linkages have become the subject of 

i n t e l l e c t u a l embarrassment as the formal and s u b t l e d i s t i n c t i o n s of 

the p a t r i s t i c and s c h o l a s t i c periods have been found wanting. What has 

been l a c k i n g , however, i s an evaluation of the metaphor of baptismal 

washing from a r i t u a l perspective. As w i t h the two other metaphors 

under e v a l u a t i o n , the washing m o t i f i n baptism i s dependent upon i t s 

r e l a t i o n s h i p w i t h i t s c u l t u r a l model. I n the synchronic perspective 

the c u l t u r a l model t o which baptismal washing r e l a t e s i s the hygienic 

one. Only i f t h i s i s understood may i t be possible t o suggest a more 

precise t h e o l o g i c a l p o s i t i o n i n g of s i n i n r e l a t i o n s h i p t o baptism than 

has been po s s i b l e up u n t i l now. 

4.2 Human Cleanliness as the Source Domain f o r Baptismal Washing 

The c u l t u r a l h i s t o r y of hygiene i s acknowledged t o be complex. One 

reason i s t h a t p h y s i c a l c l e a n l i n e s s has not always been construed i n 

the way t h a t would be taken f o r granted i n the West today. Cleanliness 

has not always been achieved using water. For instance, a l a t e 

eighteenth century manual of e t i q u e t t e advised t h a t the face should be 

cleaned only w i t h a piece of white l i n e n since water would make the 

face s u s c e p t i b l e t o sunburn and c o l d . Even i n the l a t t e r h a l f of the 
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nineteenth century d a i l y washing was remarkable enough t o be commented 

A t t i t u d e s t o cl e a n l i n e s s have been analysed by G V i g a r e l l o i n h i s 

study of the c u l t u r a l h i s t o r y of cleanliness i n post-medieval France. 

He shows how i n the middle ages personal cleanliness was perceived i n 

terms of the v i s i b l e areas of the body, namely the hands and the face; 

'water d i d not reach the i n t i m a t e ' . ^ " By the s i x t e e n t h century the 

n o t i o n of cl e a n l i n e s s had progressed but t h i s was not r e l a t e d t o an 

increase i n the use of water, which was beginning t o be perceived as 

harmful t o the body. Water was f e l t t o open and i n f i l t r a t e the pores 

of the body and t o be too s i m i l a r t o those poisons which invaded the 

bodies of the i n f e c t e d . What became s i g n i f i c a n t was the whiteness of 

l i n e n and t h e r e f o r e i t s reg u l a r renewal. 

Even though such a t t i t u d e s s t i l l e x i s t e d during the l a t e 

eighteenth century, other considerations had begun t o emerge. Instead 

of an harmful penetrant water began, among the upper classes, t o be 

regarded as something which strengthened the body; the continual 

renewal of l i n e n was no longer s u f f i c i e n t on i t s own and the 

cl e a n l i n e s s of what l a y beneath the e x t e r i o r c l o t h i n g became 

important. This change of perception found i t s j u s t i f i c a t i o n i n 

arguments from h e a l t h . D i r t i n contact w i t h the s k i n began t o be 

regarded as d e b i l i t a t i n g ; removing d i r t made the sk i n f u n c t i o n b e t t e r , 

s t r a i g h t e n i n g and r e i n v i g o r a t i n g i t . " ' The movement away from 

c l e a n l i n e s s understood as something t o do w i t h e t i q u e t t e progressed 

during the nineteenth century under the impulse of modern science. I n 

p a r t i c u l a r the discovery of the microbe inaugurated the concept of 

' i n v i s i b l e c l e a n l i n e s s ' . " * Cleanliness, t h e r e f o r e , i n V i g a r e l l o ' s 
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account, had undergone a r a d i c a l change from being associated w i t h the 
p r o t r u d i n g p a r t s of the body t o now being something also t o do w i t h 
the most secret. I n terms of i t s c o n t r i b u t i o n t o human cleanliness, 
water had progressed from something which threatened by i t s 
p e n e t r a t i v e powers, t o something t h a t i n v i g o r a t e d and strengthened the 
s k i n and f i n a l l y t o something t h a t regulated the presence of the 
i n v i s i b l e and t h e r e f o r e p r otected the s k i n . 

I t i s evident, however, t h a t conceptions of d i r t and washing vary 

s y n c h r o n i c a l l y . I n B r i t a i n a t t i t u d e s t o the i n t i m a t e a p p l i c a t i o n of 

water began t o change from the seventeenth century onwards, but the 

a t t i t u d e s of the poor o f t e n lagged f a r behind. Although i n eighteenth 

and nineteenth century Europe the poor were d i r t y more from 

circumstance r a t h e r than by choice, they could continue t o regard the 

new notions of cl e a n l i n e s s w i t h contempt and even perpetuate a 

p o s i t i v e n o t i o n of d i r t . D i r t , as the p r o t e c t i v e armour of the s k i n , 

could imply h e a l t h , hygiene and warmth."' Equally, w h i l s t the e l i t e 

may w e l l have enjoyed p r i v a c y i n washing, f o r the poor the use of 

water remained a c o l l e c t i v e experience; when washing d i d take place, 

a l b e i t i n f r e q u e n t l y , i t was a p u b l i c act and f o r r u r a l populations i t 

might even prove t o be a d i p i n the l o c a l river."° 

C i v i l manners and h e a l t h considerations were not the only impulse 

towards a contemporary Western understanding of cleanliness. Among 

other f a c t o r s K Thomas has argued t h a t r e l i g i o n was s i g n i f i c a n t w i t h 

i t s i n s i s t e n c e t h a t the human body was sacred and t h a t i t should be 

guarded from p o l l u t i o n by hygienic p r a c t i c e s . He draws a t t e n t i o n t o 

the growing l i n k s i n the eighteenth century between cleanliness and 

'good order and v i r t u e ' ; the connection between d i r t i n e s s and idleness 
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was o f t e n made i n C a l v i n i s t c i r c l e s and shared by r e l i g i o u s leaders 
such as John Wesley. Physical cleanliness became an i n d i c a t o r of how 
w e l l b o d i l y f u n c t i o n s and passions were placed under c o n t r o l ; 
'immorality was seen as rooted i n p h y s i c a l p o l l u t i o n ' . " * I t was here, 
according t o V i g a r e l l o , t h a t l a y the m o t i v a t i o n f o r the improvement of 
urban hygienic technology by the bourgeoisie. I f 'smells and sweat, 
then, came t o amalgamate w i t h d o u b t f u l morals' a removal of the 
f i l t h i n e s s of the urban l i v i n g c o n d i t i o n s of the popular classes would 
improve the management of the s o c i a l order and personal v i r t u e . " ^ 
Also, as Freud has suggested, there i s a v i s c e r a l dimension to human 
i n t e r a c t i o n w i t h d i r t . An over-concern f o r cleanliness may therefore 
r e f l e c t a disgust f o r b o d i l y excretions and t h e i r smells; the greater 
the concern f o r c l e a n l i n e s s the greater t h i s hatred of b o d i l y 
f u n c t i o n s becomes. At an extreme, b o d i l y l i f e could even be conceived 
as a s e r i e s of r e p u l s i v e processes which a s t r i c t code of cleanliness 
could be p a r t of an e f f o r t t o transcend.**^ 

4.3 A C r i t i q u e of Baptismal Washing 

This c u l t u r a l understanding of human cleanliness from the e a r l y 

modern p e r i o d onwards stim u l a t e s a f o u r f o l d challenge t o the metaphor 

of baptismal washing, the f i r s t of which i s brought by the d i s t i n c t i o n 

i n human c l e a n l i n e s s between hygiene t h a t i s perceived i n terms of 

what i s v i s i b l e and hygiene understood as concerning the i n v i s i b l e . " * 

The l a t t e r i s born of a t e c h n o l o g i c a l approach t o h e a l t h but evokes a 

d i s t i n c t i o n , made i n the h i s t o r y of r e l i g i o n s , between the procedures 

employed t o achieve p h y s i c a l c l e a n l i n e s s and those designed f o r 

purposes of r e l i g i o u s p u r i f i c a t i o n . 
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This i s important because the system of r i t u a l p u r i t y which came 
i n t o being i n the Second Temple perio d was i n f l u e n t i a l on the 
development of the washing metaphor i n e a r l y C h r i s t i a n i t y . Describing 
the i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s t h a t became l i n k e d w i t h r i t u a l p u r i f i c a t i o n J 
Neusner has asserted t h a t the c l a s s i f i c a t i o n s of p u r i t y and impurity 
found i n the Hebrew s c r i p t u r e s 'are not hygienic categories and do not 
r e f e r t o observable c l e a n l i n e s s or d i r t i n e s s ' . Rather they denote a 
personal s t a t u s i n respect of the community f o l l o w i n g contact w i t h a 
source of i m p u r i t y and a subsequent act of p u r i f i c a t i o n from i t . " ^ 

The d i s t i n c t i o n between p u r i f i c a t i o n and hygiene suggests t h a t the 

thought of T e r t u l l i a n and the Syrian theologians b l u r s the two 

categories because i t i s supposed t h a t r i t u a l s of Jewish p u r i f i c a t i o n 

act both h y g i e n i c a l l y and r e l i g i o u s l y . Once t h a t supposition i s 

absorbed i n t o a baptismal framework the soul, i n a m i r r o r - l i k e or 

p a r a l l e l a c t i o n w i t h the ph y s i c a l body, becomes something t h a t may be 

also washed. Following the guidance of Neusner's d i s t i n c t i o n the 

metaphors of p u r i f i c a t i o n , p r i m a r i l y t o do w i t h the themes of 

r e l a t i o n s h i p and s t a t u s , are obscured t o the detriment of a 

t h e o l o g i c a l anthropology w i t h d u a l i s t c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s . 

The second challenge, however, explains why i t i s t h a t the 

d i s t i n c t i o n between p u r i f i c a t i o n and hygiene i s so d i f f i c u l t t o 

maintain. I t comes from an appreciation of the provenance of 

p u r i f i c a t o r y p r a c t i c e which has been argued by Ricoeur i n h i s account 

of the re p r e s e n t a t i o n of 'the experience of f a u l t ' . Ricoeur commences 

w i t h the s u b j e c t i v e n o t i o n of defilement which he then l i n k s w i t h 

r i t u a l cleansing. He regards defilement as the e a r l i e s t , most 
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p r i m i t i v e and t h e r e f o r e the most enduring of a l l the symbols of the 

fundamental human experience of i m p e r f e c t i o n . I t i s defined as: 

an act t h a t i n v o l v e s an e v i l , an i m p u r i t y , a f l u i d , a 
mysterious and harmful something t h a t acts dynamically - t h a t 
i s t o say m a g i c a l l y . " * 

The s o l u t i o n , and annulment, t o t h i s e v i l contagion or s t a i n t h a t 

comes upon a person from without and i n f e c t s , harming by i n v i s i b l e 

p r o p e r t i e s , i s a p u r i f i c a t i o n . Although there i s no suggestion t h a t 

i m p u r i t y i s something v i s i b l e , the e s s e n t i a l idea behind the n o t i o n of 

defilement i s of a 'quasi-material something t h a t i n f e c t s as a s o r t of 

f i l t h ' . " ' 

Recognising the quasi-material nature of defilement brings w i t h i t 

two i m p l i c a t i o n s , the f i r s t o f which l i e s i n the area of contemporary 

i n t e l l i g i b i l i t y . I t may be asserted, as Ricoeur does, t h a t i f the 

i n f e c t i o n from outside the human body c o n s t i t u t e s an o b j e c t i v e pole, 

there i s also a s u b j e c t i v e pole. This s u b j e c t i v e pole becomes the 

experience o f dread r e s u l t i n g from the p r i m o r d i a l r e l a t i o n s h i p between 

vengeance and the n o t i o n of defilement. Such a r e l a t i o n s h i p was forged 

i n a worldview which made l i t t l e d i s t i n c t i o n between the physical 

world and the e t h i c a l , and i t was characterised by a r a t i o n a l i s e d 

schema of punishment f o r s i n i n terms of i l l n e s s , s u f f e r i n g and 

u l t i m a t e l y death. This dread, or e t h i c a l t e r r o r , encouraged the 

p r e v e n t a t i v e use o f p u r i f i c a t i o n and a conception of the human en t r y 

i n t o the e t h i c a l world through t e r r o r and not through love, 168 

The second i m p l i c a t i o n , one which i s i n tension w i t h the f i r s t , i s 

the r e c o g n i t i o n t h a t the r e l a t i o n s h i p between defilement and dread i s 

not something t h a t may be r e s t r i c t e d t o p r i m o r d i a l h i s t o r y . Neusner 

shows how, i n Rabbinic Judaism, the c u l t i c framework c o n s t i t u t e d by 
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p u r i t y and i m p u r i t y came t o serve as a s i n i s t e r device t o produce 
obedience t o God. He p a r t i c u l a r l y draws a t t e n t i o n t o an understanding 
of leprosy as a consequence of s i n . I n h i s analysis the thought 
p a t t e r n s behind the imputation of i l l n e s s as a punishment f o r s i n 
begin p r e c i s e l y w i t h the b i b l i c a l use of i m p u r i t y as a metaphor f o r 
immoral behaviour. What happened was t h a t the metaphorical 
r e l a t i o n s h i p between i m p u r i t y and s i n was shattered. Instead of 
mainta i n i n g t h a t s i n i s l i k e i m p u r i t y s i n comes t o produce i m p u r i t y . 
I m p u r i t y becomes the r e s u l t of and punishment f o r s i n . * " 

Ricoeur's account of the provenance of defilement demonstrates an 

under l y i n g s t r u c t u r e t h a t cannot completely obviate, i n psychological 

terms, a connection between the categories of p u r i t y and hygiene. I t 

also demonstrates how the n o t i o n of defilement implies the existence 

of an e t h i c a l t e r r o r which has the p o t e n t i a l t o emerge even i n 

s o p h i s t i c a t e d s o c i e t i e s . Ricoeur a p p r o p r i a t e l y a r t i c u l a t e s the 

ambiguity r e s u l t i n g from these two i m p l i c a t i o n s . On the one hand he 

contends f o r the incomprehensible nature of the mind-set t h a t can 

conceptualise the metaphorical complex of defilement and e s p e c i a l l y 

i t s q uasi-material dimension.*'" Equally, he r i g h t l y recognises t h a t 

the ' e t h i c a l t e r r o r ' i n s t i g a t e d by the metaphors can lead t o 'a 

di m i n u t i o n of existence, a loss of the personal core of one's 

being'.*'* On the other hand he notes t h a t the language and thought 

p a t t e r n s of defilement w i l l p e r s i s t . This i s because of the deep-

rooted nature of the metaphorical complex w i t h i n human psychology. For 

Ricoeur, defilement i s a symbol of the s e r v i l e w i l l ; i n i t s pure form 

i t preserves the n o t i o n of e v i l as something t h a t cannot be reduced t o 

a lack of being and which i n i t s e x t e r n a l i t y i s engaged i n humanity's 

seduction. I t i n d i c a t e s the important p o i n t t h a t e v i l does not 
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u l t i m a t e l y dehumanise; i n f e c t i o n from without i s not defection and 
personal humanity cannot be undone."^ 

Ricoeur's t h i n k i n g obfuscates the u n i v e r s a l i t y of the clear cut 

d i s t i n c t i o n set out by Neusner between hygiene and p u r i t y because i t 

seems t h a t i t i s impossible t o wrench p u r i f i c a t i o n completely fre e 

from the r o o t metaphor of a surface area being contaminated and the 

associated image of a decontamination by a type of washing. Hence the 

now understandable, i f confusing, combination of hygienic and 

p u r i f i c a t o r y categories i n p a t r i s t i c theology. I f , however, i t i s 

accepted t h a t the n o t i o n of defilement does have a reputable 

t h e o l o g i c a l c o n t r i b u t i o n t o make, then a subsequent question concerns 

the t y p i f i c a t i o n o f human s i n f u l n e s s which has r e s u l t e d from i t . 

Therefore, a t h i r d challenge comes t o baptismal washing from the 

c h a r a c t e r i s a t i o n o f human s i n t h a t the metaphor i m p l i e s . This i s 

focused on an e v a l u a t i o n of the language of ' d i r t ' , ' f i l t h ' and 

' s t a i n ' which formed p a r t of the metaphor's p a t r i s t i c outworking, one 

which has endured since then and which may be i l l u s t r a t e d w i t h 

reference t o a branch of post-Reformation theology. 

A s u i t a b l e p o i n t of departure i s the work of Calvin. I t has 

already been shown t h a t Calvin gave a c e r t a i n p r i o r i t y t o the washing 

away of sins as a metaphor of baptism, i n d i c a t e d by i t s regular 

occurrence a t the head of a t h r e e f o l d l i s t of the e f f e c t s of 

baptism."^ Calvin r e l a t e s the washing t h a t the C h r i s t i a n receives t o 

the Jewish p u r i f i c a t o r y r i t e s which foreshadowed the r e a l i t y which i s 

inaugurated by C h r i s t : 
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baptisms and p u r i f i c a t i o n s disclose t o them t h e i r own 
uncleanness, foulness, and p o l l u t i o n , w i t h which they were 
d e f i l e d i n t h e i r own nature; but these r i t e s promised another 
cleansing by which a l l t h e i r f i l t h would be removed and washed 
away. And t h i s cleansing was C h r i s t . Washed by h i s blood, we 
b r i n g h i s p u r i t y before God's s i g h t t o cover a l l our 
defilements.*'* 

Calvin's theology the influenced subsequent remarks on baptismal 

washing. The S c o t t i s h Reformer John Knox understood the sacrament of 

baptism t o be administered i n order t h a t the C h r i s t i a n might be taught 

t h a t 'as water cleans outward f i l t h , so the blood of C h r i s t purges the 

soul from inward corruption'.*'^ There i s no doubt t h a t everyday 

washing informed the p a r a l l e l t o the r i t u a l a c t i o n i n the e x p o s i t i o n 

of baptism given by the Elizabethan P h i l i p Stubbes i n which he 

proposed t h a t : 

as the f i l t h i n e s s and p o l l u t i o n of my bodie i s washed and made 
clean by the element of water; so i s my bodie and soule 
p u r i f i e d and washed from the spots and blemishes of s i n , by the 
precious blood of Jesus C h r i s t . . . t h i s washing p u t t e t h me i n 
remembrance of my baptism.*'' 

These two instances i l l u s t r a t e a theology based upon a p a r t i c u l a r 

r e l a t i o n s h i p between a metaphor and i t s source domain. Given t h a t 

blood evokes water, human s i n becomes expressible i n terms of 

substance or s t a i n and the inward p a r t of the body becomes a surface 

upon which s i n can adhere. When t h i s happens the r i t u a l a c t i o n 

coincides w i t h the r i t u a l e f f e c t and the power of the metaphor i s 

c u r t a i l e d as the s i m i l a r i t y between the source and t a r g e t domains 

ecli p s e s the d i s s i m i l a r i t y . The washing metaphor then loses i t s 

a b i l i t y t o provide genuine metaphorical i n s i g h t t o the extent t h a t a 

p r i n c i p a l metaphor must be expected t o have. 
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This i s i l l u s t r a t e d by n o t i n g how u n s a t i s f a c t o r y the t h e o l o g i c a l 
anthropology becomes i f the metaphor of baptismal washing i s over
emphasised. The d e s c r i p t i o n of the human c o n d i t i o n i n terms of 
defilement was widespread i n post-Reformation English theology and R M 
Frye has s i t u a t e d the w r i t i n g s of the eighteenth century author and 
clergyman Jonathan S w i f t i n t h i s context. I n G u l l i v e r ' s t r a v e l s the 
Yahoo were the epitome of humanity and amidst frequent de s c r i p t i o n s of 
them as deformed, b r u t i s h and corrupt are found the images of f i l t h 
and defilement. Frye concluded t h a t such metaphors f o r s i n were 
widespread i n the work of leading theologians both p r i o r t o and 
contemporary w i t h S w i f t . " ' Against the disgust f e l t by l a t e r 
commentators Frye cautions against seeing a misanthropist i n Swift's 
c h a r a c t e r i s a t i o n of the Yahoo. Rather, S w i f t ' s p o r t r a y a l of the Yahoo 
was i n d i c a t i v e of an i n t e l l e c t u a l background which saw the human body 
as a re p r e s e n t a t i o n of human de p r a v i t y and t h a t , a t l e a s t f o r the 
purposes of i n s t r u c t i o n , saw the human s p i r i t as the only redeemable 
element. 

This combination of the metaphors of d i r t w i t h ideas r e l a t i n g t o 

b o d i l y processes i n the human psyche leaves the c h a r a c t e r i s a t i o n of 

s i n i n terms of d i r t and f i l t h deeply problematic. The problems range 

from the hiddenness of the moral agenda, the b o d i l y hatred t h a t may be 

promoted or the i m p l i c i t transcendence of the human c o n d i t i o n . I t may 

be possible t h a t i n an era when s o c i e t y had a more robust a t t i t u d e 

towards human b o d i l y processes, and also towards d i r t on the human 

body, there was a degree of a c c e p t a b i l i t y about employing the 

metaphors of d i r t and f i l t h as a c h a r a c t e r i s a t i o n of human s i n . 

Nevertheless, baptism can become, as one ( l i t e r a r y ) commentator has 
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expressed i t , the 'physical image of s p i r i t u a l c l e anliness, the 
separating of the t r u e i n d i v i d u a l from the excreta of o r i g i n a l s i n ' . " * 

Exactly why t h i s c h a r a c t e r i s a t i o n of sinf u l n e s s i s problematic i s 

the subject of the f i n a l challenge t o baptismal washing which emerges 

from the contemporary view of the human c o n d i t i o n and es p e c i a l l y i t s 

r e f o r m u l a t i o n of o r i g i n a l s i n . C a l l s f o r the l a b e l ' o r i g i n a l s i n ' t o 

be abandoned are accompanied by pleas f o r a meaningful re-statement of 

the meaning of s i n . There i s a general awareness t h a t , although 

a n a l o g i c a l , the d o c t r i n e of o r i g i n a l s i n contains some 'fundamental 

elements'"' t h a t cannot be abandoned and may be st a t e d q u i t e simply. 

' O r i g i n a l s i n ' i n d i c a t e s t h a t human beings do not become sinners by 

the i m i t a t i o n of others, but they are sinners p r i o r t o any personal 

a c t i o n . I t asserts the r a d i c a l nature of s i n which f i n d s i t s l o c a t i o n 

i n humanity a t a deeper l e v e l than t h a t of an i n d i v i d u a l a c t i o n or a 

conscious i n t e n t i o n . Also, i t p r o t e c t s an understanding of s i n as a 

un i v e r s a l phenomenon. W i t h i n the r e c o g n i t i o n of the continuing 

importance f o r the content of ' o r i g i n a l s i n ' , the contours of a 

contemporary d o c t r i n a l f o r m u l a t i o n have been shaped by philosophy, 

psychology, the s o c i a l sciences and s c i e n t i f i c discovery. 

Philosophical theology has sought t o understand the b i b l i c a l myth 

of the F a l l i n terms of the experience of anxiety. The human q u a l i t y 

of self-transcendence, an i n t e g r a l p a r t of human freedom, coupled w i t h 

f i n i t u d e gives b i r t h t o anxiety. An awareness both of the 

p o s s i b i l i t i e s open t o human l i f e and of the l i m i t a t i o n s of any 

e x i s t e n t gives r i s e t o the phenomenon of dread founded on an 

o n t o l o g i c a l i n s e c u r i t y ; i t i s t h i s t o which o r i g i n a l s i n , 

p h i l o s o p h i c a l l y understood, p o i n t s . A n a l y t i c a l psychology produces a 
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perspective on human s i n f u l n e s s t h a t places desire and the struggles 
w i t h i n the human psyche i n the context of the maturing p e r s o n a l i t y and 
not i n the framework of an i n h e r i t e d personal flaw. The myth of an 
h i s t o r i c a l F a l l becomes a u n i v e r s a l s t o r y of the development of s e l f -
awareness and the accompanying trauma. O r i g i n a l s i n i s 
disconnectedness from the s t a t e of union w i t h , or t o t a l p a r t i c i p a t i o n 
i n , the cosmic system; i t i s 'the i n a b i l i t y of choice t o act u a l i z e the 
u n d i f f e r e n t i a t e d union w i t h the whole t h a t we yet crave f o r ' . " " An 
a p p l i c a t i o n of the s o c i a l sciences has enabled a r a t i o n a l e of the 
h e r e d i t y nature of s i n . The transmission of o r i g i n a l s i n by generation 
may be i n t e r p r e t e d by the understanding t h a t i t i s through procreation 
t h a t a person i s s i t u a t e d i n the world, 'Being-situated' i n the world 
i s t o be i n the c o n d i t i o n of o r i g i n a l s i n , understood as the 'sin of 
the world'; the 'sin of the world' consists of the innumerable sins of 
the human race i n t h e i r c o l l e c t i v i t y , and t h i s s i t u a t e s the i n d i v i d u a l 
and determines t h e i r supposedly 'free' response t o the good or e v i l 
which confronts them,^*^ The physical sciences introduced an 
ev o l u t i o n a r y perspective. The focus now begins t o be given, not t o a 
past event, but t o a f u t u r e goal; the new Adam rath e r than the o l d 
Adam becomes the centre of t h e o l o g i c a l r e f l e c t i o n . The r e s u l t i s a 
change i n emphasis from 'an h i s t o r i c a l antecedence' t o an 
'eschatological dynamism' and an awareness t h a t the r e a l i t y of the 
human s i t u a t i o n i s i n r a d i c a l c o n f l i c t w i t h the C h r i s t i a n c a l l i n g 
found i n C h r i s t . 

Fundamental t o t h i s r e f o r m u l a t i o n has been a r e c o g n i t i o n t h a t even 

a renewed comprehension of o r i g i n a l s i n i s a ' p a r t i a l and not a t o t a l 

t r u t h ' when held i n i s o l a t i o n from other d o c t r i n e s . E s s e n t i a l l y , the 

d o c t r i n e of o r i g i n a l s i n i s the 'shadow side' of the uni v e r s a l human 
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requirement f o r s a l v a t i o n through the l i f e , death and r e s u r r e c t i o n of 
Jesus C h r i s t . Any understanding of o r i g i n a l s i n i s i n need of 
c o r r e c t i o n by the d o c t r i n a l framework w i t h i n which i t stands"^ or by 
an acknowledgement of the f a r deeper e x i s t e n t i a l s i t u a t i o n of an 
e f f e c t u a l o f f e r of s a l v a t i o n through Jesus C h r i s t . 

I n the face of contemporary understanding, any notion t h a t 

o r i g i n a l s i n may be l i t e r a l l y washed away i n baptism i n a manner 

suggested by everyday washing appears very f r a g i l e . On one hand, i t i s 

problematic t o t a l k of baptism as the removal of o r i g i n a l s i n when s i n 

i s now p r i m a r i l y understood as, f o r instance, the d i f f e r e n c e between 

the r e a l i t y and goal of humanity. A mode of being i n the world cannot 

be washed o f f ; the baptised remain w i t h i n the world and the doctrine 

of o r i g i n a l s i n expresses the innate d i f f i c u l t y of l i v i n g the 

C h r i s t i a n l i f e by the grace of C h r i s t . On the other hand, through i t s 

demythologisation, i t i s no longer possible t o give o r i g i n a l s i n a 

chr o n o l o g i c a l p r i o r i t y t o the grace of C h r i s t . Sin does not assume a 

power over an i n f a n t before God does i n the contingent act of baptism. 

The language of o r i g i n a l s i n i n r e l a t i o n t o an i n f a n t says something 

about the h i s t o r y of humanity only i n so much as i t can be spoken of 

with o u t C h r i s t , and does not have an encompassing f u n c t i o n as i t might 

have done i n t r a d i t i o n a l formulations of baptismal washing. 

I t may be argued t h a t the contemporary understanding of human 

si n f u l n e s s suggests t h a t baptismal washing may have the opportunity t o 

rediscover i t s t r u e character as a r i t u a l metaphor. I f i t i s possible 

t o r e j e c t as profoundly u n h e l p f u l any concept of the adherence of s i n 

t o a human so u l , then i t i s t r u e t h a t the way i s cl e a r f o r the 

unde r l y i n g model t o regain i t s power as the tension between the source 
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domain and the meaning of baptism i s restored. Equally, the notion of 
defilement i s one which conveys the important message of the 
o b j e c t i v i t y of hioman s i n f u l n e s s . At a profound l e v e l , however, the 
problem remains; metonymic extension i n the r i t u a l context i s not 
something t h a t may be c o n t r o l l e d and so the perception of s i n as d i r t 
i s endemic as i t s r e l i a n c e on concepts of p u r i f i c a t i o n demonstrate. 
This i s the dilemma which needs t o be confronted i n the use of the 
washing metaphor. 

5 The Organising P o t e n t i a l of Baptismal B i r t h 

Each of the three baptismal metaphors has been subject t o an 

eva l u a t i o n which has emphasised the anthropological understanding t h a t 

there i s a r e l a t i o n s h i p between the r i t u a l a c t i o n and the human 

pr a c t i c e s concerned w i t h death, b i r t h and hygiene. Now, i n the search 

f o r an organising metaphor, a comparison i s required. 

5,1 Comparison between the Metaphors of Death, B i r t h and Washing 

The metaphor of death, despite i t s dominance at various points i n 

the t r a d i t i o n , was shown t o have weaknesses. I n the i n t e r p l a y between 

the source domain of human death and the t a r g e t domain of baptism, 

death can become replaced by i t s metonym of drowning. When t h i s occurs 

the l i t u r g i c a l a c t i o n of submersion and emersion can become 

as s i m i l a t e d t o an enactment of death and r e s u r r e c t i o n . Metaphorically 

t h i s means t h a t there i s a redu c t i o n of power, a loss of h e u r i s t i c 

value and a dissonance w i t h Pauline theology which brings baptism i n t o 

a r e l a t i o n of s i m i l a r i t y w i t h b u r i a l a f t e r a p r i o r 'death'. 

Approaching t h i s from another angle, i n New Testament thought death 

i t s e l f was a descent,"^ I f t h i s i s the case then the Pauline notion of 
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b u r i a l i n baptism does not r e q u i r e a r i t u a l descent. Paul's use of the 
death metaphor i s one which maintains the tension between the source 
and t a r g e t domains and r e f l e c t s an optimvim p o t e n t i a l f o r t h e o l o g i c a l 
understanding. The problem i s t h a t the psychology of death has a 
tendency t o move the emphasis from metaphor t o metonym and therefore 
away from i t s b i b l i c a l basis. 

I n the instance of b i r t h , i t has been demonstrated t h a t there are 

compelling reasons t o suggest t h a t b i r t h has the p o t e n t i a l t o be an 

acceptable baptismal metaphor. There i s a p a t r i s t i c appreciation of 

the processual nature of c h i l d b i r t h through from conception t o the 

development of the newly born i n f a n t . I t was argued t h a t baptismal 

b i r t h i n the medieval per i o d need not deter a contemporary a p p l i c a t i o n 

since the s o c i a l environment i s r a d i c a l l y d i f f e r e n t . Rather, medieval 

baptismal theology may be seen as a resource t o recapture the notion 

t h a t baptismal r e b i r t h i s b i r t h w i t h C h r i s t . Also, there i s a strand 

of contemporary theology which contends f o r the n o t i o n of metaphorical 

b i r t h as a u t h e n t i c a l l y b i b l i c a l . O v e r a l l , the r i t u a l perspective 

allows the concern over baptismal regeneration t o be d i s s i p a t e d i n an 

acceptance of the ambiguity between the o b j e c t i v e and subjective 

aspects of r i t u a l p r a c t i c e . 

The handling of the washing metaphor by the e a r l y church contains 

severe t h e o l o g i c a l weaknesses. Washing produced a r e t r o s p e c t i v e 

outlook on baptism and also had i m p l i c a t i o n s which co n t r i b u t e d t o a 

Pelagian t h e o l o g i c a l anthropology. Furthermore, from a c u l t u r a l 

perspective, f o u r challenges have been brought t o i t s contemporary 

a p p l i c a b i l i t y . The f i r s t challenge h i g h l i g h t e d the d i f f i c u l t i e s 

involved when the d i s t i n c t i o n could not be maintained between hygienic 
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and p u r i f i c a t o r y categories and t h i s was coupled w i t h a second which 
suggested t h a t , when psychology i s recognised t o be a f a c t o r , t h i s 
d i s t i n c t i o n i s subject t o collapse. This led t o an analysis of the 
nature of s i n as d i r t , an i n e v i t a b l e i m p l i c a t i o n from the notion of 
baptismal washing and one which cannot be sustained i n a contemporary 
r e f o r m u l a t i o n of human s i n . This r e f o r m u l a t i o n was the f i n a l challenge 
which u l t i m a t e l y suggests t h a t the dilemmas fa c i n g the washing 
metaphor can only be solved by reordering i t s content. Add t o t h i s the 
f a c t t h a t washing now i s a p r i v a t e and regular p r a c t i c e ; t h i s 
c ontrasts t o i t s p u b l i c and less frequent nature up u n t i l the 
beginning of modernity, meaning t h a t i t s s i g n i f i c a n c e i s more 
d i f f i c u l t t o l o c a t e . The d i f f i c u l t y i s c l e a r when washing i s compared 
w i t h the c u l t u r a l events of death and b i r t h , each of which i s 
perceived as a t r a n s i t i o n and an unique l i f e - c y c l e event f o r the 
i n d i v i d u a l . The challenges posed t o the washing metaphor, there f o r e , 
are of such weight t h a t i t becomes an unacceptable candidate f o r an 
organising baptismal metaphor. 

I n respect, then, of death and b i r t h the analysis may be extended 

by deploying the two f u r t h e r anthropological c r i t e r i a f o r metaphorical 

ev a l u a t i o n . The f i r s t examines the nature of the q u a l i t y space i n t o 

which a metaphor moves r i t u a l p a r t i c i p a n t s . I t may be argued t h a t 

baptismal r e b i r t h predicates of the inchoate subject the source domain 

t h a t ' I am a foetus i n a s t a t e of t r a n s i t i o n t o being a newly born 

i n f a n t who i s beginning the process of forming f a m i l y r e l a t i o n s h i p s ' . 

I n metaphorical form the C h r i s t i a n i s the person who i s born i n t o the 

body of C h r i s t which i s the sphere of redeemed s o c i a l i t y . I n contrast, 

baptismal death evokes ' I am a person who has died and who i s being 

burie d and f a c i n g the u n c e r t a i n t y of what l i e s beyond death'; 
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r e l a t i o n s h i p s are terminated a t death as the human being moves from a 
r e l a t i o n a l s t a t e t o one i n which any suggestion of r e l a t i o n s h i p i s 
a n a l o g i c a l . A source domain which conveys the sense t h a t the post-
baptismal s t a t e i s a r e l a t i o n a l one has a greater degree of 
correspondence w i t h an approach t o ecclesiology i n which the notion of 
koinonia i s c e n t r a l than does a source domain which places the 
emphasis on r e l a t i o n a l d ysfunction. 

Then arises the question of a metaphor's 'aptness'. Which metaphor 

r e l a t e s most a p p r o p r i a t e l y t o the complexities of the contemporary 

s o c i a l s i t u a t i o n ? A number of po i n t s have been already made which 

support claims f o r the primacy of baptismal b i r t h . I n contrast t o the 

middle ages there i s now an acceptance of constant s o c i a l change and 

th e r e f o r e the anth r o p o l o g i c a l d e s c r i p t i o n s of b i r t h as a s o c i a l 

process are not i s o l a t e d observations. Rather they are informed by a 

background of s c i e n t i f i c discourse which i s concerned not simply w i t h 

the question of being but focuses on the dynamic processes of 

becoming. Also, i n the cu r r e n t s o c i a l m i l i e u of the Western world 

approaches t o human death are surrounded by deni a l and taboo; i n 

c o n t r a s t , i n t e r e s t i n c h i l d b i r t h i s growing both as an academic 

concern and also as an issue which e f f e c t s across gender boundaries. 

T h e o l o g i c a l l y there i s a r e c o g n i t i o n t h a t i n t e l l i g i b l e discourse 

concerning death requires a profound understanding of l i f e " * , 

something t h a t i s a t h e o l o g i c a l expression of the anthropological 

discovery t h a t metaphors derived from d i f f e r e n t r i t e s of passage are 

employed t o make sense of the human experience of death. A metaphor 

which takes b i r t h as i t s source domain has the p o t e n t i a l t o c o n t r i b u t e 

g r e a t l y t o contemporary l i f e and i t s understanding of death. 
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Add t o t h i s the observation t h a t the r i t u a l a c t i o n of baptism 
cannot be r e a d i l y a s s i m i l a t e d t o the source domain of b i r t h i n the 
manner which has been observed f o r those of washing and death, then i t 
i s making sense t o give preference t o baptismal b i r t h as an organising 
metaphor. I n t h i s case, how do the three metaphors i n t e r - r e l a t e ? Given 
t h a t a strong sense was obtained of the l i m i t a t i o n s of the washing 
metaphor, the next question must be, how does baptismal b i r t h r e l a t e 
t o baptismal death? 

5.2 Metaphors of Death, B i r t h and Washing i n Relationship 

I t i s the r e c o g n i t i o n t h a t l i f e i t s e l f becomes the source of 

understanding about death t h a t o f f e r s a means of c h a r a c t e r i s i n g t h i s 

r e l a t i o n s h i p . The place where e l u c i d a t i o n i s found i s the Fourth 

Gospel, where the metaphor of b i r t h e x p l i c a t e s the death and 

r e s u r r e c t i o n of Jesus. B i r t h i s employed as a metaphor f o r the 

c r u c i f i x i o n and i t s f o c a l p o i n t i s the r o l e which the Gospel assigns 

to the Mother of Jesus. The exegetical arguments are not w e l l known 

and so i t i s necessary t o o u t l i n e the steps involved i n making t h i s 

claim. 

Mary has long been regarded by a prominent t h e o l o g i c a l t r a d i t i o n 

i n both East and West as a type of the Church, and contemporary 

theologians from across confessional boundaries have re-presented the 

case f o r this,^®' The a t t r a c t i o n l i e s i n the exemplary nature of Mary's 

obedient response i n f a i t h t o d i v i n e grace. As Pannenberg puts i t , she 

i s the model of ' b e l i e v i n g humanity, the Church' and because, i n 

d i s t i n c t i o n from Jesus, she ' i s not one w i t h God, she can be 

understood i n a p a r t i c u l a r way as the prototype of man under the fre e 

grace of God',"* Central t o recent discussion has been the n a r r a t i v e 
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r e l a t i o n s h i p of the c r u c i f i x i o n t o the parable of the woman about t o 
give b i r t h i n the f a r e w e l l discourses: 

when a woman i s i n t r a v a i l she has sorrow, because her hour has 
come; but when she i s d e l i v e r e d of her c h i l d , she no longer 
remembers the anguish, f o r j o y t h a t a human being i s born i n t o 
the world.'*' 

The exegesis of t h i s parable may be t r e a t e d i n three steps. F i r s t 

of a l l , strong verbal p a r a l l e l s between Jesus' words and the I s a i a n i c 

d e s c r i p t i o n of the Daughter of Zion i n d i c a t e an a u t h o r i a l i n t e n t i o n t o 

make a reference t o Jesus' impending death by c r u c i f i x i o n . For Is a i a h , 

the Daughter of Zion w i l l be the mother of a mul t i t u d e of c h i l d r e n i n 

the forthcoming renewal of the n a t i o n . I s r a e l ' s s u f f e r i n g i s 

metaphorically one of c h i l d b i r t h which, although mysterious, w i l l 

e v e n t u a l l y y i e l d t o j o y ; s i m i l a r l y , Jesus advises h i s d i s c i p l e s i n the 

throes of t h e i r own s u f f e r i n g , ' I w i l l see you again and your hearts 

w i l l r e j o i c e ' . The parable announces the coming hour of Jesus' 

c r u c i f i x i o n , and i n p a r t i c u l a r , as the context makes clear, the 

s u f f e r i n g of the d i s c i p l e s who w i l l give b i r t h i n g r i e f . " " 

The second ex e g e t i c a l step i s t o r e c a l l t h a t Jesus' hour i s h i s 

death. P r i m a r i l y the b i r t h imagery r e l a t e s t o the experience of the 

d i s c i p l e s who g r i e v e over Jesus' death, s u f f e r i n g l i k e women i n 

c h i l d b i r t h , and whose sorrow w i l l e v entually t u r n i n t o j o y . As the 

exemplar and repres e n t a t i v e of d i s c i p l e s h i p Jesus' mother i s addressed 

by her Son at the hour of h i s death: 

when Jesus saw h i s mother, and the d i s c i p l e whom he loved 
standing near, he sai d t o h i s mother, 'Woman, behold, your 
son!' Then he s a i d t o the d i s c i p l e , 'Behold, your mother!' And 
from t h a t hour the d i s c i p l e took her t o h i s own home.''' 

This i s the second encounter of Jesus w i t h h i s mother i n the Fourth 

Gospel and, s i m i l a r l y t o t h e i r conversation a t the Wedding of Cana, 
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she i s addressed as 'woman'. Thus, as a representative f i g u r e , there 
i s a resonance w i t h the image of the Daughter of Zion and she becomes 
the New I s r a e l , the Church, who gives b i r t h t o the people of God i n 
the new era, Mary shares i n the s u f f e r i n g of Jesus; as she consoles 
her new 'son', she sees hope d i e , but as the representative of 
d i s c i p l e s h i p she gives b i r t h t o new hope i n the r e s u r r e c t i o n . She 
represents the c h i l d b e a r i n g of the new I s r a e l , which i s glimpsed i n 
the innovative r e l a t i o n s h i p Jesus e f f e c t s between Mary and the Beloved 
D i s c i p l e who represents the ' f a i t h f u l n e s s of a l l b e l i e v e r s ' , ' " 

The t h i r d step considers the p o s s i b i l i t y of an a l l u s i o n t o Eve, 

who i s t o l d by God t h a t she w i l l b r i n g f o r t h c h i l d r e n w i t h 'sorrow', 

and who l a t e r exclaims, ' I have gotten a man ' The occurrence 

of 'sorrow' i n the parable, where pain would more n a t u r a l l y have been 

expected, and the b i r t h of a human being instead of c h i l d indicates a 

probable connection between Johannine thought and the Genesis 

narratives,''^ The parable becomes a n a r r a t i v e s t r a t e g y t o i l l u m i n a t e 

the scene a t the c r u c i f i x i o n where Jesus addresses h i s mother. Mary at 

t h a t p o i n t i s also 'the New Eve b r i n g i n g f o r t h the New Adam i n t o the 

world of the Resurrection',"* 

Even though e x e g e t i c a l l y the no t i o n of Mary as the New Eve may 

only be held as a p o s s i b i l i t y , ' ' * i t s p l a u s i b i l i t y i s strengthened by 

the symbolism of the blood and water t h a t flow from Jesus' wound. As 

chapter f o u r made evident, blood and water are symbols of l i f e i n the 

Fourth Gospel and ph y s i c a l b i r t h involves the discharge of both 

f l u i d s . The anal y s i s may be extended by n o t i n g t h a t there i s a 

secondary symbolic reference t o the death of Jesus i t s e l f as 

c h i l d b i r t h , a s u f f e r i n g t h a t brings f o r t h new l i f e . An association 
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through the Johannine treatment of symbols may also be extended t o 
Jesus' prophecy at the f e a s t of Tabernacles concerning the discharge 
of l i v i n g waters from h i s heart. I t i s accepted t h a t the p i e r c i n g of 
Jesus' side i s an a l l u s i o n t o t h i s p r i o r p r e d i c t i o n and the b i r t h 
symbolism i s only strengthened when i t i s noticed t h a t the semantic 
f i e l d of the word f o r 'heart' i s p r e v i o u s l y employed by the Evangelist 
t o s i g n i f y the female womb."' I n c r u c i f i x i o n Jesus gives up the S p i r i t 
and t h i s i s the new l i f e born of the c h i l d - b e a r i n g - l i k e s u f f e r i n g s of 
Jesus, the unambiguous reference of the e a r l i e r prophecy."* The S p i r i t 
i s bestowed upon the newly formed Church s i g n i f i e d by the coming 
together of Mary and the Beloved D i s c i p l e . 

P l a u s i b l y , t h e r e f o r e , the imagery of Jesus' mother as the 

f u l f i l m e n t of the Daughter of Zion b r i n g i n g f o r t h the messianic people 

of God and as the New Eve, through whose s u f f e r i n g at the f o o t of the 

cross a new c r e a t i o n emerges, i s consonant w i t h the p i e r c i n g of Jesus' 

side and i s h a r d l y out of place w i t h i n the Johannine n a r r a t i v e . I n the 

Fourth Gospel b i r t h becomes a metaphor f o r death and r e s u r r e c t i o n 

together, as one movement through which Jesus passes. Therefore the 

b i r t h metaphor, at a t h e o l o g i c a l l e v e l , has an i n c l u s i v i t y about i t : 

the C h r i s t i a n , i n the b i r t h from above by water and S p i r i t , 

p a r t i c i p a t e s both i n the V i r g i n B i r t h and i n Jesus' death emd 

r e s u r r e c t i o n . To capture the f u t u r e reserve of the Pauline metaphors 

i t i s necessary t o go beyond the Fourth Gospel where the metaphor of 

b i r t h has an eschatological d i r e c t i o n w i t h a cosmic reference t o the 

establishment of the new c r e a t i o n . Regeneration i s a process which 

begins i n baptism and only f i n d s i t s f u l f i l m e n t or completion i n the 

apocalyptic t r a n s f o r m a t i o n t h a t involves the whole created order."' 
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So, i f the contours of a r e l a t i o n s h i p between the metaphors of 
b i r t h and death have been delineated, i t i s now possible t o suggest 
how the metaphor of baptismal washing may be perceived. For reasons 
already given, i t cannot assume a primary r o l e as a baptismal 
metaphor, but i t may be regarded as a less adequate attempt t o express 
what the metaphor of baptismal r e - b i r t h does more elegantly - the 
over-coming of the F a l l or the s o l u t i o n t o the human need f o r 
s a l v a t i o n . I n the Fourth Gospel i t s e l f washing i s a metaphor t h a t 
i n d i c a t e s p a r t i c i p a t i o n i n the servant nature of Jesus' death and 
r e s u r r e c t i o n , the supreme b i r t h event of the G o s p e l . I n the 
p a t r i s t i c p e r i o d , the c o n t r a s t between the b e l i e f of Mary and the 
disobedience of Eve conveyed the transformation of the baptised. One 
of the consequences of the F a l l was the i n t r o d u c t i o n of s u f f e r i n g t o 
c h i l d b i r t h , a s i g n of human disobedience. The painless nature of b i r t h 
i n t o the Church, i n c o n t r a s t , was a metaphor f o r the obedience and 
b e l i e f of t r u e d i s c i p l e s h i p . For Augustine, b i r t h from the union of 
God the Father and Mother Church was something of j o y , happiness and 
u l t i m a t e l y l i f e ; c h i l d b i r t h i n v o l v i n g human parents was the experience 
of weeping, woe and e t e r n a l death."' Baptism was the overcoming of the 
e f f e c t s of the f a l l ; most s u c c i n c t l y i t was concerned w i t h human 
s a l v a t i o n from the s t a t e of sin.^°^ 

The metaphor of baptismal b i r t h has t h e r e f o r e been regarded as 

c a r r y i n g w i t h i n i t the 'washing away of s i n ' and t h i s i s possible even 

though i t i s no longer acceptable t o place any emphasis on a genetic 

model f o r the transmission of s i n . Indeed, the understanding of 

baptism through r i t u a l metaphor explains how t h i s l a t t e r connection 

may have come i n t o t h e o l o g i c a l expression. As the r i t u a l of baptism 

becomes a r e - b i r t h then i t begins t o i n f l u e n c e through a metonymic 
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extension of the b i r t h metaphor the human b i r t h upon which i t i s 
juxtaposed. The source domain f o r an understanding of baptism i s human 
generation; instead of regeneration being understood by human 
generation, the l a t t e r began t o be understood i n terms of the former. 
I n the terms of r i t u a l metaphor, there occurred a reversal of domains 
as the t a r g e t domain of baptism became the source domain f o r metaphors 
t o understand the o r i g i n a l source domain of human b i r t h , producing a 
genetic understanding of the transmission of human sinfu l n e s s . 
D i s p l a c i n g the genetic l i n k , however, does not reduce o r i g i n a l s i n t o 
an environmental i n f l u e n c e ; a s i t u a t i o n i s t p o s i t i o n requires t h a t 
there i s something inherent w i t h i n the i n d i v i d u a l themselves which 
w i l l respond s i n f u l l y t o the e x t e r n a l , 

I f washing can only claim t o be a r i t u a l metaphor of the second 

order then i t s sense may be preserved by recognising t h a t i t 

ex p l i c a t e s a t r a n s i t i o n t h a t i s pro p e r l y expressed by the notion of 

c h i l d b i r t h , i t s organising metaphor. I n the perspective which gives 

emphasis t o the c h r i s t o l o g i c a l encasement of any statement about 

s i n f u l n e s s , washing may be thought of as a movement from a p o s i t i v e 

s t a t e t o a more p o s i t i v e one. I n the case of an i n f a n t t h i s does 

j u s t i c e t o the contemporary perception of childhood, i t does not 

disregard s i n but accepts the d o c t r i n e of o r i g i n a l s i n as a shadow and 

p a r t i a l statement of r e a l i t y and i t allows the metaphor of washing t o 

f u n c t i o n a t a second order l e v e l . I n baptism there i s a sharing i n the 

b i r t h of Jesus which contains w i t h i n i t s e l f the over-coming of the 

e f f e c t s of s i n . At baptism p a r t i c i p a t i o n i n the b i r t h of 'the Lamb of 

God, who takes away the s i n of the world'"* begins and comes t o 

completion i n the eschatological new c r e a t i o n . 
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Anthropology now f a c i l i t a t e s f u r t h e r t h e o l o g i c a l i n s i g h t through 
i t s perception of the s o c i a l nature of the b i r t h process which i s 
concerned w i t h the c r e a t i o n of a new member of human society; b i r t h i s 
a s o c i a l and h i s t o r i c a l event t h a t involves kindred r e l a t i o n s h i p s . The 
model of human b i r t h o f f e r s an understanding of the s o c i a l dynamics of 
baptism as i n c o r p o r a t i o n i n t o the Church as a sphere of new 
r e l a t i o n s h i p s . I n the r i t u a l context kinship metaphors have expressed 
these new r e l a t i o n s h i p s , e s p e c i a l l y as they are embodied i n the r i t u a l 
symbolism of godparents; baptism has been, and i s , 'bathed i n the 
atmosphere of k i n s h i p ' , ^ " I t w i l l be argued t h a t the f r e s h perspective 
on the processes of c h i l d b i r t h enables the not i o n of godparenthood t o 
consolidate the organising p o t e n t i a l of baptismal b i r t h . I t i s 
necessary, before t h a t , t o take note of one f u r t h e r o b j e c t i o n t o 
baptismal b i r t h which has been a r t i c u l a t e d by both theologians and 
an t h r o p o l o g i s t s : the argument t h a t the metaphor of b i r t h has been 
symptomatic of a d e n i a l of c h i l d b i r t h , 

5,3 Denial of C h i l d b i r t h through the Supremacy of Culture 

Central t o t h i s c r i t i q u e i s the concern t h a t the metaphor of 

baptismal r e - b i r t h can swallow up c h i l d b i r t h . I t i s asserted t h a t t h i s 

occurs through a male-dominated ordained m i n i s t r y , attempting t o 

r e p l i c a t e the female reproductive f u n c t i o n and thereby asserting a 

form of s p i r i t u a l b i r t h which i s superior t o the physical event."' 

Baptism i s seen t o represent a higher and more potent form of 

f e r t i l i t y than t h a t associated w i t h n a t u r a l b i r t h i n g . " ' Also, i t i s 

argued t h a t i n the h i s t o r y of the synthesis between f o l k r e l i g i o n and 

the Catholic f a i t h , symbols of l i f e were replaced by those of death as 

the veneration of martyrs grew i n t o a ' c u l t of the dead'. B i r t h was 
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demoted i n favour of the supreme importance of the r e b i r t h of the 
soul.^o* 

An appropriate response i s t o note t h a t such c r i t i c i s m s have t h e i r 

locus i n the t h e o l o g i c a l concern t o overcome r e l a t i o n s h i p s which are 

constructed around the dualism between male and female. This dualism 

i s seen t o f a c i l i t a t e others - between body and soul, humanity and 

nature, God and c r e a t i o n - and also a h i e r a r c h i c a l conception of 

so c i e t y . R Radford Ruether f i n d s support f o r her analysis from the 

ant h r o p o l o g i s t S Ortner who has argued t h a t the e a r l i e s t of s o c i a l 

s t r u c t u r e s suggest a u n i v e r s a l devaluation of women based on the 

dualism of c u l t u r e and nature. Culture i s demarcated from nature a t 

the sphere of the symbol and human c r e a t i o n which dominates the 

u n c o n t r o l l a b l e processes of the l a t t e r . I t i s the realm of c o n t r o l 

which i s aligned w i t h male hierarchy over the dangerous, p o l l u t i n g , 

i n f e r i o r and n a t u r a l female realm."' 

The n a t u r e - c u l t u r e dichotomy i s s i g n i f i c a n t because i t has 

permeated the anth r o p o l o g i c a l discussion of the godparenthood complex. 

Often i t undergoes a tra n s f o r m a t i o n , producing a d i s t i n c t i o n between 

the n a t u r a l and the s p i r i t u a l which i s then applied as a h e u r i s t i c 

framework t o the data. I t has influenced both the h i s t o r i c a l analysis 

of the institution^'° and the attempt t o f i n d a t h e o l o g i c a l grounding 

f o r contemporary p r a c t i c e . One well-considered example of the 

an t h r o p o l o g i c a l a n a l y s i s of r i t u a l k i n s h i p which accepts t h i s 

framework enables a p l a t f o r m from which t o overcome the ob j e c t i o n of 

c h i l d b i r t h d e n i a l . 
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S Gudeman has sought to give the anthropology of r i t u a l kinship a 
basis i n the Virgin B i r t h . Having observed the i n s t i t u t i o n of 
godparenthood i n a variety of locations he views i t as 'a temporal 
series of solutions to the problem inherent i n man's existence as both 
a natural and s p i r i t u a l being'."^ I t i s evident that the dichotomy 
between nature and culture, assumed to be universal, informs his 
argument that the godparenthood complex has always been based on the 
notion of s p i r i t u a l r e b i r t h combined with s p i r i t u a l paternity and 
resulting s p i r i t u a l relationships. Marriage prohibitions between 
s p i r i t u a l kindred serve to distinguish the s p i r i t u a l and the natural; 
i f marriage were to be permitted between those related through 
baptismal kinship then the social edifice would collapse. 

Working with the remarks of Aquinas on the contraction of 

s p i r i t u a l relationships i n baptism and confirmation, Gudeman 

postulates a transformation of the relations belonging to natural 

b i r t h into a 'baptismal r e b i r t h set'. Thus just as Father and Mother 

produce a c h i l d through intercourse, conception and b i r t h , i n 

baptismal r e b i r t h God the Father or the Holy S p i r i t , represented by 

the p r i e s t , i n conjunction with the Church as Mother, represented by 

the sponsor and the font, bring f o r t h the new s p i r i t u a l being. Such an 

understanding was heightened, i n Gudeman's view, i n the seventh and 

eighth centuries with the introduction of one male and one female 

sponsor. Thus the baptismal set of minister, sponsor and the baptised 

was again subject to a transformation; t h i s time to godfather, 

godmother and godchild, further emphasising the dichotomy of the 

s p i r i t u a l over the natural. This provokes Gudeman to a comparison with 

the b i r t h of Christ, since the baptismal set i s seen to be i n 

metaphorical relationship with the Virgin B i r t h . U t i l i s i n g an essay 
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by Leach i n which i t i s asserted that the necessity of the Virgin 
B i r t h l i e s i n the separation of Christ's legal and divine 
r e l a t i o n s h i p s " ^ Gudeman sees the baptismal relationships ultimately 
as a transformation of Christ's divine b i r t h . Just as the marriage 
prohibitions of the godparenthood complex ensure the separation of the 
natural and the s p i r i t u a l , so does the doctrine of the Virgin B i r t h . 

The feminist c r i t i c i s m of baptismal b i r t h therefore broadens into 

a wider c r i t i q u e of an anthropologically informed method which deploys 

the analytical categories of nature and culture. I t i s interesting to 

note that i n the case of Christian feminist theologians the arguments 

are less about the use of the metaphor of baptismal b i r t h than i t s 

misuse withi n a particular hierarchical ordering of the Church. Indeed 

feminist c r i t i c s of dominant models of sacramental theology have 

argued for a closer connection of baptism with the human experience of 

c h i l d b i r t h as a means of overcoming t h e i r c r i t i c i s m . T h i s insight 

encourages some responses to the assertion that i n baptism human 

c h i l d b i r t h i s e f f e c t i v e l y negated. 

5.4 Baptismal Godparents and the H i s t o r i c i t y of Human Bi r t h 

There are three responses, each of which allows r i t u a l kinship to 

emerge as an outworking of the organising potential of baptismal 

b i r t h . The f i r s t involves a questioning of the nature-culture 

d i s t i n c t i o n , the second an elaboration of the kinship structure of 

b i r t h and the t h i r d the provision of a theological context for 

godparenthood which has d i s t i n c t advantages over the Virgin B i r t h . 

The f i r s t response to the charge that baptism denies the r e a l i t y 

of c h i l d b i r t h i s to note the uncertainty of the nature-culture 
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d i s t i n c t i o n . Within the social sciences themselves i t i s increasingly 
f e l t that i t i s of lim i t e d heuristic value, not least because i t does 
not serve the universal, timeless and value-free function that i s 
sometimes assumed. One discussion argues that the opposition between 
culture and nature has been employed as an attempt to legitimate the 
social sciences by demarcating an area of investigation that depends 
upon the use of symbols, especially those of language, and therefore 
sets apart humanity from the remainder of nature. The opposition can 
display an ignorance of both humanity and animal species and can 

become 'not the product of enquiry but the condition of enquiry', 

a metaphysical presupposition to supposedly empirical investigation.^" 

Another rebuttal has come from the sociologist B S Turner who has 

observed that the d i s t i n c t i o n between nature and culture i s i t s e l f a 

cu l t u r a l product and that i t has inherent weaknesses when applied to 

the question of gender roles. The universality of patriarchy i s often 

a t t r i b u t e d to females' reproductive function, which f i r m l y associates 

them with nature, an unbreakable l i n k with animality which men are 

able to transcend i n the realm of culture. Turner argues that i t i s 

impossible to separate the domination of patriarchy from gerontocracy; 

many younger men are dominated by elder males, and although some might 

therefore exhibit certain female characteristics, i t would not be 

accurate to assign them to the realm of nature. Turner also r i g h t l y 

argues that not every society thinks i n these terms; for instance, 

A r i s t o t l e regarded women as an aberration of nature, and they have not 

always been seen as v i t a l i n the processes of reproduction of the male 

species, as was the case i n some medieval accounts. Also, i n a 

secularised and industrialised modern environment i t i s becoming 

ar b i t r a r y i n deciding where nature ends and culture begins; one 
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relevant instance would be that of contraception which makes the 
phrase 'natural reproduction' a meaningless one.̂ ^̂  

Therefore caution i s required i n any application of the analyses 

of baptismal kinship which have been obtained through the use of the 

nature-culture d i s t i n c t i o n . This does not deny that there are 

occasions i n history and situations i n contemporary societies where 

the physical and s p i r i t u a l b i r t h s were opposed and where the 

d i s t i n c t i o n may be employed to i d e n t i f y that case. For instance, i t 

might be argued that exclusion of parents from being godparents to 

th e i r own children brought about an i l l e g i t i m a t e opposition between 

the natural and the s p i r i t u a l . " * The logic which asserted that the 

existence of a s p i r i t u a l bond created between husband and wife, i f 

either acted as godparent, would prohibit conjugal relations f a l l s 

i nto the trap that opposes nature to culture. I n practice such logic 

led to the non-attendance of the parents at t h e i r own infant's baptism 

since i t was reinforced by the practice of quamprimam from the tenth 

and eleventh centuries onwards."' This l e f t the baptism i n the hands 

of the parish p r i e s t and the godparents, speaking eloquently of the 

genetic inheritance of o r i g i n a l sin through the biological parents. 

Such opposition between natural and s p i r i t u a l generation only began to 

be reversed following the Reformation when parents were gradually 

allowed to be godparents to t h e i r own children.^" 

However, i t i s also the case that the presupposition of a cultural 

realm i n hierarchical relationship to a natural realm can determine 

the conclusions reached from empirical evidence. This stance seems to 

determine those reached by Gudeman who overlooks the fact that the 

Virgin b i r t h of Jesus Christ i s such that i t cannot be assigned to 
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culture rather than nature since i t has components of both i n t r i c a t e l y 
intertwined with each other. I t can be argued that the Virgin B i r t h i s 
a special case and therefore, as the paradigm of the baptismal b i r t h , 
i t would y i e l d no opposition between nature and culture. 

What the c r i t i c i s m of the nature-culture construction provides i s 

the confidence that the kinship formed within the godparenthood 

complex i s not something i r r e t r i e v a b l y connected with the ' s p i r i t u a l ' 

and therefore working i n opposition to the kinship that belongs to 

'nature'. Although there have been points i n the Christian t r a d i t i o n 

where such an analysis seems to be v a l i d , i t i s not required that the 

creation of baptismal kin i s necessarily part of a system which denies 

the r e a l i t y of c h i l d b i r t h . 

The second response takes up the r e a l i t y of c h i l d b i r t h and 

suggests how kinship i n the context of human b i r t h might provide the 

metaphoric basis f o r r i t u a l godparenthood. Aijraer described the 

psuedo-kinship relationships established at b i r t h as 'cultural-

semantic markers' which both define the authentic universe of the 

b i r t h and ensure that the infant i s received into the 'time-space of a 

certain kinship order'. Time i s a presupposition of kinship, and 

kinship i t s e l f i s 'a way of talking about time'; tracing the 

biological l i n k s between kinship generations i s essentially a 

communication about time i n connection with b i r t h and an ar t i c u l a t i o n 

of the community's history. The i n s t i t u t i o n of kinship provides 

personal lin k s which transcend generations; the infant i s born into a 

universe of kinship and therefore those who are present at that moment 

embody the bonds which are constitutive of the community and serve to 

ar t i c u l a t e i t s history and continuity."' 
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This analysis empowers an understanding of baptismal 

godparenthood. The event of c h i l d b i r t h i s marked i n space and time by 

a universe of kinship. Ritual kinship marks the baptismal b i r t h as an 

h i s t o r i c a l event i n the l i f e of the Church. Like a human society, the 

Church society has a concern with i t s own history and continuity 

across generational boundaries; i t i s t h i s aspect of ecclesiology 

towards which metaphors of kinship contribute. The fact that 

godparents are usually selected from the universe of kinship which 

surrounds c h i l d b i r t h means that baptismal b i r t h affirms, and does not 

deny, the r e a l i t y of human b i r t h . Also, the fact that godparents are 

normally located i n a d i f f e r e n t generation to the infant contributes 

to the continuity of Church as i t progresses into the future. 

This i s a s i g n i f i c a n t point because i t captures the prominence, 

since the f i f t h century, of the post-baptismal role of the sponsor or 

godparent."" For instance, i n the early s i x t h century the godparent's 

postbaptismal function was that of moral educator and teacher of the 

core Christian b e l i e f s . " ^ R i t u a l l y , t h i s found appropriate expression 

i n the godparental responses of the Bobbio Missal where the godparents 

replied to the question about renunciation, 'May he renounce them', 

and to the interrogation about b e l i e f , 'Maz he believe'."^ In the 

Reformation the emphasis on the future role of godparents towards the 

infant was heightened; i t was embodied i n the Church of England's 

l i t u r g y when the godparents were charged with t h e i r duty to teach 

t h e i r godchildren 'what a solemn vow, promise and profession' they had 

made i n baptism and to ' c a l l on them to hear sermons'."^ 
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The future orientation of the i n s t i t u t i o n of godparenthood has 
been elaborated by the anthropologist J Pitt-Rivers who has understood 
the godparent as concerned with governing the passage an individual 
makes from the 'family of o r i g i n ' to the 'family of orientation'. This 
i s a generational cycle which occurs at b i r t h when one nuclear family 
is destroyed and another i s constructed. The godparent i s the 'anti-
parent' who substitutes for the parents at the points where the 
infant's individual destiny i s at stake, rather than the conservation 
of the f a m i l i a l u n i t . " * This i s i n accord with the theory of a r i t e of 
passage during which a person has to be separated from t h e i r social 
environment before being returned to i t with a di f f e r e n t status. The 
t r a n s i t i o n i s made with the assistance of the godparent, someone who 
stands outside the f a m i l i a l structure with regard to which the 
neophyte's status w i l l change. The godparent: 

as guardian of his destiny, looks into the future to the day 
when his charge w i l l become an adult; the parents, who bear 
responsibility for him i n the present, attach him to the past 
and to the social structure i n which his place i s granted to 
him by v i r t u e of his membership of the unit they have a l l i e d 
themselves to create."^ 

Thus although the metaphors of baptismal kinship might f i n d their 

basis i n the processual nature of c h i l d b i r t h the very nature of that 

process which, according to Pitt-Rivers, i s orientated towards the 

future, means that godparenthood supplies and embodies the tension 

between individual destiny and the destiny of the social unit into 

which the infant i s born. The metaphor of r i t u a l kinship therefore 

both affirms the r e a l i t y and significance of natural b i r t h and 

embodies the tension inherent i n the baptism of infants between the 

human family and the individual's incorporation into the Church. 
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The t h i r d response seeks to provide a theological context i n which 
baptismal kinship may be located. The following suggestion, that an 
understanding of the cross as a b i r t h event i n which the new family of 
God i s established, provides t h i s context and builds on what has been 
discussed previously about the narratives of the Fourth Gospel. 
Although the Virgin B i r t h i s by no means absent i n Johannine thinking 
the primary b i r t h event i s that which occurs through the flesh of the 
cru c i f i e d one. Rather than basing baptismal kinship on the Virgin 
B i r t h i t s context may be found i n the scene at the feet of the 
cru c i f i e d where the Mother of Jesus i s entrusted to the Beloved 
Disciple. 

The interpretation of t h i s scene i s assisted by the reflections of 

J McHugh and the linkages he perceives between the beginning and end 

of the Gospel. At the Cana wedding, Mary i s the prototype of f a i t h as 

she commands the servants to obey her son."* As she stands at the feet 

of the cr u c i f i e d and encounters the Beloved Disciple, almost 

universally now regarded as the type of a l l who come to f a i t h i n 

Jesus, McHugh, makes some poignant comments on the words of Jesus, 

'Womein, behold, your Son'. 

In these words a new t r u t h i s revealed. By addressing Mary not 
as "Mother" but as "Woman", Jesus draws attention away from his 
own blood-relationship with Mary to focus attention on the fact 
that henceforward she i s to be the mother of the disciple, and 
he i s to be her son. That i s , Mary i s henceforth to f i n d her 
children not i n those closest to her by blood, but i n those who 
share her boundless f a i t h and remain steadfast by Jesus to the 
very end. For the disciple who stood beside the Cross i s a type 
of a l l the disciples whom Jesus loves: a l l these i n turn are 
summoned to look upon Mary as th e i r mother, because her f a i t h , 
completely independent of signs and wonders, i s to be a pattern 
for t h e i r own."' 
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The emphasis here i s not on the separation of Mary and Jesus at 
the beginning of the Gospel and t h e i r subsequent encounter at the end 
to constitute a new family of God. At the feet of the crucified bonds 
are indeed established between the Mother of Jesus and the Beloved 
Disciple that transcend blood, but there i s no indication that kinship 
t i e s were previously negated nor are they negated at t h i s point. Mary 
i s j u s t as much Jesus' mother at the end of the Gospel as at the 
beginning. I f Mary i s seen as the exemplar of discipleship then t h i s 
suggests that kinship t i e s are not overlooked; the natural family i n 
the Fourth Gospel becomes a metaphor for the s p i r i t u a l family. 
I n t r i g u i n g l y , i n contrast to the synoptic Gospels, the material family 
is not the subject of downgrading: there i s no account of leaving the 
biological family, rather, as a minimalist understanding of the words 
from the cross indicate, i t i s the subject of concern and nurture. 
I n McHugh's account the attention that Jesus draws to non-familial 
bonds i s counter-balanced by the i n t r a - f a m i l i a l character of the 
Gospel's model for discipleship. 

I f t h i s i s correct i t i s unsurprising that the c r u c i f i x i o n i n the 

Fourth Gospel has been so closely connected to baptism. The hour of 

Jesus' death and resurrection i s the moment of b i r t h when kinship 

bonds are formed and 'a new family i s brought into b e i n g ' . I n the 

baptismal l i t u r g y of the Church, new Christians experience b i r t h and 

participate i n the continual coming into being of the family of God. 

I f Mary represents the Church and the Beloved Disciple symbolises the 

individual coming to f a i t h , then the c r u c i f i x i o n scene presents a 

picture of baptism. In pa r t i c u l a r , as an examination of the history 

and ethnography of r i t u a l kinship demonstrates, godparenthood i s 

concerned with the forging of bonds which involve both f a m i l i a l and 
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non-familial kinship at the moment of baptism. Godparenthood ensures 
that baptism constitutes the Church; indeed to follow St John's 
Gospel, i t i s the foundational event that brought the Church into 
being and continues to do so i n the celebration of baptismal l i t u r g y . 
By making provision for Mary, Jesus was reinforcing the natural f i l i a l 
bond with his mother and by saying what he did he was creating a new 
and e x t r a - f a m i l i a l bond that i s evocative of the creation of the 
Church. This embodies the tension between l i t e r a l kinship and r i t u a l 
kinship that the 'anti-parent' brings to baptism. 

Thus the range of baptismal b i r t h as an organising metaphor may be 

accepted. There are grounds for confidence that b i r t h i s an instance 

of human l i f e which i s now accessible and interesting to contemporary 

thought and the baptismal metaphor which i t informs i s one with a 

multitude of dimensions. I t contains within i t s e l f both the passage 

through death towards resurrection and the overcoming of the s i n f u l 

human state. I n terms of i t s christological basis i t i s a metaphor 

that finds a response i n the breadth of the incarnation - the Virgin 

b i r t h , the Baptism of Jesus and his death and resurrection. In i t s 

ecclesiological dimension i t i s a metaphor which recognises the 

mutuality and partnership of baptism - i n an act of baptism there may 

be passivity but beyond t h i s the whole Church i s involved i n giving 

b i r t h to the neophyte. Pneumatologically, the themes of anointing and 

the new creation from the narrative of Jesus' Baptism become part of 

the metaphor of b i r t h . The Johannine theme of new l i f e entered through 

baptism becomes i n t e l l i g i b l e when b i r t h i s understood as a passage to 

a preferable instance of human l i f e . 

338 



5: Ritual Metaphors and Baptismal B i r t h 

Baptismal b i r t h therefore has claim to organise the r i t u a l 
context. As the Pauline appropriation of burial leaves death i t s e l f to 
elucidate baptism's subjective and s p i r i t u a l dimensions, so baptismal 
b i r t h allows the i n v i s i b l e mystery of conception to f u l f i l an 
equivalent function, and t h i s may explain the tenacity of the 
prebaptismal anointing i n some tr a d i t i o n s . The theme of enlightenment 
i s understood as the emergence of the newly born into a world of l i g h t 
where i t i s clothed for the f i r s t time, i n garments which reveal the 
g i f t of God's grace. Most s i g n i f i c a n t l y , however, the very character 
of r i t u a l metaphor means that i n baptismal b i r t h c h i l d b i r t h may both 
be celebrated and transcended. Metaphor affirms the natural world 
because i t i s about relationship and not hierarchy; the p o s s i b i l i t i e s 
of experiencing divine love i n baptism are not dependent upon the 
juxtaposition with human b i r t h but neither i s i t denied. Infant 
baptism may be seen to be about both the affirmation of existing 
f a m i l i a l relationships and the establishment of fresh relationships 
wit h i n the new family of God. Godparenthood ensures that t h i s tension 
is maintained through baptism's future reference and the source domain 
of c h i l d b i r t h ensures that the emphasis i n baptism i s focused upon the 
relationship between godparent and godchild and not on the kinship 
relations that might be formed between parents and godparents. 
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Chapter Six 

Baptism i n R i t u a l Perspective 

I n r i t u a l perspective there i s always more t o be said. There i s always 

more to add t o a ' t h i c k d e s c r i p t i o n ' , there are always more examples 

which could have been selected and i n e v i t a b l y there are periods of the 

t r a d i t i o n t h a t have not received as much emphasis as they might have 

done. Nevertheless, a summary of where t h i s t h e s i s has t r a v e l l e d i s 

now overdue. 

The argument began by expressing a general d i s s a t i s f a c t i o n w i t h 

the t h e o l o g i c a l frameworks which govern current w r i t i n g on baptism. A 

more adequate framework was sought i n the category of r i t u a l and 

p r o p o s i t i o n s from the d i s c i p l i n e of s o c i a l anthropology were gathered 

t o i l l u m i n a t e t h i s category. An understanding was developed of r i t u a l 

as both purposive and a s s e r t i v e . I n t h i s l i g h t a p r e l i m i n a r y 

t h e o l o g i c a l reading was given of baptism, e s t a b l i s h i n g the 

p l a u s i b i l i t y of p e r c e i v i n g sacramental a c t i o n through t h i s framework. 

Baptism was understood as a r i t u a l of transformation, conveying the 
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sense t h a t a l l r i t u a l p a r t i c i p a n t s share i n the purposiveness of the 
r i t e . 

The dialogue w i t h s o c i a l anthropology produced three s i g n i f i c c u i t 

r i t u a l terms - myth, symbol and metaphor - which acted as foundations 

on which a theology of baptism could be constructed. The importance i n 

C h r i s t i a n theology of the p a r t n e r s h i p between word and sacrament, 

together w i t h an acknowledgement of an important t h e o r e t i c a l 

r e l a t i o n s h i p between myth and r i t u a l , s t i mulated an i n v e s t i g a t i o n of 

myth. A c o r r e l a t i o n was sought, and obtained, between myth i n 

an t h r o p o l o g i c a l discourse and n a r r a t i v e i n theology. An understanding 

of myth as a n a r r a t i v e form t h a t concerned i t s e l f w i t h questions of 

o r i g i n and exercised a s o c i o l o g i c a l charter upon i n s t i t u t i o n a l l i f e 

was c e n t r a l and l e d t o the proposal t h a t the s t o r y of the Baptism of 

Jesus charters the r i t u a l of C h r i s t i a n baptism. I t was suggested t h a t 

t h i s occurred i n a t h r e e f o l d manner: by l i n k i n g contemporary baptismal 

r i t u a l p r a c t i c e w i t h the past, by p r o v i d i n g an i m i t a t i v e archetypal 

event and by l e g i t i m a t i n g baptism's symbols and metaphors. The v i s i o n 

of baptism t h a t i s o f f e r e d i s informed by the s t o r y of Jesus' Baptism 

which i s summarised i n abbreviated l i t u r g i c a l form and repeated by the 

Church's a c t i o n of b a p t i s i n g . This amounts t o a commemoration of 

Jesus' Baptism i n C h r i s t i a n baptism. As the r i t u a l p a r t i c i p a n t s 

i m i t a t e baptism's archetypal counterpart they are presented w i t h , and 

i n t e r n a l i s e , a d e f i n i t i o n of r e a l i t y which i s informed by the 

n a r r a t i v e s of the Baptism. 

E x p l i c i t support f o r t h i s proposal was found i n the t r a d i t i o n . I t 

was also found i m p l i c i t l y i n the design of some r i t u a l environments 

and baptismal a r t i f a c t s , forming the r e l i g i o u s consciousness of 
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o r d i n a r y churchgoers. However, even where Jesus' Baptism d i d not 
receive t h i s r e c o g n i t i o n i t can s t i l l be argued t h a t i t functioned i n 
t h i s manner on the basis t h a t something outside the immediate 
t h e o l o g i c a l consciousness may s t i l l be present and e x e r c i s i n g an 
a c t i v e force through presuppositions deposited w i t h i n the o v e r a l l 
t r a d i t i o n . Opaqueness does not equate w i t h absence, and t h i s i s 
e s p e c i a l l y the case when the symbols and metaphors of C h r i s t i a n 
baptism t h a t are l e g i t i m a t e d by Jesus' Baptism are examined. 

E x p l o r a t i o n was made of the anthropological i n s i g h t t h a t there i s 

both an elusiveness t o e x p l i c a t i n g the f u l l meaning of a symbol and a 

j u s t i f i a b l e search f o r the deep s t r u c t u r e of a r i t u a l through i t s 

symbols. Key t o both these concepts was the n o t i o n of a n a t u r a l 

symbol, one which c a r r i e s i t s i n t r i n s i c meanings across c u l t u r a l 

boundaries. 

I n the case of the dominant baptismal symbol, water, i t s n a t u r a l 

symbolism i s expressed i n both i t s p o s i t i v e l i f e - g i v i n g q u a l i t i e s and 

i t s c apacity t o b r i n g death and d e s t r u c t i o n . I t was found t h a t the New 

Testament orders water's n a t u r a l symbolism by p l a c i n g the emphasis on 

i t s l i f e - g i v i n g f a c i l i t y . By commencing w i t h Johannine t h e o l o g i c a l 

i n s i g h t s i t was argued t h a t the l i f e - g i v i n g s i g n i f i c a n c e of aqueous 

symbols f i n d s expression i n connection w i t h c h i l d b i r t h and i n terms of 

l i v i n g water, both of which have t h e i r b i b l i c a l source i n the Old 

Testament m o t i f of the water f l o w i n g from the rock i n the wilderness. 

Although the Fourth Gospel does not develop the negative side of 

aqueous n a t u r a l symbolism i t i s found i n other New Testament w r i t i n g s , 

but always i n subordination t o the p o s i t i v e aspects. Water becomes 
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t h a t which conveys l i f e , y et w i t h i n t h a t frame i t speaks also of 
death. 

A comparison w i t h the dependent baptismal symbol of o i l was 

e x p l o i t e d t o b r i n g f u r t h e r understanding. I t was found t h a t the 

sensual p r o p e r t i e s of human o l f a c t i o n were a means, i n both r e a l i t y 

and analogy, t o understand symbolic e l u s i v i t y . I t i s apparent t h a t , 

f o r sacramental worship, a loss has occurred i n the deodourisation of 

modern Western l i f e ; p r i o r t o modernity, pleasant aromas i n the r i t u a l 

s e t t i n g were used t o s i g n i f y and enable p a r t i c i p a t i o n i n the d i v i n e . 

Also, a p p r e c i a t i o n of the s t r u c t u r e of o l f a c t i o n i s f r u i t f u l . A smell 

i s o f t e n defined by i t s source from which i t i s p a r t i a l l y detached and 

t o which i t i s tr a c e a b l e . Thus, the n o t i o n t h a t a symbol unites i t s 

r e c i p i e n t t o i t s 'source' i s a resonant one. I n baptism, through 

aqueous and oleaginous ' o l f a c t o r y ' traces, the baptisand i s unit e d 

w i t h the source of l i f e , and comes t o share the e t e r n a l o r i g i n of the 

Word of God. Through the S p i r i t ' s u n i t i n g a c t i v i t y , on the basis of 

the new c r e a t i o n wrought through the s u f f e r i n g of the Son, the 

baptisand shares i n the Father's l i f e . Sacramentally, both the 

o b j e c t i v i t y of the source and the s u b j e c t i v i t y of the experience w i t h 

symbol are l i n k e d i n a t r i n i t a r i a n baptismal a c t i o n . 

A search f o r the deep s t r u c t u r e of baptism was provoked by the 

i n t u i t i o n t h a t water and o i l may be t r e a t e d as symbols w i t h s i m i l a r 

r e l a t i o n a l s t r u c t u r e s . They r e l a t e , r e s p e c t i v e l y , t o the cosmos and t o 

the n a t u r a l world and each evokes the experience of the f l o w i n g of 

blood. Blood, i t s e l f a n a t u r a l symbol, i n d i c a t e s a t once the g i v i n g 

and t a k i n g of l i f e , not j u s t animal but p r i m a r i l y , i n the C h r i s t i a n 

context, human. The conclusion t h a t the deep s t r u c t u r e of aqueous and 
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oleaginous symbols may be found i n the flow of blood i s a d i s t u r b i n g 
one. Aside from c o n f r o n t i n g l i t u r g i c a l beings w i t h the 'deep and 
s i n i s t e r ' side of C h r i s t i a n worship, i t i n d i c a t e s an archaic view of 
nature, i n which the components of the cosmos communicate the power of 
the transcendent. 

The deep s t r u c t u r e of aqueous and oleaginous symbols brings the 

b o d i l i n e s s of baptismal r i t u a l i n t o the foreground. The body i s a 

symbolic template upon which the symbolism of baptism i s forged, 

p r o v i d i n g a means of thought and expression at a personal and s o c i a l 

l e v e l . To i n v e s t i g a t e t h i s f u r t h e r , the baptismal gestures of 

s t r i p p i n g , nakedness and r e c l o t h i n g were explored i n order t o survey 

the p o t e n t i a l of t h i s symbolic sequence f o r today's baptismal 

p r a c t i c e . I n a d d i t i o n t o i t s e t h i c a l s i g n i f i c a n c e , i t was found t h a t 

the baptismal garment may be appropriated most i n t e l l i g i b l y through 

the n o t i o n t h a t the image of God i s i n the process of r e s t o r a t i o n i n 

the context of sacramental worship; r i t u a l c l o t h i n g p a r t i c i p a t e s i n 

the mystery of b o d i l i n e s s which s y m b o l i c a l l y both reveals and conceals 

the transcendent. Also, the 'natural gestures' of the godparents i n 

o f f e r i n g and r e c e i v i n g t h e i r charges were argued t o be an i n e v i t a b l e 

p a r t of the r i t u a l s t r u c t u r e of the l i t u r g y . They are r i t u a l movements 

t h a t give r i s e t o thought. There i s the no t i o n t h a t there i s a 

s i g n i f i c a n t i n t e r a c t i o n between the bodies of i n f a n t s o f f e r e d f o r 

baptism and the s o c i a l body, but there i s also the thought t h a t t h i s 

i s a gesture t h a t has i t s background i n the p o t e n t i a l r e j e c t i o n of a 

c h i l d and i n the Augustinian perspective of an i n f a n t e x i s t i n g i n the 

s t a t e of o r i g i n a l s i n . I f t h i s evokes a negative view of infanthood, 

a t the English Reformation t h i s was counter-balanced w i t h a Gospel 
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reading which presented i n f a n t s p o s i t i v e l y . This was one impetus which 
d i r e c t e d the argument towards a study of baptismal metaphors. 

I n t h e i r regard, i t i s an axiom of the r i t u a l understanding 

o u t l i n e d t h a t there i s an i n t e r p l a y between i d e n t i t y and status. A 

transformatory r i t u a l prepares the i n i t i a t e f o r the growth of personal 

i d e n t i t y which takes place e i t h e r , before, during or a f t e r the r i t e . 

Baptism imparts a status which prepares the baptisand f o r the 

development of h i s or her i d e n t i t y . Whilst m a t e r i a l symbols promote 

i d e n t i t y - t h a t i n f a c t i s deeply rooted i n the concept - they do t h i s 

p r i m a r i l y by promoting a s o c i a l s o l i d a r i t y and only i n a secondary way 

by producing common b e l i e f . Symbols are concerned w i t h mystery and the 

experience of r e v e l a t i o n and i t becomes the f u n c t i o n of metaphor t o 

c l a r i f y the s o c i a l movement towards personal i d e n t i t y . 

Metaphors both a r i s e from and s t r u c t u r e the experience of r i t u a l 

symbols. A metaphor presents l i n g u i s t i c a l l y what i s perceived t o be 

asserted by the r i t u a l and i s based on i t s p a r a l l e l , n o n - r i t u a l 

e q u i v a l e n t . I t was the r e l a t i o n s h i p between the metaphor and i t s 

source domain which formed the basis f o r an evaluation of the three 

major baptismal metaphors - b i r t h , death and washing - and an 

orga n i s i n g metaphor was sought which does overarching j u s t i c e t o 

baptism, t o which the other metaphors might r e l a t e and which might 

c o n t r i b u t e towards the achievement of the desired symbolic 

i n t e l l i g i b i l i t y . 

The proposal was made t h a t baptismal b i r t h f u l f i l s t h i s r o l e and 

t h a t the Fourth Gospel's understanding of b i r t h , focused at the 

ki n s h i p scene t h a t unfolds a t the f e e t of the c r u c i f i e d one, i s 
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consistent w i t h t h i s perspective. When applied t o the baptism of 
i n f a n t s the n o t i o n of godparenthood as 'anti-parent' was argued t o 
e s t a b l i s h the nature of baptismal b i r t h as an h i s t o r i c a l event i n the 
Church's l i f e , t o o r i e n t the i n f a n t towards i t s f u t u r e i d e n t i t y and t o 
embody the tension between the human f a m i l y and i n c o r p o r a t i o n i n t o the 
Church. 

Whilst t h i s development of the b i r t h metaphor includes w i t h i n i t 

the n o t i o n of de a t h - r e s u r r e c t i o n , the metaphor of baptismal washing 

was found t o have c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s which i n d i c a t e d a second order 

metaphor, one which takes i t s t h e o l o g i c a l cue from those of the f i r s t 

order. This i s consistent w i t h the n a r r a t i v e reading of Jesus' Baptism 

t h a t i s presented which, f o l l o w i n g contemporary b i b l i c a l scholarship, 

brings a messianic understanding of the Baptism i n t o p r i o r i t y over 

i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s which emphasise s u f f e r i n g servanthood categories. The 

n a r r a t i v e of Jesus' Baptism i s understood as the asse r t i o n of the 

esc h a t o l o g i c a l new c r e a t i o n , something t h a t would involve the passion 

of the Son of Man, but which includes w i t h i n i t the f u l l dimension of 

the establishment of the kingdom of God, However, questions a r i s e 

regarding the r e c o n c i l i a t i o n of t h i s theology w i t h the dominant 

baptismal t r a d i t i o n which has p e r s i s t e d w i t h the understanding of 

baptism as the washing away of s i n s . 

An i n i t i a l answer may be found i n an argument t h a t accepts the 

statement of the Niceno-Constantinopolitan creed as dependent upon i t s 

context and emphasises the Eastern n o n - a t t r i b u t i o n of the g u i l t of 

o r i g i n a l s i n t o the newly born, yet progresses f u r t h e r . One 

i m p l i c a t i o n of the proposed understanding of Jesus' Baptism i s t h a t 

i t s i n t e r p r e t a t i o n t u r n s on metaphors t o do w i t h the human experiences 
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of b i r t h and death. The metaphor of b i r t h , transformed i n t o the 
beginning of the new c r e a t i o n , has precedence over t h a t of death. I n 
h i s Baptism, Jesus i s revealed; he himself i s portrayed as the new 
c r e a t i o n , h i s f u t u r e death and r e s u r r e c t i o n are a n t i c i p a t e d and there 
i s the embodiment of the forgiveness of s i n s , the f u l f i l m e n t of 
I s r a e l ' s covenant expectation. His Baptism, t h e r e f o r e , as a r i t u a l 
event i n which there i s a symbolic presentation of r e a l i t y , e x h i b i t s 
the well-known symbolic phenomenon i n which one or more re f e r e n t s may 
l i e l a t e n t . Jesus was not baptised f o r h i s personal forgiveness of 
s i n s , yet h i s baptism represented a c o n f e r r a l of s o c i a l status and a 
d e f i n i t e movement i n h i s personal i d e n t i t y . 

I n the case of d i r e c t references t o the baptism of ad u l t s , the 

washing metaphor requires handling w i t h care, avoiding any suggestion 

of a t h e o l o g i c a l anthropology t h a t involves s i n f u l n e s s understood i n 

terms of d i r t and always i n the context of i t s r e l a t e d f i r s t order 

metaphors. I n the case of the baptism of i n f a n t s i t i s possible t o 

envisage t h a t the whole symbolic spectrum of r e f e r e n t s may not be 

a c t i v e a t the same time. Contemporary thought has a p o s i t i v e 

e v a l u a t i o n of an i n f a n t which makes i t inappropriate t o speak of the 

washing away of o r i g i n a l s i n i n the immediate r i t u a l context. I n t h i s 

the baptism of an i n f a n t may be said t o f o l l o w the p a t t e r n of Jesus' 

Baptism where the metaphors of b i r t h and death are prominent. Yet the 

metaphor of washing s t i l l has been understood t o be l e g i t i m a t e d by the 

Jordan event. I n t h i s case the metaphor of washing needs t o be aligned 

w i t h t h a t of b i r t h which has l e g i t i m a t e claim t o organise the 

metaphorical s t r u c t u r e of the l i t u r g y . Therefore, i t i s possible t o 

speak of the i n f a n t being washed 'whiter than snow'. B i r t h i s a 

movement from l i f e i n the womb t o an existence t h a t i s i n f i n i t e l y 
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p r e f e r a b l e . I n the same way the baptismal washing of an i n f a n t , the 
passage i n t o Church membership, i s an i n f i n i t e l y p r eferable s t a t e t o 
t h a t of being unbaptised. This does j u s t i c e t o the second order 
metaphor of washing, but i t also coheres w i t h the n o t i o n of o r i g i n a l 
s i n as a p a r t i a l d o c t r i n e and one which i s the shadow side of the 
u n i v e r s a l human need f o r s a l v a t i o n . 

The path towards these conclusions has also embraced some meta-

baptismal issues, of which three may be mentioned. F i r s t of a l l , i n 

the a n a l y s i s of r i t u a l i t was argued t h a t e s t a b l i s h i n g the nature of 

i t s purposive dimension involved the c h a r a c t e r i s a t i o n of the r i t u a l 

event i t s e l f . One c h a r a c t e r i s a t i o n t h a t has emerged i n t o C h r i s t i a n 

discourse has been the language of i n i t i a t i o n . I t was shown t h a t t h i s 

i s a concept t h a t brings w i t h i t notions of adolescent m a t u r i t y 

r i t u a l s , r a t h e r than communicating the broader category of a r i t e of 

passage which connotes r i t u a l s at any stage w i t h i n the l i f e - c y c l e . 

This brings a d i f f i c u l t y t o any alignment of ' i n i t i a t i o n ' w i t h a 

baptismal framework which seeks t o embrace both a d u l t and i n f a n t 

baptism. I t suggests t h a t baptism i s subject t o another overarching 

framework t h a t may be less than h e l p f u l t o the outworking of i t s 

theology. 

Secondly, the e x p l o r a t i o n of baptismal symbols meant t h a t 

a t t e n t i o n was paid t o the phenomenon of baptismal nakedness and space 

was given t o the view t h a t baptism has been deployed manipulatively t o 

d i r e c t s e x u a l i t y and t o order C h r i s t i a n s o c i e t y t o the disadvantage of 

the non-adult male. Suspicion of manipulation i s a c h a r a c t e r i s t i c of 

contemporary thought and when t h i s charge i s made a t t e n t i o n i s drawn 

to one of the c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s of r i t u a l t h a t r e l a t e s t o i t s 
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assertiveness - the n o t i o n t h a t r i t u a l i s now understood t o be a 
s t r a t e g i c way of a c t i n g i n the n e g o t i a t i o n of power r e l a t i o n s h i p s . 
Thus, baptismal r i t u a l may be regarded as a n e g o t i a t i o n between the 
f o r g i n g of a personal i d e n t i t y and the v i s i o n of r e a l i t y presented by 
the Church, between i n d i v i d u a l i t y and conformity i n the processes of 
s o c i a l i s a t i o n i n t o the community of f a i t h . 

T h i r d l y , t h i s t h e s i s has sought t o be s e n s i t i v e t o f e m i n i s t 

c o n t r i b u t i o n s t o sacramental theology. I n one case there was the 

concern t h a t human blood i s f a c i l e l y supposed t o be male blood, a 

p o s i t i v e symbol of the acceptance of s a c r i f i c e and subordination of 

the female. Implied here i s the concern over s a l v a t i o n coming through 

a male saviour. The r i t u a l perspective, drawing on anthropological 

methods, recognises t h a t the symbolism of blood i s determined by the 

s o c i a l environment. Blood i s i n t r i n s i c a l l y p o s i t i v e and negative, 

although w i t h i n the C h r i s t i a n t r a d i t i o n i t s l i f e - g i v i n g p r o p e r t i e s 

have precedence over i t s suggestion of death. I n a m i l i e u where women 

were s o c i a l l y subordinate but where gender categories had a f l u i d i t y , 

i t was po s s i b l e t o r e l a t e t o the blood of C h r i s t as l i f e - g i v i n g . This 

i s j u s t one resource i n the t r a d i t i o n which may c o n t r i b u t e t o the 

r e h a b i l i t a t i o n of a consciousness of the deep s t r u c t u r e of baptism. I n 

another case, the concern was addressed t h a t baptismal b i r t h implied a 

negation of c h i l d b i r t h and t h e r e f o r e of female experience. Through cin 

examination of the n a t u r e - c u l t u r e debate i t was recognised t h a t human 

b o d i l y experience b e l i e s t h e i r separation, which has been a premise of 

t h i s a s s e r t i o n . Re-discovering the bo d i l i n e s s of baptism, a key 

i n s i g h t of the r i t u a l approach, and a p p r o p r i a t i n g the concept of 

metaphor as an a f f i r m a t i o n of n o n - r i t u a l experience mean t h a t t h i s i s 

overcome. Baptism may be, among others t h i n g s , a c e l e b r a t i o n of 
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c h i l d b i r t h , a recognition of the positive nature of infant l i f e and 

the experience of the universe of kinship at b i r t h . The development of 

the innateness of the processual character of the b i r t h metaphor only 

enhances t h i s response to the concern, as does the r i t u a l function of 

godparents. 

Each of these meta-issues presupposes the methodology of t h i s 

thesis, one which has sought a correlation between the disciplines of 

theology and social anthropology. The l a t t e r has been deployed in a 

number of ways. The category of r i t u a l has received enrichment and 

without resort to t h i s i t has a tendency to remain rather t h i n and 

empty. In the dialogue between the two disciplines three important 

categories emerged - myth, symbol and metaphor - without which the 

enrichment brought by r i t u a l could not be enfleshed. One of their 

functions was to suggest. This occurred i n elucidating a model for a 

possible relationship between a myth and i t s associated r i t u a l . I t 

also occurred i n the search for the deep structure of Jewish 

circumcision where a cross-cultural comparison of African circumcision 

r i t e s was a key hermeneutical resource. I t may be objected that social 

anthropology i s a complex discipline and cannot provide the 

i n t e l l e c t u a l coherence of, say, philosophical engagement. Yet t h i s 

neglects one feature of the thesis - i t s self-authenticating quality. 

The j u s t i f i c a t i o n for deploying the social anthropology of r i t u a l lay 

f i r s t of a l l i n a theological i n s t i n c t , but i n retrospect the results 

of the engagement are i t s primary vindication. What began perhaps as 

an ad hoc methodology has proved i t s own worth i n the correlation that 

has been achieved. 
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This i s baptism i n r i t u a l perspective: baptism commemorates the 

story of the Baptism of Jesus, using the r i t u a l symbols and metaphors 

which i t legitimates. The objective has not been to write a systematic 

theology of baptism, but to set the necessary framework for one. The 

r i t u a l perspective proposes fresh contours for baptismal theology to 

follow. I t suggests that progress l i e s outside the strictures of the 

more t r a d i t i o n a l approaches and occurs when attention i s paid to the 

r i t u a l basis of baptism. I t bequeaths a tension i n i t s methodology: 

that between an analysis of what i s the case and potentially what 

might be the case. Baptismal theology as r i t u a l theology lives i n the 

confines of such a tension. That indeed i s the nature of baptism, 

between r e a l i t y and pot e n t i a l , between the present r i t u a l moment and 

i t s future f u l f i l m e n t , and between the action of God and humanity's 

response i n f a i t h . 
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