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The climax of a transformative process

In the early church, Karen Armstrong and other
scholars have found, baptism was the climax of a
carefully devised, transformative, six-
week-long process. Much like the initia-
tion rituals of Greek “mystery religions”
of the day, Armstrong explains in The
Case for God, baptism and the Eucha-
rist were initiations during which congre-
gation members “were taught to look
beneath the symbolic gestures to find the sacred ker-
nel within and thus experience a ‘change of mind.’ ”

Here’s how Armstrong reports a fourth-century
Christian bishop’s account. “During the six weeks of
Lent, converts had undergone an intensive period of
preparation. They had to fast, attend vigils, pray, and
receive instruction about the basic factual message
of the gospel. They were not required to believe any-
thing in advance. They would be instructed in the
deeper truths of Christianity only after the initiation of
baptism, because these dogmas would make sense
only after the transformative experience of the ritual.”

Stepping out of accustomed ways

The preparation evoked a “stepping out” of the
converts’ accustomed ways of thinking. This was sym-
bolized by their shedding their clothes as they pro-
cessed into the church to be baptized, usually in the
early hours of Easter morning. They stood naked and
then were plunged into the baptismal pool. Their cry
upon emerging and being clothed in white garments
symbolizing their new identity was a Greek or Latin
word that meant “I give him my heart, my loyalty, my
commitment” or “I engage myself.” The
words came into English as “I believe,” but,
Armstrong finds that they expressed some-
thing more like our saying “I do” or “I will”
in marriage services today.

A proclamation of commitment

“It was only after they had been through the trans-
formative process,” Karen Armstrong explains, “that
new Christians were asked to recite the ‘creed,’ a
proclamation not of ‘belief’ but of commitment to the
God that had become a reality in their lives as a re-
sult of this rite of passage.”
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This issue, many back issues, a list of books I’ve written about, and more Connections information are
available free from my web site, www.connectionsonline.org. To get Connections monthly by e-mail, let
me know at BCWendland@aol.com. Please include your name, city, and state or country. To start
getting Connections monthly by U.S. Mail, send me your name, address, and $5 for the coming year’s
issues. For paper copies of any of the 17 years’ back issues, send me $5 for each year or any 12 issues.

I’m a United Methodist lay woman, and neither a church employee nor a clergyman’s wife. Connections is a one-
person ministry that I do on my own initiative, speaking only for myself. Many readers make monetary contributions
but I pay most of the cost myself. Connections goes to several thousand people in all U.S. states and some other
countries—laity and clergy in a dozen denominations, and some nonchurchgoers. Connections is my effort to stimu-
late fresh thought and new insight about topics I feel Christians need to consider and churches need to address.

http://www.connectionsonline.org
mailto:BCWendland@aol.com
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Please, if you e-mail me . . .

B If you don’t e-mail me often and thus I’m not likely to recognize your e-mail address, please
put your name in the message you send me. My e-mail software shows only the sender’s e-mail
address, not his or her name. And especially if your first name is a common one, please give me

your full name, not just your first name. If you just sign “Bob” and your e-mail address
isn’t one I see often, I won’t know which of the many Bobs on my mailing list I’m hearing from.

B If your e-mail address won’t be familiar to me, please put something I’ll recognize in the subject
line. “Connections” is enough, but if you leave the subject line blank or put only something like “Hi,” and

I don’t recognize your address, I’m likely to assume the message is spam and therefore delete it without opening it.

B I know I’m stuck in the dark ages in this regard, but so far, I don’t use the “social media” sites. So when Facebook
or Twitter sends me a message asking me to become someone’s “friend” or “follower” or whatever, I don’t answer. I
love conversing personally by e-mail, but I don’t feel I can also spend time communicating through these media.

I’ll appreciate your helping in these ways.
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