
The Unavoidable  Fact  o f  God’s  Love  
ASSIGNMENT 

BAPTISM CASESTUDY: Choose one situation. How do you respond? Why? Drawing on 
Common Worship: Christian Initiation and New Patterns for Worship, draft a liturgy 
suitable for use in your own church which would be appropriate in this case, including 
leader’s notes and directions. Explain why you have made the choices you have. 
Reflect on your own role in this case, both pastorally and liturgically. 

LEARNING OUTCOMES 
You will be able to show a detailed knowledge and understanding of one liturgy of initiation, employing historical and 
theological perspectives for example, baptism, confirmation, rites on the way. 

GIFTS AND COMPETENCIES 
1(i) Describing the theology of Baptism 
1(ii) Describing the sacramental liturgies of the various churches past and present 
1(iii) Describing the importance of images, symbols and symbolic actions in Baptism 
1(iv) Connecting the activity of Baptism with needs of individuals and communities 
2(i) Describing the various tasks and roles of ministers in sacramental worship 
2(ii) Assisting appropriately 

 

In less than a year’s time, I anticipate being ordained deacon. The sacramental agency that accompanies 

that transition is made explicit, and also is there by implication, in the Bishop’s words to the candidates: 

Deacons are called to … serve as heralds of Christ's kingdom. They are to proclaim the gospel 

in word and deed, as agents of God's purposes of love. They are to serve the community in 

which they are set … searching out the poor and weak, the sick and lonely and those who are 

oppressed and powerless, reaching into the forgotten corners of the world, that the love of 

God may be made visible. … They accompany those searching for faith and bring them to 

baptism. They assist in administering the sacraments; they distribute communion and 

minister to the sick and housebound. … They are to be faithful in prayer, expectant and 

watchful for the signs of God's presence, as he reveals his kingdom among us. 

[EMPHASES MINE] from The Ordination of Deacons, Common Worship 
http://www.churchofengland.org/prayer-worship/worship/texts/ordinal/deacons.aspx 

To illustrate how this envisioning poetry becomes a complex reality, I have gone back to the seminal 

experience in my own vocational journey, for a baptismal casestudy. Billy Mitchell is a character in the BBC 

soap opera Eastenders. He is a vulnerable yet earnest man, whose efforts to be affirmed constantly end in 

belittlement and grief. Born in the early 1960s, his upbringing was in an abusive children’s home. His wider 

family treat him as a “runt of a man” (Methuen, 2006) and are happy to manipulate his own violent streak 

for their own ends, and to condemn him for it in equal measure. His depiction over time has evolved 

somewhat away from a bullied bully into a man who is "clownish and a bit of a loser … a born romantic 

with a kind nature and a big heart" (Methuen, 2006). At Christmastime 2006, he was in crisis. His wife of 

just a few months had rejected their three-month Down’s Syndrome daughter, and had persuaded him to 

have her placed in foster care pending adoption. As is common with Down’s children, the little girl had 

heart problems and on Christmas Eve she was rushed from her foster carers into hospital. Billy chose to go 

with her knowing he was going to lose her, either to adoption or to unsuccessful emergency surgery. 

Whilst she was in theatre, he had nowhere to go, and found himself in the hospital chapel, keeping lonely 

Christmas Eve vigil. Bearing in mind the dramatic licence of a soap opera, whilst he was there, the hospital 

chaplain, recognisable by his clerical collar, came into the chapel.  



This is a hugely significant moment in my sense of vocation to priesthood. I found it profoundly moving 

that helpless, hopeless Billy knew what a chaplain was and knew that a priest was a safe place to go. 

Eastenders writers deal in cultural literacy and the presence of the priest as an icon for which Billy himself 

is literate, is strongly indicative of an enduring societal implicit understanding of priesthood. Sociologists 

called this ascribed status where, independent of the agent’s own characteristics or capabilities, a social 

position attributed by wider society to a specific person. It was as I watched this scene in a TV soap, that 

clarity formed instantly. My inchoate vocation to ordained priesthood was reframed as a calling to be 

someone that Billy Mitchell understood, a calling to public representational parochial ministry. Within the 

week, I had written to my own incumbent asking for his support in offering for ordination. 

The relevance of Billy’s story is that it ends with his daughter’s emergency baptism. Billy’s basic but nascent 

theological instinct drew him to the chaplain and then prompted him to seek baptism for his daughter. As 

Percy (2010) explains, sociology is often a richer source of wisdom about such implicit theology in the 

community than theologians are. As such, he draws upon a sociologist’s study of folk religion in the North 

Yorkshire fishing village, Staithes (Clark, 1982). Percy discusses how this study highlights that “the liminal 

qualities of the un-baptised infant are a matter of concern for all” (Percy, 2010: p22). He then observes, 

with Clark, that where an urgent imperative towards infant baptism surfaces, it often muddled and 

unclear: 

“Invariably, individuals and communities have very strong feelings about the death and 

burial of unbaptised children, which largely rests on the ambivalence about the child 

entering a social world and yet never becoming part of it. In other words, without their 

liminal state being resolved, they remain in an in-between state; a kind of social and 

theological limbo.” (Percy, 2010: p22) 

In Billy’s case this is acute. The special needs of his daughter, the hiatus in the painful transition towards 

adoption, and the poignant fact that her mother is refusing to allow the little girl to be named, all converge 

on the incubator in which she is fighting for her very life. Billy’s request of that hospital chaplain, for his 

daughter to be baptised, is the only thing left that he can do for her, and it is his powerless attempt to 

resolve the achingly irresolvable.  

Baptism is the most profound area of struggle for me as I prepare for ordained Anglican ministry. Much of 

my faith life has been within churches that baptise by immersion upon profession of faith, as a witness to 

the living faith of the candidate. Parenthetically, although I have always felt intuitively (as most us of do 

with most sacramental issues, it seems) that something ontological was also taking place. The daughter of 

a priest, I was baptised as a three month old child by his curate, astonished at the honour he felt, having 

assumed that the child of an ecclesiastical household should surely merit a bishop’s hand instead. In my 

twenties, I grew to accept this baptism as part of a model of household oikos covenant model. I would not 

have chosen it for myself, or for any children of my own, however. I felt a sense of the individual being 

deprived not of choice, but of reality of experience. It was as if the most significant expression of personal 

faith would be being withheld. As I have worked through this portfolio of work, I have reflected again and 

again on the baptism of Billy’s daughter. As I began this work, I knew that if it was me that Billy had asked 

me to baptise his daughter that Christmas Eve night, I would have said yes. My yes would have had deep 

unspoken reservations, but the pastoral imperative of the situation and my own sense of the ministry of 

hospitality that the Church is called to exercise, would have allowed me to step aside from my explicit 

theology and step into Billy’s implicit theology. On the Christian Initiation weekend, Grant Bayliss, the 

tutor, posed the question to us as to whether we would baptise a dying baby. As I was already reflecting 

theologically on Billy’s story, this was a sting with unsettling intensity. He suggested an emergency scenario 

where the deacon/priest had to act independently and make the call alone to baptise or not.  



Two significant pieces of reading have reshaped my thinking since that question was asked. The latter was 

a first engagement with Schillebeeckx’s Christ the Sacrament of Encounter with God (1963). The former 

was revisiting Michael Green’s Baptism (1987). I was struck by his observations about circumcision. Esau, 

he argued, as Ishmael had the right to be circumcised (p66). His correlation was between circumcision and 

baptism within covenantal theology. The thought occurred to me, for the first time, that therefore, I had 

had the right to be baptised, that “to refuse that to infants born within the covenant is a very serious fault” 

(p66). This was a radical reframing of my own baptismal identity1 with a shift of the ritual from the arena of 

responsibility to entitlement. 

Thought experiments are insufficient to deal with imminent pastoral reality though. Baptism, as discussed, 

is a diaconal sacrament and my title post duties generically state: 

 Developing the work with children and young families 

 Focussing on the 25-45 age group 

whilst specifically stating: 

 Be the primary person responsible for baptisms and developing baptismal follow-up 

What is more, the estate in which this ministry will be exercised is, in genuinely non-pejorative terms, an 

estate full of Billy Mitchells. So I must ask the question, does Billy’s daughter also have the right to be 

baptised? It would neither be a baptism of conversion, nor covenant. Green discusses anxieties that thus 

arise about the efficacy of the sacrament, acknowledging that baptism may not be automatically effective. 

He puts a cogent corollary though, saying, “it is too far scripturally to say that it is automatically 

ineffective” (p64). Thus, Green points to the pericope2 of the little children brought to Jesus. Commentaries 

agree that the mixture of children certainly included the very young, babies in arms, held by Jesus himself, 

and Green himself asserts “who can doubt that when he blessed them they were blessed indeed” (Green, 

1987: p72ff).  

I genuinely did not expect to find further help in Schillebeeckx’s Christ the Sacrament of Encounter with 

God (1963). I thought that I was reading it in order to broaden my theological literacy, specifically about 

Eucharistic sacraments. However, his discussion of baptismal theology (pp133-174) radically impacted my 

thinking. In places, his analysis about the role of intention felt unclear but he writes powerfully about “the 

unavoidable fact of God’s love” (p134 – chosen as the title for this casestudy), asserting variously that: 

 “The negation of infant baptism in some Protestant Churches goes against the deepest 
meaning of the Redemption.” (p136) 

“The sacrament remains a real pledge of love even when one does not respond to it.” (p164) 

In this context, he discusses a significant dichotomy within the Roman Catholic Church’s seven-fold 

sacramental economy. The schema is of that of sacraments of the living and sacraments of the dead. As a 

summary, the diagram below attempts to show the intersection of Catholic Catechesis with the standard 

Anglican dual sacramental economy and the idea Schillebeeckx relies on for his analysis of why the 

sacrament of baptism has a different relationship with the mechanism of intention: 

 
1 Seeking a mechanism for theological reflection on this, I lived with the Studium & Punctum photographic project described in 
the Summative Reflection above. 
2 as told in Matthew 19, Mark 10 and Luke 18. There is interesting discussion about the timing of this movement of parents 
towards Jesus for blessing. "It was a beautiful custom in Jerusalem to make the little children, boys and girls, fast on the fast-day 
(i.e. on the Day of Atonement), those who were a year old until daybreak, the twelve-year-olds till evening, and then to carry or 
lead them to the elders (i.e. the scribes) for them to bless them, strengthen (i.e. exhort) and pray for them, that they might one 
day attain to knowledge of the Torah and to good works." Jeremias, J. (2004). Infant Baptism in the First Four Centuries. Eugene, 
OR, USA: Wipf & Stock. Page 49.  
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Sources: Schillebeeckx (1963), Catechism of the Catholic Church (1994) and Article XXV of the Thirty-Nine Articles 

Baptism is a sacrament of the dead in this schema. That is to say, although it is an initiation, alongside 

confirmation or first communion, God’s prevenient grace in baptism is God saying to us I love you and 

there’s nothing you can do about it. Baptism becomes less a response to grace than a declaration of it. 

Schillebeeckx articulates it thus, “needless to say, no religious intent is expected of infants in sacraments 

which they are capable of receiving … the recipient is simply not able to form an intention” but crucially 

puts up no hindrance either (1963: p173). 

Let us return to Billy Mitchell’s daughter, afresh. Billy has formed an intention, or it has come to him as a 

grace gift. For all the uncertainty as discussed that there may be in his muddled motives, there is the 

certainty that he did not have to seek baptism for his little girl and the certainty that he has. Schillebeeckx, 

in appeal to arguments in Summa Theologica III, Question 68, would urge me, therefore, to baptise gladly 

in that pastoral situation. The character that would be imparted would be indelible and the grace 

immanent. This would carry embedded within it eschatological potentiality that would be a matter beyond 

my control, and lie within the mystery of God’s wider and ultimate sovereignty. In the meantime, the 

Schillebeeckx schema paints a picture of the whole household of God standing in extremis with Billy, the 

man standing alone, as he chooses to bring deepest hope into deepest crisis: 

“When a sacrament is administered by the Church to a child the communion of 
saints in heaven as well as on earth gathers itself around her in union with 
Christ to beg God through the ritual prayer of the sacrament to bestow grace 
on her.” (Schillebeeckx, 1963: p174) 

What a privilege – as the sacramental minister to become one of the points of entry of the unavoidable 

fact of God’s love. 

Billy’s daughter was baptised by the hospital chaplain. In the still photograph below, it is clear that he was 

making use of Common Worship: Christian Initiation (2006). It is also interesting to note that because of 

incubator protecting the little girl once she was back from surgery, the baptismal actions are done without 

direct contact. The chaplain has remained unrobed, as Billy encountered him. It is clear that pastoral 



dialogue has taken place. The child is about to be christened Petal, the term of endearment that Billy has 

been using for her, in lieu of any other agreed familial name, when the child’s mother arrives in the 

hospital, declaring, “Janet. Her name is Janet.” This is a profound moment (despite the dramatic licence) as 

that is the child’s maternal grandmother’s name that the mother, in her postnatal crisis, has withheld from 

her daughter. It seems most significant to me, that within the implicit theology of the Eastenders script-

writers, the moment of baptism is a moment of deep reconciliation. Into what had seemed an 

irredeemably bleak midwinter, the light of Christ broke in, and touched Janet with the unavoidable fact of 

God’s love. 
 

 

Eastenders 24-12-06 showing the baptism of Janet Mitchell. Source: http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ZtG6BVMjjcA 
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