Leadership University Reprint

Reprinted f rom First Things: A Monthly Journal of Religion and Public Lif e¯ December 1991¯ Number 18

The Grammar of Baptism

Alvin F. Kimel, Jr.

Feminism has become a trulysignificant force within

American culture. Itspresence and power is felt in all areas of our common life, and perhapsnowhere more keenlythan in our use of language. We have all become sensitized to the need to be "inclusive" in our speech. Certain usages, conventionallyaccepted for generations, are alleged to express and undergird a patriarchal politico˘economic system and thus to serve the exclusion of women from public life. Thisdemand for linguistic inclusivityhasnow penetrated into theheart of American Christianity. It goes far beyond the language with which we speak of ourselves;

for nowthetraditional language in which Christiansspeak of thedeity˘and specificallythe triunename, Father, Son, and Hol ySpirit˘is claimed to be inherentlyoppressive of women. Our languagefor God, we are told, must be made inclusive.

In onlyten to fifteen years, a revolution has occurred in churchlydiscourse. The inherited naming of divinity, previousl yunderstood to be sanctioned byScripture and tradition, isnow widel yquestioned and criticized.

Throughout themainline Protestant churches thetriune name is subtlysuppressed, while baptismsare administered in the names of various politicallycorrect substitutes.

Liturgies are composed that expunge all masculine imagery for thedeityand omit references to God as Father or Jesus as theSon. Prayer directlyaddressed to God as Mother and other femininetitles is increasinglycommon. These changes are supported and advanced byboth seminarytheologians and denominational bureaucracies. While it is probabl ytrue that the newlanguage has yet to penetrate deeplyinto the speech and pietyof thelaity, we mayexpect it soon to take hold as SundaySchool and catechetical programsinculcate the proper habits.

Feminist theologians generallyunderstand these changes as part and parcel of a radical reconstruction of our understanding of deit y; clergyand bureaucrats, however, usuallyexplain them along the more modest lineof linguisticreform: what isbeing accomplished is theremoval of offensive androcentric features of church language in order to proclaim the gospel more effectivel yin a societ y nowsensitized to sexism. As Prayer Book Studies 30 of the

Episcopal Church puts it, "We are challenged with being faithful to the credal tradition of the church, while, at the

same time, naming the God who is ’Onein Three and Three in One’ in non˘gender˘specific terms." Thus it isclaimed that the ecumenical trinitarian faith will continue to be preached and believed within the framework of the new language.

The claim that linguisticinnovation will not affect belief is one that must be vigorousl ychallenged. The triunename is essential to belief in God the Hol yTrinity. It forms the identityof the Christian church and structures thegrammar of catholic belief and practice. Christianscannot be

Christian if theyrefrain from speaking thetrinitarian language. Byour baptism we are charged and authorized to name God byhis revealed name: Father, Son, and Hol y

Spirit.

I

L ex orandi, lex credendi : the lawof prayer, the lawof belief. From the earlychurch to today, Christian theologians have argued endlesslyabout the relationship between the worship and doctrine of the church. Which haspriority?

Howdo we specifyand regulate the traffic bet ween them?

In thefourth century, Basil the Great added a twist of his own that isof particular relevance to thecontemporary debate on God˘language. He enunciated the following grammatical rule for Christian faith and worship:

For we are bound to be baptized in thetermswe have received and to profess belief in the terms in which we are baptized, and as we have professed belief in, so to give gloryto Father, Son, and Hol yGhost.

Basil’s assertion isthat the lex orandi, lex credendi must be governed byour common baptism into the name of the Hol y

Trinity. Baptism is theground of creed and liturgy; it structures both our professi on of faith and offering of praise.

The God to whom we prayis to be the same God confessed in the creeds of the church; the God in whom we declare our communal belief is to be the same God into whom we are baptized.

Hol ybaptism thus functionsto shapethe language of faith, and it does so with divine authority: "Therefore go and make disciples of all nations," our Lord enjoinshis followers, "baptizing them in thename of the Father and of the Son and of the Hol ySpirit" (Matt. 28:19). Thebaptismal mandate, mediated to usbythe canonical Scriptures, is explicitlyindited as a command of the risen Lord. In that it is presented in that layer of tradition that isboth primitive and canonical˘there is no other, more authoritative tradition over against which to appeal˘it exercises a normative authority, an authoritydominical and apostolic. Bythe decree of Christ, the church issent into the world and instructed to initiate believers into the triune name of God.

We either obeythiscommand or we simplycease to be the church. Thebaptismal institution, therefore, is properly construed asfoundational and constitutive of ecclesial life.

From baptism flows our discourse and prayer, formed by that verballyidentified realityinto which we are sacramentallyincorporated.

Theological reflection on the question of howto name God must begin with the public realityof our baptism. Each

Christian has been bathed in the name of the Father, Son, and Hol ySpirit, and we share thisone baptism with millions of believers both around the world and down thecenturies.

Throughout thehistoryof the church, thetriune name of

God has been dogmaticallyrequired in thecelebration of holybaptism, whether bydeclarative formula or confessi on of faith. If St. Basil iscorrect in hisinterpretation of the dogma, a specific use of language is therebyprescribed by the canonical institution: God is to be named Father, Son, and Hol ySpirit.

The baptismal mandate, in other words, maybe compared to a rule of grammar. Grammatical rules inform us howwe mayspeak a given language in meaningful fashion. They tell us howa language works; theydescribe its structure and internal logic. In English, for example, subjects precede verbs, pronouns agree with their antecedents in number and case, transitive verbs must be completed bya direct object.

When we violate these rules, we create confusion and nonsense; the language is abased. If we would communicate effectivel y, we must conform ourselves to the syntax and semantical patterns of the language. We must speak grammatically. The grammar of our native tongueis learned and assimilated long before we can explicitlystate itsrules.

The rules come later as we reflect on our language’s inherent constitution and attempt to communicate more clearly, more cogently, more gracefull y.

Contemporarytheologians such asPaul Holmer and George

Lindbeck have asserted that Christianityis appropriately understood as a language˘a communal wayof life and discourse comprehending a distinctive voca bularyand interior logic. Itsritual, rhetoric, and theologyare ruled by its constitutive structure; it possesses its own linguisticand grammatical integrity. Christianityis as different from the competing languages of secular culture, philosophy, ideology, or religion as English is from Spanish or Chinese.

As Christiansparticipate in thecorporate life of thechurch, as we sharein the ecclesial discourse and experience the

sacraments, as we learn the doctrinal norms and become proficient in theScriptures, liturgy, and ascetical disciplines, we appropriate to ourselves the apostolic idiom. We internalize its grammar. We become fluent in the language of faith. To be a mature Christian is to be a person who, with competence and facility, speaks and lives that gospel ruled bythe grammar of Christ.

Baptism into the nameof the Father, Son, and Hol ySpirit presents uswith the fundamental grammatical principle of

Christian speech: to properlyspeak theChristian God is to speak to and of him bythose termsinto which we are baptized. Consequently, Basil isemphatic on the precise wording of the baptismal naming. "It is enough for us," he declares, "to confess those names which we have received from Hol yScripture, and to shun all innovations about them."

II

"The church," writes George Lindbeck, "is fundamentally identified and characterized byits story." Perhapsever y communityhasa certain storyit tells in order to be the communityit is, but in anycase certainlythe Christian church has itsown distinctive story. The church is that unique assembl ywhich proclaimsthenarrative of the

Father, Son, and Hol ySpirit asthe redemption and eschatological consummation of the world. Christiansspeak not of deity˘in˘general but of the God who is self˘revealed in the biblical drama: three actors˘Father, Son, Spirit˘who together, in essential unity, accomplish the salvation of mankind. Bythisstoryof thetriune God, the baptized are indissolubl ybound together; bythis storywe are constituted as Christian. Our preaching, therefore, has distinct trinitarian form aswe expound to the world the God of the gospel.

Christianstell thestoryof theGod of Israel, whom Jesus names Father. This God creates the universe byspeaking it into existence ex nihilo and nowrules it byhisprovidential care. He is the God who calls Abraham to leave hishome and travel into thefar land of Canaan, promising to make him and his heirsinto a great nation. He is theGod who confronts Moses in the burning bush and commissions him to lead the chosen people out of slaver yinto the freedom of the promised land. It isthis God who forms his people by

Torah and sacrifice, who dwells with them in tabernacle and temple, who guides and admonishes them byprophet, priest, and king. And it isthis God who pledges to send a savior, the Messiah, to deliver his people from oppression and establish hiskingdom on earth.

Christianstell thestoryof Jesus of Nazareth, the Son and

Messiah of this God. Born of the Virgin Mary, raised in

Nazareth, this Jesus startles, delights, disappoints, and angersthepeople of Israel. To his followers, he speaksand acts with an authoritythat can onlybe called divine; to his enemies, he isheretic, blasphemer, charlatan, false prophet.

To sinnersand outcasts, heis the gracious embodiment of the future kingdom; to thereligious professionals, he is betrayer of the traditions of Moses. To the Roman occupiers, messianic pretender and revolutionarythreat; to the Palestinian zealots, a wild˘eyed religious fanatic who undermines political action. No wonder all seem to conspire to put him out of the picture. He is forsaken, tried, and convicted on trumped˘up charges, crucified. But the Father vindicates hisSon on Easter morning byraising him from the dead, exalting him as Lord and Savior. This Jesus will return in gloryto judge both the quick and thedead.

Christianstell thestoryof theHol ySpirit, the Spirit of the

Father and the Son. The Spirit anointsthe prophets to speak

God’s mightyWord. He fills Jesus with omnipotent power to heal the sick, exorcise evil, raise the dead. It isthis same

Spirit who on the dayof Pentecost is poured out on the church in tongues of flame, filling the disciples with joyand praise. Bythe Spirit, thechurch isdriven into the world to proclaim the gospel and bring sinnersinto the newcreation of thekingdom. Intothis Spirit each believer is baptized and reborn.

It is theevangelical storyof the Father, Son, and Hol ySpirit that identifies the church of Jesus Christ. Bythisnarrative,

Godhead is faithfullyrevealed and his loving intentionsfor the world made known. The narrative functions as the imaginative paradigm through which both deityand creation are interpreted. In it the communityof faith discovers its purpose, its mission, its final hope and destiny. It is this narrative that is recapitulated in the triune name. The threefold appellation maythusbe said to identifythe church, for it encompasses that storywhich the church tells, and must tell, in order to be the church. When Christiansare baptized into thisname, we are baptized into a wa yof life, being, and speaking constituted bythe biblical storyof the trinitarian God. When baptized into thisname, we are baptized into the proper name of our Lord and Savior.

Father, Son, and Hol ySpirit denominates the deityof the church’sbaptizing.

Proper names refer us to distinct objects rather than classes of objects. In common American parlance, God functionsas a proper name, but not a veryhelpful one since it is usually divorced from concrete descriptions of the deity’s historical activity; consequently, anyone can mean just about anything bythe word God . The Gallup Poll tellsus that the overwhelming majorityof Americans believe in God, but the crucial question is, which one?

In theresurrection of Jesus, as Robert Jenson argues persuasively, God publishes his personal name of the new covenant: Father, Son, and Hol ySpirit. Thisname accomplishes that which "God" cannot do on its own. It identifies the deityas being precisel ythe deityof the biblical narrative. Each term within the triunename binds us irrevocabl yt o the storywe proclaim as gospel; each term denotes the Lord of salvation history. Bythis name, the holy

creator introduces himself to theworld. The Gospel accounts of the baptism of Jesus succinctlyarticulate the content of thename and the mutual relationshipsof the terms. Who is theFather but the One who pours out his

Spirit on theNazarene. "You are mySon, whom I love," he tells Jesus; "with you I am well pleased" (Mark 1:11). And who is the Son but the Galilean rabbi who obediently submits to the baptism of John that the righteousness of his

Father might be fulfilled (Matt. 3:15). And who isthe Spirit but the Spirit of the coming kingdom who is poured out on

Jesus to empower him for his messianic ministry, the Spirit who is the love, life, futurityof the Father and the Son.

Father, Son, and Hol ySpirit˘these names signifythe three agents of salvation who are God the Hol yTrinity; together theyform one name proper and personal to the Christian

God.

III

Recent scholarshave emphasized that theexperience of deityis defined by, and thusinseparable from, thelanguage in which it is expressed. As Garrett Green observes, language is themother of our experience. We do not first have a religious experience and then seek appropriate forms in which to symbolize it; rather, we receive the experience in the exercise of thelanguage. Byour immersion in a religious tradition and our appropriation of its speech and practical habits, we areenabled to experience theworld˘and deity˘religiously. The alleged prelinguistic encounter with

God, which founds the intellectual efforts of virtuallyall liberal˘expressivist and feminist theologians, is chimerical.

The deityis known within the context of the discourse and ritual of a living community. The communal language functionsas the interpretive grid through which and by which the divine isapprehended. Green writes:

Religious language is . . . speech arising out of commitment to specific religious paradigms. People with different paradigmatic commitments characteristicallyhave different experiences.

Through our participation in the imaginative and linguistic paradigm of a given tradition, our encounter with God is figured. To put it in scientific jargon, all sacred experience is "theory˘laden." Christianityabove all, which knows deit y as word, as the Word, should understand the primacyof language in our experience of God.

Bythe revealed nameof Father, Son, and Hol ySpirit, the church’sexperience of deit yis linguisticallydefined. This name is sealed into the verybeing of ecclesial existence.

Christianslive within this name, bythisname, from this name. When we gather as community, whether to celebrate

Eucharist, ordain to office, anoint for healing, offer divine blessing, we invoke theproper name of our God. Christians are the people of theTrinity, fashioned, disciplined, molded bythe divine appellation. The threefold name, therefore, structures each believer’s experience of God. It functionsas the linguistic paradigm through which the deityis known and apprehended.

The trinitarian experience of God occurs definitivel yand paradigmaticallyin theliturgy. Christians are commanded bythe Lord Jesus Christ to address his Father as their

Father. "Praythen like this," he instructshisdisciples: "Our

Father, who art in heaven, Hallowed be thyName" (Matt.

6:9). Contraryto feminist assertions, "Father" isnot just one of themanyoptional metaphorsbywhich Christians symbolize their religious experience. It is a naming and filial term of address revealed in theperson of the eternal

Son. Throughout the NewTestament, Jesus is portrayed as invoking the holyGod of Israel as his Father. Bythis naming, our Lord expresses the intimateinner communion bet ween them, a consubstantial relationship of knowing and love constitutive of the Godhead. "No oneknows the Son except theFather," Jesus says, "and no one knows the

Father except theSon and those to whom the Son chooses to reveal him" (Matt. 11:27).

When Christiansname God "Father," therefore, we are naming him in and through and bythe divineSon. Thefilial invocation isboth a privilege of adoption in Christ Jesus and a dutyof discipleship. Bybaptism we are incorporated into the humanityof our Lord and hiseternal relationship with the Father in thepower of the Spirit. The Apostle Paul declares:

For you did not receive a spirit that makes you a slave again to fear, but you received the Spirit of sonship. And byhim we cry, "Abba, Father" (Rom. 8:15). But when the timehad full ycome, God sent his Son, born of a woman, born under law, to redeem those under law, that we might receive the full rights of sons. Because you are sons, God sent the Spirit of hisSon into our hearts, the Spirit who calls out, "Abba,

Father" (Gal. 4:4˘6).

Bythe gift of the Spirit, Christians are given to share in the eternal sonship of the second person of the Trinity; we are drawn into his eternal conversation with hisFather in the love who is Spirit. The prayer, praise, intercession, and filial address of the risen Christ are actualized and embodied in the lives of his adopted brothers and sisters. Thus we boldl y call God, Father. The worship of the church must be interpreted, not as thework we do over against the deity, but as participation in the deity, asparticipation, bygrace, in the triune societ yof theGodhead. Apart from the revealed name, Christianitynecessarilycollapses into some form of unitarian or pagan religion.

IV

The lawof baptism isthe lawof belief and worship. The great Anglican divine Richard Hooker sawthis quite clearly in the sixteenth century. In defending the Anglican form of the Gloria Patri against Puritan objections, he wrote:

Baptizing we use the name of the Father, of the Son, and of the Hol yGhost; confessing theChristian faith we declare our belief in theFather, and in theSon, and in the Hol y

Ghost; ascribing gloryunto God we give it to theFather, and to the Son, and to the Hol yGhost. It is. . . "the token of a true and sound understanding" for matter of doctrine about the Trinity, when in ministering baptism, and making confession, and giving glory, there is a conjunction of all three, and no one of the three severed from the other two.

Baptism, creed, liturgy˘all three interweave to form a language of faith. To alter or replace thetrinitarian formula is thus to attack the basic grammar of catholic belief and practice.

Let us examine three recentlyproposed linguistic substitutions. First, the increasinglypopular "Creator,

Redeemer, Sanctifier." This formula does not and cannot function asa proper name, for it does not identify; it does not indicate directlyto which deityit is referring.

Presumabl y, creating, redeeming, sanctifying are activities in which most, if not all, ostensible deities engage. In traditional theology, the Christian God becomes creator, redeemer, sanctifier byhiscontingent decision to create, redeem, and sanctify; but he iseternally Father, Son, and

Hol ySpirit in his inner relational life.

Second, "God, eternal Word, Hol ySpirit." This formula maybe quickl ydismissed because of its overt subordinationism. That is to say, its wording suggests that onlythe first person of the Trinityis trulyGod, and the

Word and Spirit are less so. The word God isa problematic substitute for thevocative "Father." Each person of the

Godhead, according to orthodox doctrine, is fullyand completel ydivine; each is God. Within Christian discourse, therefore, God must be understood not as a proper namebut as a predicate. The Father is God. Jesus is God. The Hol y

Spirit isGod. "When I sayGod," St. Gregoryof Nazianzus explained, "Imean Father, Son, and Hol ySpirit."

Of course, do we not often begin our prayers bysa ying "O

God" or some such equivalent? Within thetrinitarian grammar, this common practice isat least ambiguous. When we Christiansname God "God," we are naming him bywa y of our creaturehood and acknowledging him as supreme being and creator. When we nameGod "Father," on the other hand, we are naming him from within theGodhead, naming him bythat name which properlybel ongs to God as the Father of Jesus Christ.

Finally, "Mother, Lover, Friend." This trulyfeminist alternative sharplyposes the issue before us. Whereas

Father, Son, and Hol ySpirit ismanifestlygrounded in the biblical narrative, explicitlyidentifying the three agents of salvation history, Mother, Lover, Friend hasonlya tenuous relationship (at best) to the same narrative. (In the

Scriptures, for example, deityis occasi onally compared to a mother but isnever named Mother.) What storyare we telling when we name divinitythus, and what are its warrants? And if bythis naming we are telling a different story, arewe not creating a newreligion? Moreover, each of the termsof the formula appears torefer, not to the triad, but to divinityconceived as monad or unitarian being; each refers to theone deity’s external relationship to her creation.

In contrast, as noted above, the triune name refers usto the three personsof the Godhead in their inner relational life.

The two formulas are not in anywa ycommensurate.

V

The verylogic of the triuneappellation, then, impels

Christiansto speak and prayin trinitarian fashion. Our

discourse is ruled bythe grammar of the proper name of our

God. This iswhycurrent feminist proposals to change, alter, or eliminate the triunename areof such serious theological import. These proposals represent nothing less than a fundamental, and in myopinion, heretical reconstruction of

Christian belief. If American Christianitywould be faithful to that catholic trinitarian faith articulated in the Nicene

Creed, then it must clearlyand decisivel yconfess the true and proper name of its God˘Father, Son, and Hol ySpirit.

Alvin F. Kimel, Jr., a newcontributor to First Things , is

Rector of St. Mark’s Episcopal Church in Highland, MD.

Copyright © 1999 by FIRST THINGS.

Copyright/Reproduction Limitations

This data file is the sole property of Leadership University. It may not be altered or editedinany way. It may be reproduced only inits entirety f or circulation as "f reeware," without charge. All reproductions of this data file must contain the copyright notice (i.e., "Copyright © 1998 by First Things") and this Copyright/Reproduction Limitations notice.

This data file may not beused without the permission of Leadership University f or resale or the enhancement of any other product sold.

FIRST THINGS

156 Fifth Avenue, Suite 400

NewYork, NY 10010

Phone: (212) 627-1985

Email:ft@firstthings.com

W eb: http://www.f irstthings.com

Leadership University

3440 Sojourn Driv e, Suit 200

Carrollton, TX 75006

Phone: (972) 713-7130

Fax: (972) 713-7670

Email: lu@leaderu.com

W eb: http://www.leaderu.com