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Összefoglalás

A tanulmány a gyermek- és a felnőttkeresztség körül kialakult elméleti és gyakorlati dilemmákba vezet be, 
továbbá bemutatja a tradicionális és evangélikál egyházak és teológiák ellentmondásos kapcsolatát a legújabb 
kori Hollandiában. A szerző véleménye szerint a kiélezett problémára egyedül a két teológiai tradíció közelítése 
nyomán születhet meg a kielégítő megoldás; ezáltal a kétszeri megkeresztelkedés lehetővé válna, és a teológiák 
közötti feszültség is csökkenne. A szerző megfogalmazása szerint az „álom” szintjén működő megoldás gyakor-
latba való átültetése még várat magára.

we have a problem. and i have a dream. 

in the following i will explain these two little sentences with regard to the baptis-
mal practice and theology of both the traditional churches and the evangelical 
communities. 

1. The problem

n the Dutch reformed churches there is a tendency to take believer’s baptism 
more seriously. as a result of individualization and the explosion of commu-
nication media etc., reformed church members are more than ever aware of 
the possibility of being baptized by immersion in evangelical communities. 

This possibility corresponds to the growing desire to experience faith more deeply 
within church services. The official baptismal theology leaves no room for a sec-
ond baptism, but this doctrine has no natural authority anymore since in the post-
modern era people seek their own reasons and believe only what convinces them. 
in addition to the desire for experience, immersion underlines their intention of 
the profession (confession) of faith. with a quick regard to some Bible verses it is 
easy to understand the attraction of immersion as a symbol of being buried and 
risen with Jesus christ. For these reformed church members, being baptized as a 
little child, the problem is that they cannot be baptized again in their own church. 
This arouses feelings of jealousy towards people which have been baptized in an 
evangelical community. Their problem remains when they decide to remain in 
their own church but when they switch to an evangelical community, this causes 
another problem. in evangelical communities infant baptism is not acknowledged 
as a valid form of baptism, so implicitly this rebaptism denies the validity of the 
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baptism theology of the reformed churches as well as the sincere intentions of 
the parents who presented their child at the font. and by this baptism one often 
becomes a member of this evangelical community too. in this situation emotions 
take a high flight and arguments about baptism easily injure many relationships, 
despite the many good arguments that may be brought into discussion. 

now the problem is no longer an individual one since many members leave the 
traditional churches. The result is more polarization between both denominational 
families. Both the evangelical communities and the traditional churches defend 
their own baptismal practice and tradition against the other one. The interests are 
high: The evangelicals want to grow in number and the traditional churches want 
to keep their flock. in the ongoing baptismal dispute, defending the own practice 
demands not only a sound theoretical basis, but also the ability to convince people 
that the own practice is better than the other’s. Traditional churches have a com-
prehensive baptismal theology, but it is a traditional one and the arguments are 
rather repeated statements than refutations of the arguments of the evangelical 
baptismal theology. now what is for example the Protestant church in the neth-
erlands (Pkn) doing to turn the tide? many ministers and synod members try to 
hold on to the traditional baptismal theology and repeat this as loud as possible. 
But it becomes clearer and clearer that this is not enough. in the latest official 
liturgical service book the church leaves room for parents not to let their child 
being baptized but instead to have it ritually blessed. The goal of this possibility 
is to baptize the children after all when they will have reached the age of being 
conscious of what happens when they are baptized. But in practice it clears the 
way for postponing baptism until profession of faith, and by doing so copying the 
baptismal practice of the evangelical communities. other solutions use liturgy in a 
creative manner to give the rite of profession of faith more liturgical body. By doing 
this, the church meets the desire for enrichment of the experience of this decisive 
moment in the christian life. among other solutions for example the evangelical 
movement within the Protestant church in the netherlands wants to give room for 
a special rite of renewing the covenant. By immersion along with profession of 
faith, the believers renew their baptism received as a child. in fact this rite copies 
the practice of believer’s baptism, but just renames it and uses another formula. 
The Pkn synod however has recently decided that this ‘covenant renewing rite’ 
cannot be ministered with the use of water so that in practice only a covenant 
remembrance is allowed. 

2. The ‘we’

in the first part i have outlined the problem of the traditional churches regarding 
believer’s baptism and some actual developments within the Dutch context. But 
are the loss and altering needs of individual church members the real problems in 
a church with a rich theological heritage? of course the scholars of protestant uni-
versities have a supporting task towards the church. But they must not lend them-
selves to repeat the own theology and carefully give in to the wants of individual 
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members. This is not a very convincing way of averting what denies confessions 
of the church. i think by doing this we fight the symptoms instead of delving into 
the heart of the problem. indeed we fail to revive the traditional baptismal theology 
convincingly and to unmask the practice of believer’s baptism as a theologically 
false one. But still this is a defensive way of using theology against brothers and 
sisters in christ. Protestant baptismal theology should be in service of not only 
the own church but christendom as a whole. For baptism is a sign of belonging to 
christ who is the lord not only of protestants but of all christians. So the problem 
is not an intra-protestant one nor are the discussed solutions real solutions be-
cause they do not deal with the heart of the problem. 

in my opinion the heart of the problem is a theological one which should be 
solved together with evangelicals. The problem is a Christian one. compare it to 
the united States of america. every state has its own laws. in the one state homo-
sexual marriages are legal, in the other they are not. in the one state there is capital 
punishment, in the other there is not. But all states have the same president, and 
everyone who joins the army has to swear allegiance to the same flag and the 
same president. a single state cannot alter the ceremony by altering the flag or 
the anthem on its own and rival with the others. But this is precisely what is the 
situation in christendom for centuries: Fellow christians do not acknowledge each 
other’s baptismal practice and regard only their own as attested in biblical scrip-
tures and theology. as a result there are two different initiation rites within chris-
tendom which compete with each other more and more. Just as every country has 
only one head of state, christendom has only one lord: Jesus christ. and as every 
country has a uniform rite of allegiance to the head of the army, we should have a 
uniform rite of initiation into the body of christ. The fact that this is not the case is 
not a reason to accuse the other tradition of being false but a reason to solve this 
problem of disunion together. in spite of earlier attempts to solve the problem, for 
example the 1982 Bem-report of lima, until now baptism is a universal problem. 
The title of the 1960 Faith and order paper ‘one lord, one Baptism’ is still mislead-
ing. True, the unity in christ transcends all disunity. But this unity is invisible. The 
one christian baptism, the very sign of our unity, has become a sign of discord 
within christendom. This surely is not the situation that Jesus had in mind when 
He prayed for the unity of his followers. But does the current situation trouble us 
too? it should trouble all christians. moreover, it not only confuses christians them-
selves but non-christians even more. if christians cannot even acknowledge each 
others’ sign of allegiance to christ, how then should the world believe in christ 
because of our unity? We are part of the problem.

3. The ‘I’

i always tell people: “Baptism is my favorite subject.” But as i have tried to show 
baptism should not only be a subject in which people are less or more interested 
but should be the very sign of unity in christ. in this part i will tell you briefly how 
i got to this conviction and how my dream came to life. i have been baptized as 
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a child in an orthodox protestant community. as i grew up i attended several 
services in which people professed their faith and then got baptized for the first or 
second time. Because i wanted to profess my faith too, i started to wonder which 
of the two baptismal traditions was the most biblical. in the end i concluded they 
were both built on a sound biblical theology and from that moment on i started 
to seek ways to connect and combine the two baptismal theologies. i asked the 
church council of my community whether i could receive baptism along with my 
profession of faith, even though i was baptized as a child. This request could off 
course not be complied with. i decided not to get my baptism elsewhere because 
i did not want to switch to an evangelical community and did not want to deny 
implicitly my baptism. But my conviction became stronger that the mode of bap-
tism should not divide churches because i could not and still cannot see why one 
of the two baptism traditions is unbiblical. So from then on i began to seek a way 
to connect the two traditions in a theological way. The following is a first draft 
towards that aim.

4. The dream

in this final part i will launch my dream and seek ways of getting closer to a 
sound theological basis for the fulfillment of this dream. my presupposition is that 
the traditional and evangelical baptism theologies are not incommensurable but 
can be complementary. This would clear the way to the possibility of the follow-
ing proposal, the practical consequences of this presupposition. my dream is that 
christians who have been born within a christian church or community can be 
baptized twice: as well as a child as later on along with profession of faith.1

The two main objections against a practice of a double performance of baptism 
are the following. one: This practice cannot be found in the Bible. Two: Baptism 
presupposes a single, once-only performance. First, there are many rites in ec-
clesiastical practice which are not attested in the Bible but have nevertheless a 
sound biblical foundation. moreover, there are many practices which are attested 
in the Bible but which are nowadays performed in another context, for example 
the eucharist. Jesus did command his apostles to baptize, but did not tell them in 
which context, other than (maybe) the formula (matthew 28.19). He did not tell 
them at what situation baptism should take place (also as a baby of believing par-
ents or exclusively by one’s own profession of faith) nor that it should be a once-
only performance. now the Bible is the most important reference work in both 
baptism traditions. The spiritual and biblical meaning of baptism is surprisingly 
very much the same in both traditions. But the main differences of both traditions 
are the age at which the baptism is administered to christians of christian parents 
and the theology about the preconditions which support this practice. The only 
thing we can say with certainty about the receivers of the christian baptism in the 

 1 Where I refer to the rite of ‘profession of faith’ you could also read ‘confirmation’ although this off course 
evokes more questions because of the differences of the age at which both rites take place. 
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Bible is that they converted to christianity, whether there were children among 
them or not. This is still in use in both baptismal traditions. The problem with 
biblical reference with respect to the age of the receivers of baptism is that there 
are no examples of people who have been baptized while they were born within 
an already christian family. So both the performances of infant baptism and the 
baptism after profession of faith by someone who is raised within a christian com-
munity are not found in the Bible. in sum, the objection against my proposal that 
there is no biblical example applies also to the rites of both baptismal traditions. 
Both traditions are founded in a biblical and doctrinal theology instead.

The second objection, that baptism should be a single, once-only performance, 
is frequently defended by quoting ephesians 4.5. But here again it is no prescript 
with regard to the universal context of baptism. This verse is part of the context 
of an appeal to seek the visible unity of the community of christians who just 
converted and who indeed all received just one baptism. all of them? no, about 
twelve (courageous) disciples in ephesus were baptized twice (acts 18.24–19.7).2 
and no one would dare to accuse Paul of illegal rebaptism here. of course the first 
baptism was the baptism of John the Baptist and the second the christian baptism, 
but both of them referred to Jesus the messiah and still the second baptism did not 
diminish the first one at all. To quote ephesians 4.5 to preserve the discord within 
christianity would be a neglecting of the intention of the writer of the letter. in-
stead, legitimizing two performances of baptism to make visible the christian unity 
would be a better way to take this verse seriously. Finally, the objection that bap-
tism should be a single performance is also a theoretical one. it implies often that 
baptism signifies the death and resurrection of christ which took place only once. 
although the latter is true and baptism indeed refers to christ, it signifies rather the 
participation of the Christian in the death and resurrection of christ, which is not a 
momentary experience but a lifelong process.3 moreover, when baptism can have 
different meanings that are differently applicable to the christian in time, baptism 
also could take place in different contexts in the same christian life. when both 
baptismal traditions and contexts are genuinely complementary, then there is no 
question of rebaptism or any denial of the first baptism performance.4

Despite a thorough dispute in the fifties and sixties of the last century about the 
emergence of infant baptism, the origin of infant baptism as well as the baptism of 
adults who have been raised in a christian community, cannot be traced with cer-
tainty. So we can state that both present-day baptismal traditions are fully based on 
biblical and doctrinal theories which off course make use of the biblical material 
but both use it to build up their own paradigms. Both paradigms of baptismal the-
ology have their own characteristics. The theological foundation of infant baptism 
is based on the connection between baptism and the conceptions of covenant and 

 2 Just like probably many Jews were baptized for the second time after being baptized by John the Baptist with 
Pentecost in Jerusalem.

 3 Cf. the WCC report Baptism, Eucharist and Ministry, 1982, Baptism par. 9.
 4 That is why I am very critical about id., par. 13: “Baptism is an unrepeatable act. Any practice which might be 

interpreted as ‘re-baptism’ must be avoided.” This statement has a commentary in the text, but no (theological) 
argumentation. 



70

Joost van den Brink Tanulmányok

promise and the continuity between the old and new covenant. like the Jews be-
came included into the covenant of God with israel, signified by the circumcision 
of the little boys, the children of the christians become included into the new cov-
enant signified by infant baptism. This taking up of the christian children into the 
covenant is the initiative of God and later on they can answer to this initiative by 
professing personally their faith. The theological foundation of believer’s baptism is 
based on the connection between baptism and the conceptions of faith and disci-
pleship. Profession of personal faith is the condition for being baptized. Baptism is 
the symbolical start of the new life of discipleship which has begun by rebirth and 
faith and this means participation in Jesus’ death and resurrection.

in my opinion the meaning of baptism is more comprehensive than just the 
covenant or just the faith theology. These two concepts restrict the meaning of 
baptism to only one moment: birth in a christian family or the rebirth by faith. But 
these two concepts can be complementary in a more comprehensive meaning of 
baptism. i propose to formulate the more comprehensive root meaning of baptism 
as the application of salvation. This formula ‘application of salvation’ needs some 
explanation. By salvation i mean the reconciliation between God and man by the 
remission of sins that became possible through the atoning death and resurrec-
tion of Jesus christ. By application i mean the relational process between God 
and man in which God offers this salvation and man accepts it. in the baptismal 
practice then, the offering of salvation by God is signified by infant baptism and 
the acceptance of salvation is signified by believer’s baptism. This does not mean 
that the application is complete with the profession of faith. of course this process 
takes a lifetime of sanctification which ends with the baptism in death. Further, this 
model does not imply that the offering of salvation by taking up the child into the 
covenant is only the responsibility of God and the acceptance of salvation is only 
the responsibility of man. God is in some way dependent of the believing parents 
for offering his salvation effectively and man is dependent of the Holy Spirit for 
believing effectively. So the application of salvation is not complete in the offering 
alone and neither it is in the acceptance. moreover, the acceptance is dependent 
on the offering. when the application of salvation is an appropriate root meaning 
of baptism, it does not clear the way to an endless number of baptisms. Birth and 
taking up responsibility for one’s own faith are objective and once-only moments 
in the life of the christian just as christ’s death and our own death are. only two 
decisive moments in the christian life are considered in the application of salva-
tion and therefore suitable for a twofold ritual signification in baptism.

in summary, with application of salvation as the root meaning of baptism and 
the significance thereof in two baptismal performances, there is no question of 
rebaptism because of the complementary but still different meanings of each per-
formance. The difference of meaning can be illustrated by the different modes of 
baptism, namely the sprinkling and the immersion. Still, the unity of baptism is 
maintained in that both baptism performances refer to Jesus christ who acquired 
the salvation for us. God the Father offers his children this salvation by his promise 
and God the Spirit renews us to accept this salvation by faith. So in my opinion 
the traditions of infant and believer’s baptism can be complementary instead of 
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incommensurable. we have to take them as two different signs of the one applica-
tion of salvation. Both baptismal rites are unified by the referring to christ, who 
shares the salvation He acquired with all of us, protestants as well as evangelicals 
and christians of all other denominations. what could better visualize our unity in 
christ than a unified baptism practice?

Statements:
1. The problem regarding baptismal theology and practice is that both traditions 

(traditional and evangelical) fail to see that they have a problem together, e.g. 
disunity in the practice of the very sign of universal unity in christ: baptism. 

2. Both baptismal traditions have no knock-down arguments to unmask the other 
tradition and theology as a false one. 

3. Both the mutual excluding rites of infant baptism and baptism along with pro-
fession of faith of believers who have been raised within a christian community 
have no precedents in the new Testament and can therefore only be based on 
a biblical and doctrinal theology.

4. Both the traditional and evangelical baptismal theologies need no longer to be 
incommensurable but can be complementary in a theology which elaborates a 
more comprehensive root meaning of baptism: application of salvation.

5. a twofold baptism performance for christians who have been born within an 
already christian community is a better visualization of the one baptism than 
two separate and competing baptism traditions within the one Body of christ.


