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BAPTISMAL PRACTICE, 1962–1999

During the vacancy of 1961–62, it was felt inappropriate to ask guest preachers to conduct baptisms as part of the Sunday services, so Rev. William Whyte, who had joined the Chapel on retiring from the Baptist ministry, officiated on Thursday evenings (except on Easter Sunday 1962, when seven were baptized during the evening service).  When Alan Redpath arrived, there was discussion as to whether Sunday was appropriate, because of pressure on time and over-crowding of the building on Sunday evenings; however, as he settled into his ministry it was not a question of ‘either/or’ but of ‘both/and’, that is Sundays, Mondays and Thursdays, to reduce the queue of those waiting time to be baptized.

What was novel under Alan Redpath’s ministry was the opportunity for candidates to give an oral testimony ‘to the reality of their faith in the Lord Jesus and of their personal experience of His saving grace and keeping power … before going down into the baptistry.’ All seven did so at his first baptismal service (Sunday 10 March 1963), when the Chapel was filled to capacity and many had to be turned away long before 6.30 p.m. ‘When an appeal was made at the close of the service, many indicated their desire for baptism in the near future, and others came to a knowledge of our Lord Jesus as their Saviour and Lord.’ It was the same on two consecutive Sundays in April and another at the end of May.

Oral testimony had come to stay, although not at that stage with the lengthy statements that became common when candidates were invited into the pulpit, at an earlier part of the service; in 1963, they spoke from the platform, just before they were baptized.

Derek Prime permitted testimonies, although he did not encourage them. He stressed the importance of the canditates’ answers to the questions that he addressed to them in the water. ‘When personal testimony in a more extended form is given the emphasis needs to be upon why the individual is being baptized and what the Lord Jesus means to him or her today.’
 
Derek Prime conducted baptisms on Sunday, usually in the evening but occasionally, when circumstances required, such as there being an evening communion service, or if it particularly suited the families of the candidates, the service was incorporated into the morning service.

The candidates, sometimes up to a dozen at a time, sat in the front row of the church for the first part of the service, with their sponsor sitting behind.   The church secretary, from a microphone set on the platform, beside the baptistry, called them forward. The practice began, for those particularly anxious to give a word of testimony, for the candidate to speak from the microphone on the platform. When meeting the candidates beforehand, Derek Prime said there would be the opportunity of a brief personal testimony, but did not press

for it and, for those who wished to speak, he stressed the importance of brevity and urged them to write out what they had to say, beforehand, to focus their thoughts.

Peter Grainger had a different approach, in several respects. In the first part of the service, before the sermon, the candidates were invited in small groups into the pulpit, and were expected to give a fairly detailed account of their conversion and the reasons why they wished to be baptised.  He explained (Chapter 53) why he encouraged this. Although encouraged to write out what they were going to say, some were carried away by the occasion and spoke at considerable length.  In the early years, the congregation sang a hymn, chosen by the candidate, between the testimonies, but as the over-all service was becoming unduly long, that practice had been dropped by 1997. The candidates were still encouraged to choose a hymn, to be sung at some other point in the service. For those who did not wish to give a testimony, the elder responsible for the discipleship class, Bill Dowall, offered to conduct an interview, on a question and answer basis. If, however, even that was too much, the point was not insisted on.

This ‘testimony’ was in lieu of asking the candidates to make a personal confession of faith in the pool itself – that had been done, and the candidates said nothing more. The candidate then returned to the front seat, for the sermon and other parts in the service.

What followed was also an innovation of Peter Grainger's ministry.

After the candidate went into the water, a sponsor (a friend) came to the microphone and gave the candidate a verse of Scripture. Then, one or other of the men baptising (there were two in the pool) prayed for the candidate individually. The baptiser then stated, in the same general terns as Derek Prime had done: 

‘On your profession of repentance toward God, and on your confession of faith in God, who is your Heavenly Father, and in Jesus Christ, His Son, as your Saviour and Lord, and in the Holy Spirit, who is your Comforter and Guide, we baptise you in the name of the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit.’

or, more simply (the two men doing the baptizing alternated in giving the prayer): ‘ As you have publicly repented of your sins, and turned to Jesus Christ in public confession of your faith, we now baptize you in the name of the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit.’

The candidate was then baptised and Peter Grainger introduced the very sensible change of baptising with the feet of the candidate to the congregation and the head toward the back of the pool. This not only had the advantage that the congregation could see the person being baptised but it avoided a large splash of the front row of the pews when a large person was baptised.

Immediately following the baptism, the congregation, led by the organist, sang a verse of a hymn, often ‘Just as I am ...’. During the singing of that verse, the baptised person left the water, going out through the curtain, and the next candidate came into the water, preparatory to the individual prayer and the verse as mentioned.

There could be variations.  On Easter Sunday 1997, a married couple of mature years were baptised.  The husband had spoken for both of them, in a question and answer session in the earlier part of the service, although the wife did make a public affirmation of faith while with her husband in the pulpit. Both went into the pool together, but were baptised individually, with individual prayers and individual verses of Scripture. As the wife had not made a public affirmation of faith from the pulpit, she was asked the three questions, as Derek Prime used to do, namely, ‘Do you believe in God the Father who loves you?’, to which the candidate responded, ‘I do’. Then, ‘Do you believe in Jesus Christ who has saved you? – another response.  ‘Do you believe in the Holy Spirit who sanctifies you?’   On that affirmation, the baptism proceeded, with the same statement repeated by the person baptising.

After the last candidate had left the pool, Peter Grainger remained in the water, offered books and counselling, made an appeal for commitment, gave details of the next planned baptismal service and closed the service with a benediction. Alternatively, there was a hymn after the appeal, with a public invitation to come forward as a sign of commitment; this rarely produced any response at the time, although people did make contact with the pastoral team at a later stage.

Two footnotes:

(1) On numbers baptized in the Chapel: Scroggie baptized 950 and received 650 into membership. Baxter baptized 584 and received 850 into membership.

(2) In Baxter’s time, there was one combined interview for those known to be seeking both baptism and church membership – by the minister and one elder.

(3) Derek Prime interviewed for membership, but the elders alone interviewed for baptism. When Peter Grainger came, a whole new system was introduced by Bill Denholm.

� Record, 1963, pp. 59, 89, 109; Elders’ Minutes, 29 November 1961, 5 December 1962; 1 May 1963.
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