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How to survive baptisms! 
 

You may be reading this because your church has a lively baptism 

ministry or because your church struggles with welcoming large 

baptism families. Some churches deal with baptism families every 

week and other churches rarely see any baptisms come their way. 

 

Whatever the reasons are, our desire is the same – to make sure we 

make the most of the contact we have with families and to ensure 

that the baptism service itself is relevant, lively, attractive and will 

have an impact for the rest of their lives. Baptisms bring stress to us 

in so many ways – we open up our churches to people we might 

never see again; the collection might not be very big; more and more 

people want ‘private’ baptisms whilst our congregations want to see 

less baptisms within the main service of worship; people seem bored 

when they come to support those being baptised; the party 

afterwards is the best part of the day. 

 

Baptisms form a huge part of the Church of England’s ministry. It is 

our primary means of meeting with new families, non-church goers 

and even non-Christians. However, baptisms are usually our most 

missed opportunity to draw people into church and ultimately to the 

love of Jesus. We live in the age of the ‘private’ baptism, probably 

created by the sheer amount of baptisms the Church of England 

receives. If we were to include all the baptisms within our principal 

worship, then we might forever see baptisms week after week. 

Ideally, this is how it should be, as the whole body of the church 

should be present to witness each and every baptism. In reality, we 

might see our regulars slowly leave and the baptism families 

attending forms of worship out of their depth. 

 

This short booklet, I hope, gives some practical advice to help 

churches survive baptisms! It gives helpful hints and ideas to relate to 

those new to church and explores how baptisms might be made 

more family friendly. 
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If your church runs a monthly family@church service, you already 
have an ideal cradle to welcome baptism families. Of course, having a 

baptism even every month will hinder the worship and development 

of that congregation itself, but once every now and then is exciting 

and good. 

 

The family@church model encourages the splitting of the baptism 

service into two parts: the promises, anointing and baptism itself as 

part one, and the giving of the candle, baptismal certificates and bible 

as part two. Part one may happen as a ‘private’ service on a Sunday 

afternoon and part two welcomes the family back to your monthly 

family@church service. 

 

This model is already in practice in many churches. It increases the 

families contact with the church, invites them back to receive their 

candle but also to meet the congregation so they can welcome them, 

and also provides a safe but yet exciting form of worship for families 

to drop into. You may also wish to invite the family to a 

family@church service before their baptism day. You can ask them to 

share the news of their baptism within the Sharing of Family News at 

the start of family@church worship. The family@church worship 

includes a slot where the welcome of baptism families and the giving 

of the candles can be given. 

 

 

 

 

Contact with the Baptism Family 
 

If families feel that they are just part of a conveyor belt of baptisms – 

come in, get wet, go out – then they will not respond to much of 

what you do in the service, however interactive it seems. Families 

must feel special and loved. Building up a relationship, however brief 

it may be, is essential to all our work with baptism families. Keep the 

family involved in the planning of the service and explain what will 
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happen in advance so they know what to expect. If you plan to lead 
an interactive and fun baptism service, then be interactive and fun in 

the preparation and training stages – take along the symbols used in 

baptism, ask if they have questions and break down as many walls as 

possible to make them feel like the church is their home and their 

church! 

 

The splitting of the service into the two parts allows more contact 

with the family. There should be at least one or two visits before the 

baptism day itself, ideally one with the minister and another with a 

few members of the congregation or visiting team. By the time the 

family have had their baptism and then come back to receive their 

candle, you have met them or had contact with them at least four 

times, this is enough time to allow families to build up a level of trust 

and confidence in walking into the church knowing that they might 

see a familiar face or two on the other side of the door. As part of 

the baptism preparation, we suggest you invite the family to a family 

service before their baptism. By the end of all this contact with them, 

there should be people confident enough to invite them to future 

family services, a special day for those recently baptised, to messy 

church or back to church in general. Having one or two families 

come one or two extra times outside their baptism is growth – it 

may be frustrating if they don’t return, but seeds have been sown. 

 

Gone are the days of ‘you must attend church three times’ before I 

baptise your child. We should be privileged that they even want to 

come to us for baptism in the first place! Also, we should be 

confident enough in the message of the Gospel and in the service we 

provide that even if they are ‘using’ us for a good party, we remain 

confident that seeds have been sown, we have challenged 

stereotypes of church, we have shown something of Jesus in our 
contact with them and they have caught a glimpse of God in some 

way. We should make baptism as easy as possible but as challenging 

and interactive as possible. 
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The Baptism Symbols 
 

Sometimes, baptisms are so drawn out with great explanations of 

the liturgy being added by the minister. ‘We’re now about to say a 

prayer that…’ or ‘the words we’re about to hear tell us…’ There is 

often no need for this. On the whole, the baptism liturgy speaks for 

itself and the new baptism liturgy is even more concise and to the 

point. Baptism liturgy, although we want families in church for as 

long as possible, should be short and sweet, with families going away 

able to remember what happened rather than bored and overloaded 
with information. 

 

We suggest that the only parts of the service that are annotated are 

related to the symbols used – oil, water and fire. These parts can be 

interactive and involve the whole congregation. Here are a few ideas: 

 

Oil 

Whenever the anointing takes place before a service or within a 

service, it is a powerful moment. Using oil to sign the cross on the 

head is a bit like a farmer branding his cattle. 

 

People will be familiar with using oil for all sorts of things – oiling a 

bike chain or machinery to make it work smoothly, the cooking of 

food in various sorts of cooking oils, and oil as an ingredient in many 

types of medicines. Oiling machinery stops the rust from setting in 

and allows the chain or machine to continue running. Cooking in oil 

stops things from sticking to the pan, adds flavour and often adds a 

health value. Oils in our diets and in medicines can actually keep our 

bodies running – bones and organs! The oil marks us out and is a 

sign and symbol of our longing for God’s healing and love in our 

lives. 

 

Another link that can be made to the anointing with oil is the 

anointing of kings and queens. Scripture has several stories of the 

anointing of royalty with oil. Solomon is anointed with oil by Zadok 



6 

 

the Priest, David anointed by Samuel and Psalm 23, a well-known 
psalm, talks about the head being anointed with oil. In a sense then, 

the anointing with oil is God making each of his followers royalty – 

princes and princesses, kings and queens. Being anointed oil shows 

we are chosen and loved by God. 

 

It’s important to stress the normality of the use of oil in everyday 

life, but to stress that the church has said a special prayer over it so 

it can’t be used for anything else – it is now holy oil. 

 

Water 

The second sign and symbol to make something of during the service 

is that of water. Water is used for so many things. I won’t list them 

all here, but I usually get the congregation to tell me what they use 

water for. The obvious answers are to water plants to make things 

grow, water for drinking and water for washing. 

 

Encourage the children to stand round the font and for others who 

cannot see to come forward. Offer the family the chance to look 

inside the font (before or during the service) and ask for help to 

pour the water into the font. When the prayer over the water is 

said I ask everyone around the font to stretch out their hands as we 

ask the Spirit to rest upon it. 

 

I often shorten the prayer over the water and make it a bit more 

relevant to what those present might understand. For example: 

‘Thank you for telling me what you use water for. I want you to stretch out 

your hands over the water as we say a prayer: Holy Spirit, come and rest 

upon this water to make it special. Thank you that before the world was 

made you moved over the waters, that you led your people through water 

to lead them out of trouble, that Jesus was baptised in water and now we 
use this water for baptism. Amen.’ 

 

I always sprinkle the whole congregation before or after the baptism. 

The children love it and the adults always smile! Make a joke about 
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the water smudging women’s make up, and that it allows our true 
selves to be shown. This is what baptism is – the washing away of 

the sin that hides our true selves. 

 

It’s important to stress the normality of the use of water in everyday 

life, but to stress that the church has said a special prayer over it so 

it can’t be used for anything else – it is now holy water. 

 

Fire 

Whether or not the candle is given at a ‘private’ baptism or the 

family come back to church to receive it, the giving of the lighted 

candle is an important symbol. In some ways it is the only one of the 

three symbols that the family can ‘physically’ take home and keep. 

The oil is washed off and the water dries, but the candle can be kept. 

I usually give the candle, along with the baptism certificate and bible, 

at the next family service that follows the baptism. I’ve never had any 

rejections and families usually invite their parents, godparents or 

close friends to come back to church with them. 

 

Lighting the candle from the Easter Paschal candle is a powerful 

symbol. People understand the idea and thinking behind the Olympic 

Flame. It is one flame that is spread from country to country without 

going out. The flame is a symbol of the world’s unity during the 

Games. Explain that the Easter candle is renewed at Easter and burns 

for us all year round. From this one candle we light other candles 

which then go into the world. The one flame spreads. 

 

Encourage the family to light the candle every year on the 

anniversary of the baptism or on birthdays etc. When the candle gets 

low or burns down, encourage them to come back and get a new 

candle from you. Really make something of the use of the candle at 
home, inviting them to bring it back to church whenever they want 

to light it again. 
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The Baptism Liturgy 
 

The Promises 

Use the modern promises if possible. The response ‘I do’, although 

much simpler, can actually be more powerful. People hear ‘I do’ at 

weddings and therefore it can be stressed just how important the 

promises made at baptism are. 

 

If the baptism is during a family@church service, our model suggests 

that the promises and anointing with oil are done just before the 
service itself. Many families that I’ve asked say they most fear 

speaking out loud when they come to church. Others said that they 

are ‘uncomfortable’ standing in front of the congregation. We should 

try to put people at ease, not making them uncomfortable or 

nervous. Of course, some families love the attention and are more 

confident. Having the anointing and the promises before a service, 

gives a more intimate feel and gives the minister a chance to 

emphasise the meaning of the promises being made. The importance 

of the anointing with oil can also be stressed. At the Coronation of 

Queen Elizabeth II, the cameras were not allowed to film the 

anointing of the breast - it was a moment too sacred to show, but 

also immensely private and special. 

 

If the promises are made before a service, then this should be 

announced in some way within the worship. Again, the chance to 

share news might be a good time to share this. I’ve found that the 

introduction to the confession is a good time, saying something like: 

‘Before the service, the N and N made promises for their baptism 

promising to turn away from all that separates us from God. We all 

now get a chance to do that, turning to the front of our service 

sheets, asking God to forgive us…’ (or something similar according 

to the festival of the service etc). 
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Other ideas to help make the promises a reality: 
 

 Put the promises on a certificate so that the parents and 

godparents can keep them. It is unlikely they will remember 

them. 

 Print the promises on a fridge magnet so that the family can 

take home and display them. 

 Ask permission to take a photo at the baptism. On the back 
of the photo, add the promises and present it to the family as 

a gift from the congregation. 

 

Prayer over the Water 

I’ve already talked about the prayer over the water. The new 

baptism liturgy prayer is much better, but still quite wordy. Make 

sure that what is said in the prayer reflects how involved the 

congregation have been in telling you what they use water for. 

‘Thank you God for water, with which we can watch things grow, 

have a lovely drink to be refreshed, and with which we keep clean… 

thank you that you led your people from trouble… that Jesus was 

baptised in water, and now we use water to baptise N and N…’ 

 

Scripture Reading and Talk 

At ‘private’ baptisms, it is essential that there is a short reading from 

Scripture. Of course, you have the whole bible to choose from, but 

ensure it is short and memorable. I often use short passages ‘Let the 

little children’ (Matthew 19:14), ‘I have come that they may have 
life…’ (John 10:7-10) or verses about who Jesus’ family really is 

(Matthew 12:46-end and Luke 8:19-21). 

 

Each talk should be linked to baptism somehow. If the baptism takes 

place during a family@church service, adapt the talk slightly to 

mention baptism. For examples, in July when you are talking about 

Saints, go on to say that in baptism God makes us saints too (coming 

to the inheritance of the saints in glory). 
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If the baptism is separate from a family service I often preach about 
being part of God’s family using the scripture verses from Matt 12 

and Luke 8 above. People know what family is, but we all have 

different views and understandings of it. Eastenders and other soaps 

constantly repeat time and time again (almost every episode in fact) 

that family is all you need. God’s family though is much more 

profound – it encourages us to welcome all and it promotes love, 

gentleness, patience and so on. Using the John 10 passage I preach 

about living life to the full and how God can help us do that. Most 

people have heard the phrase ‘let’s live life to the full’. In John 10, 

Jesus is saying exactly this and baptismal life is about just that too. 

 

Of course there are lots of issues and links to baptism that you can 

make. It is important that the talk is short and memorable. Bear in 

mind that most of the people present will not be regular church 

goers. Don’t use complicated or churchy language. Avoid phrases 

like ‘St Paul writes/tells us…’ Keep it simple and say ‘The Bible 

says…’ or ‘Jesus says…’ Try to surprise people and use analogies and 

illustrations that are up to date and relevant. Eastenders is a good 

example, even if you don’t watch it! Don’t try to be ‘cool’ but just be 

yourself! Our aim is not only to tell people about the amazing Good 

News of Jesus, but also to break down walls that surround Christian 

believers too – we want people to like us, trust us and come back to 

use us! 

 

Movement in the Service 

In any service where there is a baptism, movement (often without 

words) is just as important as the words themselves. 

 

When saying the promises (old or new ones) you might want to 

consider physically turning the family round to face the East end 
when the promises talk about ‘turning’. When we turn to the East 

we turn to the place of the light and the sun rise. 
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Use the length of the church to your advantage – take people on a 
journey. The journey to the font gives a good opportunity for people 

to move after the reading and talk. Ask the family to follow you and 

when you reach the font gather people round you as close as 

possible. Invite children to gather round to join in the prayer over 

the water and to interact more intimately with them. 

 

If you use any actions in the baptism service, commit to doing them 

in a dramatic and ‘big’ manner. Making the sign of the cross at the 

absolution for example – ensure people can see and make it clear 

what shape you are creating in the air. When pouring the water into 

the font, use a large jug and hold it high so the water splashes and 

makes a noise as it hits the bowl or font. 

 

Getting the Baptism Party Involved 
 

On my initial visit to see a family, I always ask them to write a family 

prayer. I explain that I’d like them to read the prayer just after the 

baptism itself. I’ve never had a family refuse to do this, it gets them 

thinking about what the baptism really means and about prayer. I 

have received some beautiful prayers from people who “don’t go to 

church.” 

 

If you do this, give the family plenty of time to fulfil the task. Explain 

that the prayer only needs to be short. Start the prayer ‘Dear Lord’ 

or ‘Dear God’ and use simple words. Thank God for what you’re 

coming to church to do (without giving them the answer!) Thank 

God for the blessings of your family, include the names of other 

children and so on. End with Amen. I always ask for the prayer in 

advance and I laminate two A4 copies so they don’t get wet in 

church and I keep a paper copy for my file. Fornham All Saints’ 

Church asked for a copy of the prayers to display on their news 

board. Work with the family if they need help, but often their prayer 

is a good way for them to come together to think more deeply 
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about the baptism day itself. Below are a few examples of some of 
the prayers I’ve heard. 

 

Dear God, 

Thank you for blessing us with our wonderful daughter, N. May she grow 

fit and strong, be happy and healthy and enjoy many special times with all 

of her friends and family. 

May her infectious smile and contented nature bring as much joy to others 

as it does to both of us. 

We feel very fortunate to have her in our lives. 

Amen. 

 

Dear God, 

Thank you for our lovely day today and for welcoming us into your family. 

Bless us today and always. 

Thank you for our wonderful family and all of our friends. 

Help us to try to always be thoughtful, kind and caring. 

Amen. 

 

Dear God, 

On this day, bless N with your grace & love, surround him with goodness, 

guide his steps along the way and keep him from harm. 

May N find contentment, happiness and a kindness for himself and others. 

With our guidance & love, and the love and support of his Godparents 

and his dear family & friends, we pray that N will lead a life full of 

happiness, faith, success and love for all. 

Amen. 

 

The Prayers 

One of the best ways of getting a baptism family/party involved is by 

making the prayers after the baptism interactive. Having the family 
read a prayer is one way, but involving the whole congregation is just 

as important. 
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The family@church resource book gives some examples of 
interactive prayers in the monthly service plans. Pluck and use ones 

that work for you. I find the paper chain prayers (Year 1, July) work 

well in most situations. Other prayers like candle lighting or prayer 

with objects that people can take home also work really well for 

those new to prayer. 

 

Some ideas for interactive prayers with a baptismal (or water) 

theme:  

1. Prepare some water splash shapes cut 

from blue card and hand out as people 

enter the church. At the prayers, ask the 

congregation to write something on 

their splash and, while some music is 

playing, place their splash around the 

font. Say that prayer is important and powerful and one 

prayer can make a huge splash! 

2. Fill a small pool, some buckets or some large bowls with 

water. Invite people to come forward to pick up a stone, say 

a silent prayer and to ‘plop’ their stone into the water. 

3. Roll up some short punchy prayers on scrolls and place them 

inside the font (if you can without them getting wet). Ask 

some volunteers to pluck out a scroll with the minister 

reading them out (or if the volunteers are brave to read it 

out themselves!) Base the scrolls around prayers for the 

world, for those baptised, for the family and friends and for 

the church. 

4. Have a few bowls of water and ask people to come forward 

to light small floating candles as a symbol of their prayers. 

 

Conclusion 
Baptisms should be something the church gets excited about. 

Sometimes I feel we dread them and they tire us. Baptism belongs to 

the church and we should own it and put our stamp back on it. 
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The gentle introduction of getting the family to write a family prayer, 
making the prayers within the service interactive, highlighting the 

symbols we use and love in baptism, by getting families to come back 

to receive their candle and so on, are just some simple ways that we 

can begin to claim baptism back and grow our church. Baptism 

should be a sign and symbol of the church’s growth – in baptism the 

Lord is adding to our number those whom he is calling. We believe 

then that every infant, child and adult we baptise is called by God, 

whether or not we see them again! 

Using the family@church monthly model of family worship provides a 

cradle to welcome baptism families and their often large parties. The 

model breaks down barriers and the wall of fear that we often 

experience when leading and welcoming families. The task does not 

have to be difficult or daunting and it can be filled with joy, love and 

even fun! I am confident that if baptisms are done well alongside a 

good and solid structure of family@church all age worship we will 

see the church grow! 

 

 

 

 

© family@church team: Carl Melville, Irene Leech, Kenny Abbott and Karl 

Hunnibell 
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An example (suggested) order of service, using the new baptism 
liturgy from the Church of England: 

 

 

baptism@felsham 
st peter’s church 

 

God’s Family Gathers 
  

Minister The grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, the love of God, 

  and the fellowship of the Holy Spirit, be with you all 

All  and also with you. 

  

The minister gives the introduction and says a special prayer and we all 

reply: 

All  Amen. 

  

God’s Family Listens 
  

A Bible Reading is read and a short Talk is given. 

  

God’s Family Promises 
Minister Jesus said, ‘Let the little children come to me. Do not 

stop them.’ We thank God for this child who has 

come to be baptized today. Christ loves them and 

welcomes them into  his Church. 

   

 So I ask you all: Will you support this child as they 

begin their new journey of faith? 

All  We will. 
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Will you help them to live and grow within God’s 
family? 

All  We will. 

  

God knows each of us by name and we are his. 

Parents and godparents, you speak for this child today. 

Will you pray for them, and help them to follow 

Christ? 

All  We will. 

  

  

  
The Minister introduces the promises, then asks: 

  

Minister We all wander far from God and lose our way: Christ 

comes to find us and welcomes us home. In baptism 

we respond to his call. Therefore I ask, parents and 

godparents: 

  

 Do you turn away from sin? 

  I do. 

  

 Do you reject evil? 

 I do. 

  

 Do you turn to Christ as Saviour? 

 I do. 

  

 Do you trust in him as Lord? 

 I do. 

  

We use Oil 
  

Oil is a precious gift, sourced for fuel,  used in cooking and 
food. It is also used for healing purposes and in medicines. 
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 The Ministers makes the sign of the cross on the candidate’s forehead. 
  

 Christ claims you for his own, 

 receive the sign of the cross.  

  

 Do not be ashamed of Christ. You are his for ever. 

All  Stand bravely with him against all the powers of evil, 

  and remain faithful to Christ to the end of your life. 

  

+ May almighty God deliver you from the powers of 

darkness, and lead you in the light and obedience of Christ.  

  
 We journey to the font 
  

We use Water 
  

Water keeps us alive, quenches our thirst, keeps us clean and 

fresh, and brings life to all sorts of places. 

  

We gather round the font. 

  

The Minister says a prayer of blessing over the water which recalls how 

God has used water as a symbol throughout history. 

  

All  We believe in God the Father, 

  from whom every family 

  in heaven and on earth is named. 

  

  We believe in God the Son, 

  who lives in our hearts through faith, 

  and fills us with his love. 

  

  We believe in God the Holy Spirit, 

  who strengthens us 

  with power from on high. 



18 

 

  
  We believe in one God; 

  Father, Son and Holy Spirit. 

  Amen. 

  

The Minister takes the child/candidate for the baptism. 

  

  Do you wish to be baptised? 

  I do. 

  

  N, I baptize you in the name of the Father, 

  and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit. Amen. 

  

A special prayer is said for the newly baptized. 

  

God’s Family Prays 
  

The Family will read a special family prayer. 

Prayers end with: 

  Our Father in heaven, hallowed be your name, 

  your kingdom come, your will be done, 
  on earth as in heaven. 

  Give us today our daily bread. 

  Forgive us our sins, 

  as we forgive those who sin against us. 

  Lead us not into temptation, 

but deliver us from evil. 

  For the kingdom, the power 

  and the glory are yours, 

  now and for ever. Amen. 

  

[Sometimes the service ends here with the Blessing.] 
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We use Fire 
  

Fire can be destructive and dangerous, but we use fire to light 

dark spaces, to keep warm, to cook and to make things new. 

  

Minister God has delivered us from the dominion of darkness 

and has given us a place with the saints in light. 

  

  Receive this light, the light of Christ; 

  walk in this light all the days of your life. 

All  Shine as a light in the world 

  to the glory of God the Father. 

  

  Go in the light and peace of Christ. 

All  Thanks be to God. 
  

If you are interested in exploring Baptism, for you or your child, 
please contact the Vicar or contact a member of the Clergy team. 
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