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DEDICATION OF INFANTS

Peter Grainger explained his practice to the office-bearers on Wednesday 7 April 1999, as part of the opening devotions to the Court that evening.  

‘Dedication of infants’ is not an ideal phrase, because it is really a dedication of the parents, but he had not been able to find a better phrase.

He pointed out that since we practice believers’ baptism, we do not have the problem of those evangelical churches that practice the baptism of infants, with the consequent tension of what to do if the parents have no Christian profession.

The word ‘dedication’ is not ideal, because it tends to confer a status which the Bible does not warrant – although the presentation of Jesus to the Temple under Jewish practice is warrant for some recognition.  We do it to:

1.  Give thanks for the gift of life and the safe delivery of the child.

2.  To pray for the child and its parents, and, as explained below, to invite the Church to join in the prayer in certain circumstances.

3.  To ask the parents to promise to bring up the child in the faith.

There is no problem in this for members – and we recognise that some parents do not wish to bring their children in this way – and that is not a problem because dedication is not an ordnance like baptism. 

His policy distinguished three types of dedication:

1. Where neither parent was a Christian, or a single parent who was not a Christian, or where only one parent was a Christian, including casual callers, who had no connection with the Chapel.

It was rare, but not unknown for two parents, neither of whom was a believer, to request the dedication of a child. Peter Grainger performed a dedication for anyone who wished to give thanks for a birth - it was a good bridge-building exercise. He would not ask such parents to make any promises about bringing the child up as a Christian, because they did not believe what we believed that meant.  He asked questions one and two (above), but not three. 

If only one parent was a Christian, Peter Grainger felt at one stage that it was not proper to ask the other parent to take a vow which was meaningless to the non-believer, so he asked questions one and two (above) but not three. He took this line, as the only practical way to conduct such a ceremony. However, at a later stage, as he explained to the elders at the meeting mentioned above, he decided to ask the parents to make promises, on the basis that one of them, at least, realized the importance of the dedication service.

2. Where non-members attend the Chapel but are not in membership and have no other claim on the prayers of the membership. This question arose because on the previous Sunday a couple had brought a baby for public dedication; the elders asked Peter Grainger who they were, because no one knew them. They had attended sporadically for about a year, and Peter Grainger defended his policy of holding a dedication service at their request, partly because he did not wish to refuse such requests and partly because the profile given might lead to them becoming better known, better integrated, and so applying for membership. The congregation were not asked to stand, because the membership has no commitment to that particular family and should not be asked to make promises over which they had no control.   

3. Both parents members of the Chapel. 

Until 1999, Peter Grainger asked everyone present to stand but John Smuts, at a recent service, had asked members only to stand. In the discussion that followed, the latter was unanimously supported – as reported in the Record:

As has been remarked before, the Opening Devotions, led by the Senior Pastor, normally focus on some aspect of Chapel life. Noting that at least sixteen babies are expected during 1999, the purpose and the form of our ‘Dedication of Children’ was particularly appropriate.  Following discussion ranging over the whole area, one change in practice was agreed – that normally only members will be asked to stand for the dedicatory prayer, as visitors cannot meaningfully commit themselves to support these particular parents in the upbringing of their child. Also, in an era when some prefer to attend but not to join voluntary organisations – churches or secular societies – it is a useful reminder to ourselves that membership is both a privilege and a way of expressing our mutual support.

While there is no direct biblical warrant for what we do, therefore we must work out a programme with which we are comfortable and we seem to have achieved that by our present practice.

Although the preacher sometimes mentioned that it was only members (sometimes regular attenders were invited also0 who should stand, visitors were embarrassed at being left sitting and usually stood aw well.

It has to be said that the policy distinctions, as outlined to the elders in 1999, have been fairly flexibly applied and it is doubtful if the average member is aware of the distinctions – dedications are dedications.

