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Welcome!

You are beginning a grand adventure. You’ve been asked to walk
with a candidate as she or he embarks on the challenging journey
toward Confirmation. By accepting that invitation, you will be
able to help a young person grow in relationship with both Jesus
and the Church. What an honor! What a privilege!

The Confirmation preparation process can be—almost cer-
tainly will be—a time of spiritual and religious renewal and trans-
formation for both you and the candidate. When it’s all over, you
will likely echo the words of countless sponsors who have walked
this journey before you: “I gained so much more than I ever gave
to the candidate.” You may even want to take the journey again
with another young person.

Okay. Pause for a moment and reflect on how those open-
ing paragraphs struck you. What feelings and thoughts did they
generate in you? Here are some possibilities:

• This sounds great!

• This is pretty intimidating stuff.

• My faith is the most important thing in my life. It will be excit-
ing to help a young person discover that too.

• I’m not even sure about my own faith. How can I help lead a
young person through all this religious stuff?

You may, in fact, be feeling and thinking all these things at
once. Depending on your past experience, just about any
thoughts and feelings are justified as you begin this process. This
sponsor guidebook will provide you with enough background
and direction to make your experience as a sponsor both enjoy-
able and meaningful.
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About This Guide

This guide is designed to ensure that your experience as a spon-
sor is a positive one. Here’s what you’ll find in this guide:

• a discussion about the role of the sponsor within the Confir-
mation process

• insights into how young people experience and understand
matters of faith and religion

• an overview of the process of preparation, with an explanation
of both what we do (the content) and why we do it

• practical suggestions for relating to your candidate and ideas
for activities to participate in with that young person

All this information is presented as briefly and as clearly as
possible. If, after reading this guide, you find that you would like
more information about any part of the process, please consult
the coordinator of the preparation process in your parish.

A Closing Thought

The role of the sponsor is both a challenge and a privilege. Walk-
ing with a young person through the Confirmation process can
be a time of spiritual renewal for both of you. We are grateful
that you’ve said yes to this invitation. And we trust that you will
be too.

Count on our prayers for you and your candidate as you
walk this journey together. And remember always that the Spirit
of God walks with you!
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Confirmation: A Brief History

The Church’s theological understanding and pastoral practice of
Confirmation have undergone further development in the past
three decades, due in part to the Church’s recovery of the cate-
chumenal model of initiation. This approach to Confirmation was
formalized by the promulgation of the Rite of Christian Initiation
(RCIA) in 1972. Though intended for the sacramental initiation of
unbaptized adults, the theology and pastoral principles of the
RCIA are recognized as normative for all the sacraments of initia-
tion—Baptism, Confirmation, and the Eucharist—regardless of
the age at which those sacraments are in fact celebrated.

Baptism in the Early Church

Baptism in the early Church was a powerful and moving experi-
ence. The ritual used rich symbols and actions that conveyed deep
meaning to those who participated. Imagine descending three
steps into the waters of the baptismal pool, being immersed three
times by the bishop, and then coming out of the water a new
creation.

Baptism in the first few centuries of the Church’s history was
celebrated primarily with adults. Baptism of infant members of
Christian families, however, gradually became the normal practice
and is still the most common today.

In the early Church, a person preparing for Baptism was
called a catechumen. This word comes from a Greek term related
to sound and hearing. A catechumen is one who hears Jesus’s
Good News proclaimed by the Church. The preparation period
was called the catechumenate. Lasting about three years, the cat-
echumenate was a time for praying, fasting, studying, and serv-
ing others. During this time, the catechumen listened to the word
of God and explored the Christian way of life. 
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The final intense stage of preparation for Baptism in the ear-
ly Church lasted forty days and evolved into what we know as
Lent. Baptism, the final step in the original process, took place
during the Easter Vigil—the evening before the Easter celebration
of the Resurrection. In the early Church, the Easter Vigil was the
only time Baptisms were performed. Even after the actual cere-
mony, the newly initiated members were expected to pursue fur-
ther study, and they received more knowledge about the
Christian “mysteries.”

Baptism at the Easter Vigil

The Easter Vigil ceremony was preceded by ritual bathing on Holy
Thursday and by two days of fasting. On the Saturday night of the
vigil, all the catechumens gathered—men in one room and
women in another. Their sponsors—the persons who had guided
them toward their new birth—were there. Because of their
parental role, the sponsors were called fathers and mothers by
the catechumens. Later, sponsors became known as godparents.

At the start of the Easter Vigil ceremony, the catechumens
faced the West, the place of sunset and darkness. They stretched
out their arms and denounced Satan. Then suddenly they turned
to the East and shouted their commitment to Christ. This physical
turnabout by the catechumens marked their spiritual turnabout,
or conversion. The East was considered the place of light, of the
rising sun, and of new life. (Throughout the Middle Ages, church-
es were built facing the East.)

Next, the catechumens went to a room with a pool that was
often modeled after the Roman public baths. They stripped off
their old clothing, had oil poured over their bodies, and stepped
down into the waist-deep waters. The bishop submerged the 
catechumens in the water, usually three times—in the name of
the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit. The catechumens then
emerged from the other side of the pool and received new white
robes. The bishop anointed them, again with oil, and embraced
them in a sign of peace and welcome.
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Finally, the catechumens were led into the room where the
Eucharist was celebrated. For the first time, on Easter Sunday,
they participated in the total Eucharistic celebration. Before Bap-
tism the catechumens attended Mass only until the end of the
homily. As a matter of fact, the first part of the Mass was called
the Mass of the Catechumens because the prayers, readings, and
homily were intended to instruct the catechumens. What a joy it
must have been for the newly baptized, after three years of
preparation, to share the Eucharist with their friends and family
for the first time! And what a joy for the rest of the community to
welcome these long-awaited newcomers to their special Easter
meal!

The process of preparing for initiation at the Easter Vigil de-
manded a great deal of time and dedication from those who
wanted to become members of the Church. Remember, though,
that just prior to this time, the Church had been an illegal, perse-
cuted group. Accepting a candidate presented a grave risk to the
whole community.

At the same time, the leaders realized that Baptism was
meant to be a sustained joy, not just a moment of excitement.
Developing a joyful, loving community demanded a profound ini-
tiation. In recent years the Church has revised the adult Rite of
Christian Initiation to recapture the sacrifice, spirit, and joy of the
ritual in the early Church.

Three Sacraments of Initiation

Originally Baptism, Confirmation, and the Eucharist were com-
bined into one initiation ritual. Later on, so many candidates
sought initiation into the Church that the bishops had difficulty
presiding at all the rituals. Yet it was considered essential that the
bishops conduct them.

To handle the increased numbers of converts, the Eastern
Church decided to allow their priests to baptize, confirm, and
celebrate the Eucharist with the initiates. In the East, Confirma-
tion is administered immediately after Baptism and is followed by
participation in the Eucharist; this tradition highlights the unity of
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