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learn to read, and the speed of this growth of literacy is being con
stantly accelerated. It is already almost too late for the Church to 
make an adequate contribution to ensure that they may find that 
to read which will turn their thoughts towards the ways of God, but 
it is not yet quite too late. This must be our answer. 

You can help in very many ways. By serving, or finding someone 
who will represent your church, on local committees; by finding a 
space in your local church programme for a speaker about the 
campaign; by using the films or filmstrips which commend it; by 
distributing or placing on a church bookstall literature; above all, 
by your prayers and by your encouragement to your people to pray. 
Especially by arranging that at some time within Feed the Minds 
Week (27th March to 4th April, 1965) the whole project is brought 
to the forefront of your congregation's interest. 

You will by now have received much information and you will 
certainly receive more, both directly and through the national and 
religious press, but please use either the Campaign Office, 146 Queen 
Victoria Street, EC4, or the services of any of the local secretaries 
of either the Literature or Bible Societies to find out more. 

D. R. CHESTERTON. 

THE INTERVIEWING OF CANDIDATES 
FOR BAPTISM AND MEMBERSHIP 

WHEN A GROUP of candidates for baptism has been through the 
appropriate course of instruction their attention turns eagerly to the 
final preparations for the long-awaited service. But first there must 
come the interview by visitors appointed by the church and the formal 
acceptance of their reports by the church meeting. 

In some churches the appointment of visitors is most carefully 
considered; interviews are thorough and meaningful; reports are 
frank and helpful. But in some instances a more casual approach 
seems to undermine the solemnity of what is being done. 

Baptism is the rite of entry into the church. It carries with it all 
the joys, privileges and responsibilities of church membership. It 
follows that it can only be administered to those whom the church 
deems to be ready for it. The church, then, every single local Baptist 
fellowship, must know what conditions should be fulfilled before 
baptism can be administered. It must be prepared to face the awful 
responsibility of saying when, in its judgment, those conditions are 
not fulfilled. 

Most ministers know at the end of a course of instruction which 
people, if any, give them cause for hesitation. It may be that a 
candidate has not given his mind as fully to the classes as he might 
have done. Can one be a true disciple and not make a determined 
effort to understand the faith and its implications? Perhaps someone 
has missed a number of classes, despite the fact that these are known 
to be obligatory and were specially arranged so that all could always 
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attend. Can such a person have grasped much of the idea of Christian 
responsibility? It may be that a very young candidate has shared the 
classes with enthusiasm, but is obviously not ready to enter into a 
life-long commitment. 

Where there is any doubt the minister is well advised to discuss the 
question fully with the candidate concerned. Often the interview may 
then be deferred until the position becomes clearer. It is surely 
better to deal with the matter in this way than to proceed with the 
visitation of an obviously unsuitable candidate. 

SELECTION OF VISITORS 

Interviewing for baptism and membership is one of the most 
responsible tasks a member of the church can be asked to undertake. 
The selection of visitors is therefore a delicate task. No one should 
be appointed because 'he would like to be asked'. Visitors should be 
known to the candidate, but not too well. One of the visitors should 
be a deacon, who will find out from the minister a good deal about 
the candidate's background. The chief technical requirement of 
visitors is that they should be completely conversant with the course 
of instruction given by the minister. Unless they know this their task 
becomes very difficult and their questions lose a certain relevance. 
The personal qualities, which are even more important, are that 
visitors must be men and women of spiritual example to whom the 
church can look with confidence and in whom the candidates may 
see virtues to admire and emulate. In addition, visitors need to make 
those they interview feel at ease, and so natural friendliness is a 
great asset. 

The deacons' meeting may appoint the visitors or suggest names 
to the church for appointment - certainly it should not be left for 
open and unguided discussion in a church meeting. The minister and 
deacons are in the best position to choose the visitors; provided that 
one of those invited to interview is usually a non-deacon it is unlikely 
that anyone will object that the church meeting is being by-passed. 

PLANNING THE VISIT 

When the two visitors have been appointed they will meet to 
discuss what kind of interview they propose to conduct. Their basic 
need is for sufficient questions to enable the candidate to reveal his 
convictions, his serious intent, and his fitness for baptism. So their 
attitude to the interview must be a searching one. There are too many 
young people who have studied the faith and their responsibilities 
most earnestly and have gone to the interview with keen anticipation 
(perhaps, quite properly, with some trepidation), only to find that no 
searching questions were asked, that they were accepted readily 
because their parents were well known in the church, and that they 
were forced to listen to an elderly deacon relating past church history 
in the form of personal reminiscences. The interview can be rigorous 
and searching and still kindly. Above all it can leave the candidate 
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with a clear impression of the finality and solemnity of the step he 
is about to take. 

The best place for the interview will depend very much on circum
stances. A young person may be visited at his home, so long as there 
is a quiet room available. The minister's vestry is also appropriate, 
especially as the candidate may have first spoken about a desire for 
baptism in that very place. If one is to interview a young parent or 
married couple with young children there is much to be said for 
providing a baby-sitter and meeting elsewhere. The sound of a child 
upstairs coughing or calling out immediately claims the mother's 
full attention and the thread of the discussion is broken. 

An interview should not be squeezed in before another meeting or 
be held after a service where this is avoidable. If a whole evening is 
set aside for the task then an hour or perhaps slightly longer may be 
used without embarrassment. 

THE INTERVIEW 

The visitors will probably wish to meet beforehand and commend 
their task and themselves to God in prayer. They will visit with 
mixed feelings. 'Judge not, lest ye be judged' is an awful text, but it 
must be set over against the need to examine and 'speak the truth in 
love'. Who would wish to keep another person from membership of 
Christ's Church on earth? Yet interviews are held because the 
possibility of this exists; if the church stands for anything at all it 
has to be prepared to draw the line somewhere. 

In the time at their disposal the visitors need to do four things: 
(i) they must put the candidate at ease, so that his answers and 
comments represent his true thoughts and natural reactions; (ii) they 
must (impossible task!) try to assure themselves that he is sincere; 
(iii) knowing the outline of the baptismal classes they will assure 
themselves that a serious attempt has been made to understand them; 
(iv) they will see if the candidate sees the implication of the Gospel 
for his own life. 

(i) The visitors do well to begin with questions to which the 
candidate naturally knows the answer - about himself, his school or 
work, or plans. Apart from creating an atmosphere of ease and 
informality they furnish valuable information about a potential 
member. Perhaps for this reason it is sometimes better not to begin 
with prayer, but rather to let the meeting progress to the point of 
prayer and dedication. 

(ii) No one can assess sincerity. The prompt answer, couched in 
the traditional evangelical language, or wrapped up in the current 
theological idiom, is no guarantee. The interviewers really want to 
see the motives behind the desire for baptism. The following questions, 
suitably phrased so as not to appear as blunt as they look in print, 
might be asked: 

Why do you want to be baptised? 
How would you sum up your faith? 
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What circumstances or which people helped you to make up your 
mind? 

Have you encountered any encouragement or opposition? 
How many people have you told about your conversion, or your 

wish to join the church? 
Questions into someone's personal experience must not exceed the 

bounds set by good manners, but it is important that the candidate 
be forced to get below the surface of things at this critical stage. 

(iii) The third stage is easier if the visitors know what they are 
seeking, for they may then turn to the 'academic' aspect of the faith. 
Its importance should not be under-estimated as though sincerity 
alone were enough. All the great heretics, dictators and tyrants have 
been quite sincere - but about the wrong things! What is demanded 
of the candidate may vary - indeed will vary - according to his back
ground and ability. Those who are engaged in full-time study ought 
to reveal some reading and thought on matters central to the faith. 
The following questions, expressed in a manner appropriate to the 
interview, are relevant and permissible: 

What does being a disciple mean? 
Why should we be baptised? 
What is distinctive about the Baptist denomination? 
What is the meaning of worship? 
Why do we celebrate the Lord's Supper? 
What a.re the responsibilities of membership? 
What service do you hope to give in the church? 
What plan do you have for the development of the devotional life? 
It has been suggested that visitors should not make speeches; 

equally, they must not merely put questions. Very often one question 
leads to another and a discussion develops in which all share. All 
this only serves to underline the fact that visiting for church member
ship and baptism is not a task for anyone and everyone. 

(iv) What difference has all this thinking and praying made to the 
candidate? Has the Christain experience remained enclosed and 
isolated, or has it resulted in a new attitude to teachers, parents, 
fellow students, office friends, workmates, children, etc? The applica
tion of the faith is the final theme, although it usually appears 
naturally at the other stages. Ideas of leisure, the use of money, the 
Christian home and so on, are all themes which might be introduced 
here. 

At this point, if not before, a prayer may be offered by one or both 
of the visitors. In nearly every case they will have cause for joy and 
thanksgiving. They may wish, before leaving, to give some advice to 
the candidate. This is the time and place if the advice is relevant and 
brief; an interview is exhausting on both sides. 

On no account should the person be told that he will be admitted 
to membership; this decision rests with the church. The visitors may 
express their pleasure at the conversation, but it is not within their 
province to go further than this. 
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THE REPORT 

One of the visitors will write the report when they have agreed as 
to its contents. It need not be tediously long, but it should be borne 
in mind that the other deacons and members have not had the 
opportunity of personal discussion with the candidate in most cases. 
The report will give general impressions and summarise any impor
tant matters which have emerged - he has joined a Christian group at 
school or work; he is wondering about a call to the ministry; he is 
facing serious opposition at home ... Often visitors can indicate in 
their report ways in which the church can help a new member over 
a special difficulty. The formal statement 'that X be admitted to the 
fellowship of ... church by believers' baptism' concludes the report. 

At the deacons' meeting more detail can be filled in verbally and 
some account of the interview given (this is an added reason why 
one visitor should always be a deacon). Discussion here can be com
pletely frank and in the event of a recommendation that the candidate 
be asked to wait, the issue must be faced. In such a case it is better 
for the minister immediately to see the person concerned and explain 
the position. There is no need to have an adverse report read at a 
church meeting, and any questions which arise there are best answered 
by the minister himself. 

Where the report is satisfactory it is read at the church meeting 
and both interviewers may speak to it. Once again, any special 
pastoral responsibility which the church may have can be stressed in 
this context. 

It is only very rarely that difficulties arise over reports in church 
meetings. If it seems that a too personal note has crept into the 
discussion, or that insinuations are being made about the interview 
or the reports, the minister can always direct the discussion firmly to 
the resolution proposed and seconded. 

The minister will derive great pleasure from his visits to the 
candidates and their families to convey the news of the church's 
glad acceptance of the applications for membership. 

AFTER CARE 

'Everybody's job is nobody's job.' This is as true in church life as 
anywhere else. The church meeting will hear the report on the candi
dates with pleasure, the minister will exhort those who are present 
to care for those about to be baptised; everyone will intend to do 
something. In fact, because the members present are those who are 
already deeply committed to many things, and may live miles away 
from the candidate, it may well be that nothing is finally done. 

A positive way to try to overcome this problem is to make those 
who recommend someone for membership after interview respon
sible for the after care of the new member after baptism. So there 
will be at least two people specifically responsible for each new
comer. They can maintain a close relationship and have the joy of 
playing a real part in someone's spiritual pilgrimage. 
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There is a curious idea abroad that in church life some things 
should not be too 'organised'. This causes us a great deal of trouble 
and sometimes really hinders us in the performance of the pastoral 
ministry. The whole business of instructing, interviewing and admit
ting new members through baptism is an area of church life where 
we must reform and systematise if we are to do our work effectively. 
Often we face the muddle of a mass of traditions and practices and 
half-hearted reforms inherited from the past, and not sufficient for 
the present need. 

A church conference or a deacons' meeting devoted to this specific 
issue could be of tremendous value. Our responsibility is to face 
honestly the ancient question 'Am I my brother's keeper?' 

J. R. C. PERKIN. 

Members of the Fellowship may like to be reminded of a useful 
Carey-Kingsgate pamphlet on this important subject by J. 0. Barrett. 


