Choosing Godparents

Just the word “Godparent” serves as a powerful reminder of the importance of being a Godparent.  It is a special honor, to be sure, but it is much more than that.  As you are the spiritual mother and father of your child by virtue of your parenthood, so do the Godparents, by virtue of their “God” parenthood, become a spiritual mother and father to your child.  You are the primary influence, of course, but the Godparents are there to provide you with support and to back up your example.
What is the role of the Godparent?

Godparents fill an important role both on the day of Baptism and throughout the life of your child.  On the day of Baptism, the Godparents serve as official witnesses of the Baptism and, along with you, present your child to the Church as a candidate for Baptism.  In helping present the child for Baptism, the Godparents serve in the ancient role of sponsor.  Standing in front of the gathered Christian community as sponsor, they attest to the worthiness of your child to be considered for Baptism.  That worthiness, necessarily to be proved later through the child’s life, is attested by the Godparents through their promise to help you raise your child in the Faith as a disciple of Christ so that he may prove worthy of his Baptism.  It is also the Godparents’ role, then, throughout the rest of your child’s life to make good on that promise.  The Godparents are there to assist you in teaching the ways and practices of the faith to your child; to be an example of faith and Christian living to your child; and to offer support, encouragement and love to your child.  

The official Church requirements for Godparents are that they:

· be appointed by the parents;

· be “suitable” for the role and have the intention of fulfilling it;

· be baptized and practicing Catholics who have also received the Sacraments of First Communion and Confirmation; 
· not be under canonical penalty; and

· be at least 16 years old.


To fulfill both aspects of the Godparents’ role, the Church rightly requires that they be suited to the task.   This means that they must be Catholic, knowledgeable about the Faith, and living its truths faithfully.  A Godparent cannot help you teach your child about the Faith if he is not Catholic; nor will he be of much service as a teacher or exemplar if he knows nothing about the Faith, has serious doubts about it, or chooses not to follow it himself.  Likewise, a Godparent cannot adequately help present your child for Baptism if the profession of faith he will make in the Baptism ceremony is not a firmly held belief lived out in his daily life.  Godparents should be prayerful persons of high moral character who have developed their own relationship with God and practice their faith in accordance with the teachings of Christ and the Church.  In addition, a Godparent must also be in a position where he can have a special relationship with your child and be of assistance to you.  This means someone who lives close enough, and who is willing to put in the time, attention and effort to develop a life-long relationship with your child.  

It is important that you help the Godparents understand their role and encourage them to be involved in your child’s life.  Invite them to be a part of the preparation process for Baptism.  Share these Baptismal materials with them and discuss the meaning and significance of Baptism together.  Encourage and help them to develop a life-long spiritual connection with your child and to be a steady and reliable part of your child’s life.  Encourage the Godparents to participate in important events in your child’s life, including the reception of the Sacraments.  Invite them to pray with your child, go to Confession or Mass together, and to celebrate with your family the anniversary of your child’s Baptism and the Feast day of your child’s patron saint. 

Correcting some misconceptions about Godparents

There are several misconceptions out there about what Godparents are supposed to be.  Godparents are not intended to be guardians in case something happens to you.  Though it is certainly an honor to be a Godparent, they are not intended to be simply honoraries.  They are also not primarily gift-givers or “super aunts and uncles.”  
There is no requirement that you have two Godparents, though you may not have more than two.  Non-Catholics may not serve as Godparents.  However, a Christian of another denomination who lives a good Christian life and would otherwise be a suitable Godparent may serve as an official witness.  The Church also encourages that the Godparent, being the sponsor at Baptism, also serve as the sponsor at Confirmation.  Not only does this strengthen the connection between your child and the Godparent, but it is a natural connection between the promise of the Godparents to instruct your child in the Faith and the ability to attest to your child’s confirmation in the Faith.

Making the Choice

In today’s society, the meaning and significance of the Godparent can become diluted.  Further, you may feel pressure to ask your sister or brother or a good friend, especially if another sister or brother or friend already serves as a Godparent to one of your children.  In such circumstances, it is helpful to think that your overriding concern here is the spiritual well being of your child.  When you think about the person you are planning to ask to be a God parent, remember that you are asking this person to be a spiritual mother and father to your child; remember also that this person will be a spiritual influence on your child with the power to positively or negatively affect your child’s spiritual growth.  Finally, you should only make the decision after you have prayed over it.  Pray to your child’s Guardian Angel; pray to Joseph and Mary, the foster father and Mother of Christ; and pray to Christ.  It is Christ who will call your child to his vocation in life and so it is Christ who can best help you choose the Godparent for your child.
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