CHILDREN INCLUDED

Exploring the issues of children and Communion
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Prepared by Jane Tibbs, Children’s Adviser for the Diocese of Bath and Wells
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Admitting baptised persons to Holy Communion before Confirmation

Step by step

· Open the discussion with the PCC, having done some initial research, referring to recent reports and Diocesan Advisers, if necessary
· Consult with the congregation, perhaps through an open meeting

· After further discussion, PCC makes a decision as to whether to proceed further

· Feedback the decision to the congregation

· If proceeding, consult with children’s leaders about a preparation programme

· Identify leaders for the preparation course

· Consider the implications for the pattern of services, liturgy and participation of all ages (those receiving communion may have a separate Liturgy of the Word, but all should be present in the main assembly for at least the eucharistic prayer)
· Approach the Bishop for permission to proceed, and complete the application form which outlines the process followed so far, and the pattern of preparation and continuing nurture which will be followed

· Communicate the arrangements to the congregation

· In consultation with parents and children’s leaders, invite children to consider receiving communion – it should not just be ‘the next thing to do’ (NB baptism is a pre-requisite – you will need to check this with families)
· Deliver the preparation course, involving parents where appropriate

· Arrange the service at which children will receive Holy Communion for the first time (this will become a regular event)
· Record the names of children admitted to communion, possibly endorsing their baptism certificate

· Write letters of commendation for any children moving to a new parish

· Review the procedures and preparation regularly

· It is expected that ‘children’ will be presented for confirmation at least by the age of 18

Common Questions

How would we set about explaining what we propose to do?

Congregations need time to discuss and reflect before making a decision. In many congregations there are likely to be a range of views on this issue. The commitment and support of the adult congregation id needed to help young people grow in knowledge and understanding of their faith. It is important to know what the parents of children feel, and some parents may prefer that their children do not receive communion before confirmation even if the congregation as a whole is in favour of admission. Some children may decide that they do not want to be admitted even if their parents are in favour. It is important that children are clear that they have a real choice. It is helpful to organise an open meeting of parishioners at which admission can be discussed and questions raised, before the PCC meets and votes.

What are the rules at present?

Church of England official rules state that people should not normally receive communion until they have been confirmed, and that clergy are responsible for preparing people and putting them forward for confirmation. There are three exceptions to this rule

· Members of other churches visiting or regularly worshipping at a Church of England church

· People who have not been confirmed but are actively planning to be

· Children admitted to communion before confirmation, in accordance with the official guidelines.

What is Confirmation and where does it come from?

Confirmation is always done by a bishop, representing the wider church. In the service a person reaffirms (or confirms) their baptismal vows, and is then prayed for by the bishop to be strengthened by the Holy Spirit for their Christian life.

The Bible is more or less silent on confirmation – although it has plenty to say about baptism. Confirmation developed in the church as a follow-up to the practice of infant baptism, so that people could take on for themselves the promises made on their behalf by parents and godparents at baptism. It has not always been widely enforced until the nineteenth century. The minimum age of confirmation varies from 11 or less to 15-16 depending on parish policy.

What is gained by admitting children to Communion?

Some arguments in favour of allowing younger children to take communion are

· The Eucharist is within the tradition of the Jewish Passover, a family meal

· Those children who are part of the church family should be allowed to join in the “family meal”

· If Baptism is what makes us part of church why should anything else be needed to share with the full body of the church in the sacrament that defines us as children of the same heavenly Father

· Children who are absent from a large part of main Sunday worship in separate classes find it difficult to enter into the experience of worship as teenagers and may no longer want to

· Jesus however held up children as a model of the Kingdom of God.

Are children old enough to understand what Communion means and to approach it with a reverent attitude?

If children are properly prepared and supported they are capable of appreciating the historic nature of the Eucharist and a simple explanation of what sharing a meal together represents. For children who have clearly come to a personal faith receiving the sacrament can be as special as it is to any adult.

Is there a “right age” for admission?

Some people consider seven years as a good point at which children can understand a basic preparation course and answer questions for themselves. Some parishes begin preparation with children in their first year of school, especially where families have been regularly attending church for some years.

Families do not ask for children to receive Communion?

Many children and their parents do ask why they can’t receive. Where children have been admitted in another parish or other church settings it is harder to explain why they are then excluded. This difficulty cannot be completely overcome since it is for every parish to make the decision. However if a family moves from an admitting church where they have been carefully prepared a letter explaining the situation could be sent to the incumbent of the new parish and this can help individual situations to be wisely handled.

What about parishes with Church schools?
… … …


… … more to follow!
THE ISSUE OF CHILDREN AND COMMUNION
How did current practice come about?

It is a forgotten fact, but true, that children – including infants – received Communion for about the first 1200 years of the church’s existence.
Changes of practice happened gradually, as a result of circumstances. Baptism and confirmation became separated because the bishops, who originally did both, had not the time to go around to all those needing these sacraments. It became accepted that baptism should be carried out by a priest, and what was changed for practical reasons came to be justified theologically.

After controversy about the Eucharistic presence in the eleventh century, the Catholic church withdrew the bread from children. In the next century it decided to withhold the cup from all lay people, mainly to distinguish itself from the Eastern orthodox church. Thus children had no way at all of receiving Communion.

When, in the sixteenth century, the Western church split into Roman Catholic and Protestant, children remained excluded from Communion. The Protestant emphasis on biblical knowledge and personal commitment led to the establishment of pre-confirmation catechism classes – which were not offered to younger children.

Anglicans inherited the belief that children could not be admitted to communion until they had been instructed and confirmed. This assumption is now seriously questioned.
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CHILDREN AND HOLY COMMUNION

Some of the story so far

Once upon a time……

1950s-60s
A growth in Parish Communion

1967
National Evangelical Anglican Congress at Keele: “Some of us would like the children of Christian families to be admitted as communicants at an early age.”

1967

The Ely Commission is asked to consider questions about initiation.

1971
The report “Christian Initiation: Birth and Growth in Christian Society”. Baptism is the complete sacramental initiation rite – therefore admission to communion.

1971

Synod has an initial look at the report.

1974
Synod returns to the report – refers for Diocesan consultations. Some Dioceses decide to offer limited experimentation (Southwark, Southwell)

1976

Synod decides not to admit – 60% against admission.

1976
“The Child in the Church” is published by the British Council of Churches.

1978
Scottish Episcopal Church decides to admit to communion before confirmation. 

1979
The International Year of the Child. Hans Rubi Weber publishes “Jesus and the Children – Biblical resources for study and preaching”. John Bradford produces a discussion paper “The Spiritual Rights of the Child”.

1979
New USA Prayer Book offers an ambiguous reading of provisions – therefore grounds for admitting children and infants to communion.

1980

New Zealand and South Africa make provision to admit children.

1980
The Alcuin Club Annual Lecture “Infant Communion Then and Now” by David Horelton published as Grove Liturgical Study 27.

1981
“Understanding Christian Nurture” continues the work of “The Child in the Church” – British Council of Churches.

1981

Australia approves provisional canons.

1984
A considerable number of Australian Dioceses implementing the canon.

1985
A consultation in Boston, Massachusetts, “Nurturing Children in Communion” published as Grove Liturgical Study 44.

1985
The Knaresborough Report is published: “Communion before Confirmation”. General Synod (November) takes note of the report. Following the report, the Dioceses of Manchester, Peterborough and Southwark are deemed experimental Dioceses. (One presumes that Southwell never stopped experimenting from 1974!)

1986
“Helping Children Participate in Holy Communion” published by Joint Board of Christian Education in Melbourne.

1988
“Children in the Way” is published… to be debated at Synod. General Synod accepts the report, including the recommendation: “A resolution of the issue of communion before confirmation is required as a matter of urgency.” The matter is passed to the House of Bishops.

1989
“Children and Holy Communion” is published – an ecumenical contribution to the debate by the British Council of Churches.

1989
“Our God had no Favourites – a liberation theology of the Eucharist” by Anne Primavesi and Jennifer Henderson is published.

1993
“Communion before Confirmation” – Culham College Institute surveys parishes with Diocesan permission to experiment.

1994
“On the Way – Towards an Integrated Approach to Christian Initiation” – a General Synod report calling churches to explore initiation policies. One of the options asks parishes to consider the possibility of communion before confirmation.

1995
The House of Bishops produces their first version of “Guidelines for Admission of Baptised persons to Holy Communion before Confirmation.”

1996

General Synod welcomes the guidelines (November).

Jan 1997
The House of Bishops publishes a slightly amended version of the guidelines.

1997-98
Some Dioceses are implementing the guidelines; some Dioceses are offering a process of formal/informal consultation; some Diocese are not happy with the guidelines….
15 June 2006 
The admission of baptised children to holy communion becomes canon law.
FOR YOUR REFLECTION …

A newly-baptised child is often carried down the nave to the chancel steps and welcomed with these words:

God has received you by baptism into his Church.

We welcome you into the Lord’s Family.

We are members together of the Body of Christ; we are children of the same heavenly Father; we are inheritors together of the kingdom of God.

Church people today widely agree that it is baptism which signals our commitment to, and membership of the Body of Christ and so admits us to the Eucharist. So long as the rites of baptism and confirmation are separated, baptism is clearly the sacrament of initiation and confirmation is the sacrament of affirmation. It affirms God’s love for the individual through the Holy Spirit as well as the individual’s faith and commitment to God.

If we accept that baptism, not confirmation, admits us to the Body of Christ and thus to the Eucharist, then we must face up to the logical consequence that baptised children belong at the Eucharist as full members.

An educational point

We know that learning takes place from birth, and that early experiences of love or rejection can colour the rest of our lives. If children are excluded from the Christian community’s ordinary life, including the Eucharist, then later on they are less likely to find it a community to which they want to belong.

A kingdom principle

Jesus made children one of the signs of his kingdom. When we receive one of these little ones, we receive the Lord (Mark 9:37). They have value and importance in their own right; they have the potential and ability to teach us something about the nature of faith, of trust in God, of the kingdom Jesus brought near. A parish that gives children their whole and rightful place is a parish that demonstrates an understanding of the nature of the kingdom of God. Jesus placed children in the midst of his disciples as signs of the kingdom he proclaimed. We too should allow children in our midst, where they belong. We must not let practical problems hinder this.
CONSIDERING THE PLACE OF CHILDREN IN THE CHURCH

The issue of Children and Holy Communion cannot be understood in isolation from other concerns about the place of children in the church. The following need to be addressed when a church is considering whether its children should receive Communion before confirmation.

Children on the agenda

For over 20 years the Church has been steadily raising the profile of our ministry with children. Back in 1976, a Report from the British Council of Churches, The Child in the Church, raised some crucial questions about the quality of the Christian nurture that churches offer:

· How creative, stimulating and challenging is the environment in the Christian community?

· What concern for the individuality of each child is shown by the Christian community?

· Do the children see a high quality of relationship in the lives around them in the church?

· What variety of opportunity for physical involvement in the life and worship of the community is available for children and young people?

· How sensitive is the church to the emotional, social and intellectual capabilities of children?

· Are those in the church who work with children and worship in their presence aware of the difficulties presented by religious language?

The report made a number of recommendations still pertinent today:

We recommend that, since children should be more clearly seen to be part of the worshipping community, churches should give careful consideration to times, places and patterns of worship, in order to effect the appropriate integration of children and adults.
We recommend that gatherings of the local church for worship should be modified so that greater opportunity is created for the participation of children in ways appropriate to them and the liturgy.

There were wise words, too, in John Sutcliffe’s influential book Learning and Teaching Together:

The task of the church, which is life long, is to communicate such a vision of life, faith and the world as will fascinate the child ….. or incite enough curiosity as to suggest it might be worth sticking with it …. An aim of the church will be to give the child an image of faith.

Children in the Way, published in 1988 and commended to the dioceses for discussion by General Synod, had a huge impact on the church’s thinking about the place of children within the faith community. It introduced the “pilgrim model” for our work:

The image of the church as a pilgrim community adds new dimensions which may be helpful. While the school model can all too easily be interpreted as “teacher and taught” and the family model may be too restricted, the pilgrim community comprises a band of people all sharing in and learning from a common experience.
How is your church dealing with the children already in its midst? 

What experience of faith and the worshipping community are your children receiving?

Children and their spirituality

We can no longer think of our ministry with children as a funnel, pouring knowledge into little empty vessels. Fostering faith and spiritual growth is not simply a matter of us teaching and children learning. We need to recognise the potential that already exists. A better symbol would be a magnifying glass – let the sun’s rays shine through the glass and the flame of faith flares into life.
When did you last ask, “Why?” and want to know?

Or choose a new discipline to undergo?

Or argue with fresh knowledge as your end

Rather than just a prejudice to defend?

How much do you do because others do it,

And how much having honestly thought through it?

Oh, what we could learn from children if we would,

Safe in our dull, trite, four-square adulthood!

If their imaginations are more clear

Than ours, is it not possible they hear

More clearly too? Are spiritually quicker

Than many a teacher, youth leader or vicar?

May they not hear the voice of God and shout it
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While we get on quite nicely, thanks, without it?

They may not have the knowledge we possess,

So the Holy Spirit has to shift much less

In terms of intellectual debris

Than perhaps he might with you. Or you. Or me.

Nigel Forde, Children in the Way

What exactly do we mean by “spirituality”?
Spirituality has to do with us as people – body, mind and spirit.

Consider these starters for an understanding of it:

· It is associated with a search for meaning in life

· It relates itself to morality

· It relates to an awareness of mystery in life

· It needs to practise silence and reflection

· It enables an awareness of the presence of God, or of a meaningful patterning in life that seems to come from a transcendent source

· It can be examined by reason, but not contained by it

The different traditions within the Church of England approach spirituality differently. Within the Catholic tradition, it is about prayer, meditation, delight in the liturgy, making retreats; for others, from a more Protestant tradition, it is basically about the joyful experience of conversion and its consequences for daily discipleship. Each model has its own strength and profundity; each could learn from the other.

Spiritual development cannot be seen in isolation from personal development, for spirituality is not just about prayer and worship, it is also about knowing and being ourselves, being aware of and caring for others and also the world around us. This is so for people of all ages, children and adults. It is also true that children have certain spiritual rights which we as adults need to recognise and meet. They have the right of:

· INITIATION into the spiritual heritage of the culture in which they are born

· EXPRESSION of their own belief, without discrimination

· CHOICE to deepen, doubt or alter their spiritual commitment

· SUPPORT to aid their spiritual development

· PROTECTION from spiritual damage or handicap

How does your church relate to these “models” of spirituality? How can you develop the skills and meet the requirements for spiritual development, not only for children but for all ages?
Worship v Education

There is an old saying, “Adults come to worship, children come to learn.” But surely in an ideal situation both will be doing both?

Worship should foster a child’s sense of God, or at least of there being an “otherness” to life. It should be related to the child’s own experience, should foster a spirit of community within the church, and should enable all children to feel uplifted, elated, grateful and reverent.

With balance and sensitivity, worship can also be educational. It can help a child to be aware of questions relating to the ultimate mysteries of life, and of the beliefs held and commitments made in response to such questions; it can enable children to appreciate the use of symbolism, the arts and religious language to express feelings and belief; it should reflect Christian teaching and, through the resulting Christian ethic, provide a framework for exploring moral issues.

Children and Christian Formation
In our work with children, the pendulum has swung from education and instruction to formation and nurture. Christian formation, which inducts people into the body of Christ, is intended to shape and sustain their faith, their lives, their character and identity. Christian formation involves the experience of Christian faith and life and, while it is a lifelong activity, it is especially necessary and appropriate for children. The question that is thus raised for ministers, parents, teachers and members of Christ’s church is not how can we make our children into Christians? but how can we be Christian with our children?  How can we break away from the mould that is more concerned with teaching strategies than with spiritual mentors, and more concerned with the goals of knowing about the Bible and church history than with communities sharing, experiencing and acting together in faith?
How can we be Christian with our children?

A biblical perspective

The Bible is a book about community. It begins with the stories in which the Hebrews held and passed on their faith that God had created mankind for community. It ends with the story of John’s vision of all the nations gathered together into one community under God. 
Although the Church is not an end in itself, it is a model for society as a whole, a sign of the kingdom … it is a community.

Jesus answered, “Who is my mother? Who are my brothers?” he looked at the people sitting around him and said, “Look, here are my mother and my brothers! Whoever does what God wants him to do is my brother, my sister, my mother.”

Mark 3:33-35

Jesus radically challenges the ordinary understanding of family. The word “family” must be seen to include young and old, the single, the married, one parent families, four parent families, widows and widowers, and children who come to church with their parents. Jesus several times emphasised the responsibility of the whole community for children:

Let the children come to me …

Mark 10:13-15

Unless you change and become like a little child …

Matthew 18:2-5

Is this true for your church?

A Charter for children

The URC Children’s Work Committee drew up a ten-point Children’s Charter which has been reproduced by most denominations in this country and widely accepted round the world. Each of its ten sharp statements needs unpacking; each raises further questions.
· Children are equal partners with adults in the life of the church

· The full diet of Christian worship is for children as well as adults

· Learning is for the whole church, adults and children

· Fellowship is for all, each belonging meaningfully to the rest
· Service is for children, as well as adults, to give

· The call to evangelism comes to all God’s people, of whatever age

· The Holy Spirit speaks powerfully through children as well as adults

· The discovery and development of gifts in children and adults is a key function of the church

· As a church community, we must learn to do in separate age groups only those things which we cannot in conscience do together

· The concept of “the priesthood” of all believers includes children

A challenge for your PCC: discuss the Charter and draw up your own for your own situation.

Children in a wider context

As Christians concerned for children, we must be concerned about the whole child – physical and intellectual growth, social, moral and emotional development – as well as about spiritual matters. Christians cannot escape the debate about the nature of our society. We must be concerned about the quality of life, about values and purpose, and must recognise the responsibility we share in community building. The Report All God’s Children? Recommended:
Everyone concerned with children should ask what sort of Church and society they would like to see in thirty years time – and what needs to be done now in order to enable that vision to be realised.(Recommendation 6)

Any talk about ministry with children must be focussed on the community in which they live. Successful fostering of spiritual growth in children depends chiefly on the quality of the faith community in which those children are found.

One final word from The Child in the Church:

Children are a gift to the Church. The Lord of the Church sets them in the midst of the Church, today as in Galilee, not as objects of benevolence, nor even as recipients of instruction, but in the last analysis as patterns of discipleship. The Church that does not accept children unconditionally into its fellowship is depriving those children of what is rightfully theirs, but the deprivation such a church will itself suffer is more grave.

IMPLEMENTING THE BISHOP’S GUIDELINES:

A WAY FORWARD

1. Discuss at PCC meeting

The meeting should give careful consideration to this issue, including background information. A PCC member or visiting adviser may be used to take the lead in this. It may be helpful to have held a discussion in the Standing Committee first.
2. Prayer, reflection and discussion

Allow time for members to pray, reflect and discuss, so that a full debate can take place.
3. At a subsequent PCC meeting

Take the decision, ensuring that a substantial majority of the members of the PCC are in favour of the move.
4. If your PCC has decided to proceed

Before the final resolution, you will need to take the following steps:
· Think through just who will be responsible for preparing adults and children

· Plan a way to involve the whole congregation, giving them an opportunity to discover more by exploring “communion” together and in groups

· Consult with children’s workers about the children’s preparation programme, seeking appropriate advice and training

· The PCC or a sub-committee should consider the implication for the pattern of services, the content of the liturgy and the participation of all ages

5. Communicate to the bishop

the planned arrangements, including a certified copy of your PCC resolution together with details of numbers present and the voting, and ask his permission to proceed. When this has been received, report to the whole congregation.
6. In the parish

· Invite children who are involved with the church, together with their parents, to express their interest in the possibility of receiving Communion
· Provide those who respond with details of the arrangements, the preparation course and the ways in which they can be involved

· Receive consent forms from parents

· Arrange for a children’s preparation course to take place

· Arrange the service at which children will receive Holy Communion for the first time. This may be on an annual basis

· Record the names of all children admitted to Communion in a register, presenting them with a certificate and, if possible, endorsing their baptism certificate

7. Arrange to review

these procedures and their contribution to the life of the church, on a regular basis
8. When children move away

be sure to write letters of commendation to their new parish
9. Have a plan in place

for the on-going nurture of children, and encourage confirmation in due course.
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THINKING ABOUT THE EUCHARIST

A theology of the Last Supper
A Christian’s understanding of the Eucharist develops over a lifetime. These notes outline a basic theology for those working with young people whose journey in faith has led them to be prepared for Holy Communion.
The theology of the Eucharist has been fixed by a historical event. It began when Jesus shared a meal with his friends, knowing that the next day he would have to face his own death. We have to begin to understand the significance of that historic moment and link it to the celebration of the Eucharist today. The earliest account of it was written by Paul in his letter to the Christian community in Corinth, some twenty years after the crucifixion of Jesus:
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The Lord Jesus, on the night that he was betrayed, took bread, and when he had given thanks, he broke it, and said, “This is my body which is for you. Do this in remembrance of me.” In the same way also the cup, after supper saying, “This cup is the new covenant in my blood. Do this as often as you drink it, in remembrance of me.” For as often as you eat this bread and drink this cup, you proclaim the Lord’s death until he comes.

1 Corinthians 11 RSV

After the death and resurrection of Jesus, Christian communities came together to share the Eucharist meal. Throughout the Mediterranean world these communities were uniquely open to anyone: Jew or Gentile, man or woman, free or slave. When they came together for the Eucharist, everyone brought food to be shared. For poor slaves, this meal was probably the best they could expect all week. So when selfishness and greed in Corinth were reported to Paul, he had to write to remind them of the meaning of the Eucharist.
The Eucharist as sacrifice: “Do this in memory of me”

Jesus said that those who want to follow him have to forget themselves and take up a cross (Mark 8:34). Those who share the Eucharist declare that they are prepared to do just that. It is a formidable step to take.

At every Communion service they renew their commitment to

· share more and more in the life and death of Jesus Christ

· share in the life of the community they live in

· share in the mission of the Church in the world

Both these commitments mean that they are prepared to live for others, as Jesus did. As they come to know Jesus better, through reading the Gospel, through prayer and living as a disciple, they will come to realise more deeply just what they are letting themselves in for. The Christian is called again and again to an active life of self-giving love (2 Corinthians 5:15, 1 Peter 2:5, Galatians 2:20).
The Eucharist is often spoken of as a sacrifice. The saving power of sacrifice is its ability to rescue us from our obsession with ourselves – our search for self-fulfilment and out pursuit of materialism which is driving us to destroy our own planet. God’s self-offering was in his Son on the cross, and our values and God’s values only converge when we understand the cross. All life depends on self-giving and surrender living more simply so that others may simply live. We affirm life by self-denial, not by unchecked consumerism.
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THE LAST SUPPER: THE EUCHARISTIC MEAL

The Lord will prepare for ALL peoples a banquet of rich food, a banquet of fine wines …….       Isaiah 25:6
Jesus chooses to be with us in the celebration of a meal because he was sure that in every age his disciples would meet together regularly to share a meal Jesus gave a special meaning to this meal because in Communion we share in his life.

Jesus chose bread because this basic food is the symbol of life. Wine, as the symbol for blood, makes us realise that the Eucharist is a matter of life and death. Jesus sees his death on the cross as uniting God with us all. His blood is the blood of the New Covenant, replacing the Old Covenant between God and Abraham and Moses. To drink this wine is to enter into a binding contract with God; God promises to be with us, and we promise to do all we can to carry on the work Jesus began.
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THE HOLY COMMUNION SERVICE

It is sometimes hard to see the simplicity of the Last Supper and its profound theology when taking part in a Holy Communion service today – but with imagination and support from parish and diocese, the Holy Communion service can be founded on the theology which comes from the historical moment of the Last Supper. Our children need to know how the architecture of their parish church expressed the theology of the age in which it was built, and to think how the theology of the Last Supper can be brought alive today in the building.

Most of our churches are medieval and reflect a monastic age. The priest and monks were close to the altar, the congregation further away. They could only just see the Host, the holy wafer, through the rood screen, when it was held up at the Consecration. The priest spoke in Latin and since lay people could not understand the language, the Mass became more of a mystery, in which the priest was the celebrant and the people spectators, there to kneel and adore. Today we can see much of value in medieval theology, but some aspects of it perhaps hide the Last Supper theology of the New Testament.
During the Protestant reformation, the lectern and the pulpit became more important than the altar. Greater emphasis was put upon proclaiming the Gospel, learning about the Bible and preaching than upon sharing in Holy Communion. Much good was achieved by these changes, but today we want to balance up the theology by looking back at the Last Supper once more.
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INTO THE TWENTY-FIRST CENTURY

When new churches are built today, the design is likely to be different: everyone, priest and people, are gathered round a central altar table. The balance has to be right. The Eucharist is a meal. It has got everything to do with the idea of sacrifice. Christ is really present – present, as he told us, in the bread and wine, present in the proclaimed Word of scripture, and present in the community gathered together.

We must not be weighed down by the emotional language games of past theology. The theology that matters is to be found in the New Testament. If our children find the Communion service boring, we need to ask if the theology we are expressing is of this age or of a time long past.

Many young people today do not have religious education in childhood. The concepts of sharing a meal and of sacrifice are meaningless to them. But, as Brother Roger of Taize says, 
“Some sense the mystery of Christ’s presence …. For these young people …. The Eucharist is not the end of their road to faith but the beginning. The Eucharist is the first thing to touch them, and they receive it in all seriousness.”
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The Theology of the Eucharist: a Summary

The Eucharist is the most important sacramental event in the life of the Christian community. For that community, everyday life and sacramental celebration can be two aspects of the same reality.

The meaning of the consecrated Bread and Wine are fixed by Jesus and his death; not by the faith of the individual Christian or even the faith of the community or church.

The full meaning of the Eucharist is to be found in scripture, specifically in Paul’s letter to Corinth (1 Corinthians 11) and in the gospel accounts of the last Supper, death and resurrection of Jesus. The Eucharist brings together:

· the historic moment of the Last Supper

· the life of the Christian community at the present moment

· the future coming of the Kingdom

The disciples at the Last Supper did not really understand the words of Jesus. The significance of the Eucharist only made sense in the light of the crucifixion and resurrection.

Our understanding of the Eucharist develops throughout a lifetime. It is more than a cerebral matter; it demands that each member of the Christian community be marked by an active life of self-giving love for the world. The baptised of any age are full members of the Christian community.

The community which meets together to share the Eucharist is declaring:

· we are sharing in the life of Jesus Christ

· we are even prepared to share in his death

· we wish to identify our self-giving with the self-giving of God through the life and mission of Jesus Christ

Jesus Christ is present in the Eucharist in three ways:

· in the proclamation of the Word
· in the community of Christians meeting together

· in the consecrated Bread and Wine

The Eucharist can never be the exclusive property of any denomination or community. The purpose of Jesus was to welcome all people into the Kingdom of God; this welcoming is the task of Christians today.

Whatever form the celebration takes, the Eucharist can inspire wonder and reverence, faith and fellowship. It is an encounter between God and his people enabling them to “Go in peace and serve the Lord”.

PREPARATION FOR FIRST COMMUNION IS …

…God’s Work

God takes the initiative. That’s the heart of the Gospel. “God loved the world so much that he sent his only-begotten Son ….” When we were still far off, God – like the father in the story of the prodigal Son – runs forward to welcome home, forgive, reclothe and invite to the feast. It’s a parable that underlies the post-Communion prayer and the alternative prayer of humble access – and makes marvellous teaching or drama material for a children’s first Communion group.
Our part is to respond to God’s gift in Christ: as we make Eucharist, God welcomes us, forgives us, reclothes us and invites us to the party. Baptised children are fully part of the eucharistic community, so preparation for their first Communion is not to “add” some extra meaning or teaching without which they are less full members. Rather it is to

· experience the reality

· explore and reflect on the reality

· exult and celebrate the reality

… the work of the whole church

Preparation ideally involves the whole church rather than simply focussing on the first communicant children.

Welcoming into Communion is not just about the right response of the chilcren to Communion. It’s about the right response of the whole church community to its growing members who happen to be children.

In many parish situations, preparation appropriately involves parents and the families of the children, as well as the support and involvement of existing church all-age links. Our experience has been that the network of relationships thus formed has been a real blessing and support to first communicant children as they grow.
… appropriate at different ages

There is no single “age of readiness” for first Communion. No single scheme will therefore suit everyone. Rather, at each age and stage of our faith journey, there is a right response to God. There is a right response for those of different backgrounds, educational attainments, experience, personality types … rather than one “magic moment”.
… do this in remembrance

Sharing in the Communion itself is the preparation for Communion. The sacrament itself is meant to be a gift of God in love for us, not a problem that needs to be solved or a ceremony that is meaningless unless taught. It is rather to be experienced, explored and celebrated.
Children are naturally responsive to worship, especially at the primary school age that these proposals are considering. Notice how the whole church celebrates the Eucharist

· with stories

· in signs and symbols

· with singing and celebration

· by sharing – food, faith and festivity, all as one

Preparation for First Communion, therefore, if of a piece with the church’s ongoing lifestyle, worship and teaching; existing parish educational and children’s programmes may well be entirely appropriate, without any need to search for a different course.

Preparation
It may sound as if we are suggesting that no preparation is needed. But NO – we believe that on our faith journeys most Christians need more, not fewer significant milestones, and that the church community as a whole needs to be involved in affirming. It must encourage, nurture and celebrate its members, not once in a lifetime but constantly. It is right to surround this with appropriate preparation, ceremony and celebration, in the context of a church community where children are recognised as part of today’s church.
Because God takes the initiative, our job with children is to rejoice in the gift and grow in the sharing of it, not to “understand it” before we can join in.

Do any of us understand the mystery?

THEOLOGY

Unless one is born of water and the spirit, he cannot enter the kingdom of God … 

John 3:5

… unless you eat the flesh of the Son of Man and drink his blood, you have no life in you.

John 6:53

Baptism is the chief sign and sacramental act. The Church of England, with all other Christian Churches baptises after the pattern set in the Gospels, the New Testament writings and in obedience to the Great Commission in Matthew. Baptism is complete in itself as the entry into membership of the church. Baptism of an infant is not conditional or a potential rite of initiation, it is complete in itself. In it we are born to a new life in Jesus Christ through his death and resurrection. This has always been the belief of the Church and we have full access to the grace and love of Christ and the sacraments of the Church.
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SCHOOL EUCHARISTS

The National Society encourages the practice for children in Church of England schools to have an experience of worship that is identifiably Anglican and this increasingly confirms the value of children taking part in a School Eucharist. The pattern will depend on local factors – once a year, once a term or more regularly. The venue and order of service will similarly vary and the practice of children receiving Communion before Confirmation adds a further local variance on the pattern adopted.

The main question for the school and the local church to address is the “Why?” question. Why have a School Eucharist? The Eucharist, a service given to us by our Lord, at the heart of the Church’s worship is, of course, valuable in itself for what it signifies. At the Church of England school the added value is that it can bring church, school and local community together in a unique and very special way. The Eucharist holds within it the central concepts of the Christian faith and it provides the opportunity for real communion where healing and reconciliation are offered to all. No other gathering for children, parents, teachers and governors can communicate so deeply such important things, or offer the opportunity for school and community to be at one with each other and with God.
The usual starting point is a shared vision of a Eucharist at the heart of a school’s pattern of worship. The local clergy, local ministry team, governors and the headteacher need to share something of this vision. 
[image: image10.jpg]



SCHOOL EUCHARISTS

Incorporating Common Worship Order One

Common Worship was taken up as the pattern of worship for the Church of England in 2000. There can be much to commend Common Worship for use with a School Eucharist. It is important for all involved in planning such a celebration, that there is familiarity with the basic structure and shape of the rite.

Holy Communion Order One

Gathering
Greeting, Prayer of Preparation, Penitence, Gloria, Collect

Liturgy of the Word

Readings, Talk, Creed, Intercessions

Liturgy of the Sacrament
Peace, Preparation, Eucharistic Prayer, Lord’s Prayer, Breaking of Bread, Distribution, Prayer after Communion

Dismissal


Blessing, “Go in Peace”

The Order outlined above is intended for Sunday Worship and clearly needs some adapting for the School Eucharist.
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 On Wednesday 27 November 1996 in the afternoon, there began in general synod a momentous debate for everyone involved in children’s work. It was on an issue which has been around in the church for many years, that of children and communion.

Back in 1944 work was begun on a report about confirmation. Subsequent reports such as Children in the way, All God’s Children, Unfinished Business and On the Way brought the theology of the issue to the wider church. Over the years the focus of the debate has shifted from the place of confirmation to the implications of baptism. The dilemma is this: if baptism is full and equal membership of the church, then what is confirmation? What are the theological grounds for refusing children the sacrament?

The church became divided between those who wished to explore this issue and those who held that the traditional pattern of baptism, confirmation and communion had served the church well and there was no good to be gained by changing this process. In the parishes things were changing. The shift from matins to parish communion as the regular Sunday service, the growth and development of all-age worship and learning, the stark fact that in today’s society children could not be sent to church any more, but had to be brought and thus supported, all came together to strengthen the Eucharist as a family, all-age service, not just an adult sacrament.

The House of bishops responded by allowing certain dioceses to conduct experimental pilot schemes. Of course, however, the whole thing took off. Families moved house, and took new expectations with them. In other parts of the Anglican Communion children receiving became normative. So much change was in the air that in the early 1990s a survey conducted by the diocesan children’s advisers revealed that unauthorised experimentation was going on in every diocese. It became obvious that direction was urgently needed and so the House of Bishops produced the Guidelines which were the subject of the Synod debate.

It really was a most tremendous event. Moving, yet full of reflective passion. Those who spoke were not the great and the good, the theologian or the academic, but mostly rank and file Synod members, many of whom had not spoken before. They told their stories simply, of how congregations had been transformed and enriched by their children receiving. At the end, the Bishop of Woolwich, Colin Buchanan, reminded us that children had no voice in the mainstream church structures, and that they were dependant on adults for their voice to be heard. The vote was taken and the motion passed.

Certainly, the traditional process of baptism, confirmation and communion is still there, but now diversity is possible. Individual churches can make approaches to their diocesan bishops over new ways forward. This may be earlier confirmation, or communion before confirmation. Confirmation is to change, though not to diminish or to disappear. It is now something that with creativity can change into a much more meaningful event. It can only mean good news for our children and the church as a whole.

