	St Michael and All Angels

Anglican Church: Weltevreden Park



ADMISSION TO COMMUNION

The admission of children to communion is a relatively recent practice in the Anglican Church although, in various forms, it is an ancient practice in other mainline churches, both in Western and Eastern Christianity.

Based on baptism

The real question is why baptized children were ever excluded from communion in the first place because baptism is the sacrament by which the baptized, whether children or adults, are made members of the church. As our baptismal liturgy rightly makes no distinction between full members and any other kind of member, all the baptized are entitled to participate as fully as they can in the life of the church. As the Eucharist is the heart and focal point of the church’s life, it seems strange to admit people as members and then promptly exclude them from the church’s most central practice. 

Nonetheless, this is precisely what we have done for centuries. Thankfully, the restoration of the admission of children to communion brings us back to sanity. We have restored children to communion because we have had to recognize that there was never any sound theological reason to exclude them. In fact, as I have indicated, by excluding children we contradict our own theology and practice of baptism.

Based on the nature of the church and educational theory

Children were excluded because, it was argued by adults, they were unable to understand what the Eucharist meant. While it is true that small children have yet to develop their full intellectual capacity, it is also true that this overly-intellectual understanding of the Eucharist is impoverishing and  that it fails to attend to other aspects of the learning process.

Children actually learn by imitation and participation. Just doing what their parents do, with their parents, is itself an important learning. Further – and just as significantly – as the church is a community of individuals bonded by all being ‘in Christ’, it follows that the experience of belonging is central to its whole life. Thus it is an important learning for children to feel included and to be able to participate as members of the community of worshippers. Present practice of sending them out to Sunday School, or not having them in until perhaps the end of the service, means that the initial experience of church for children is exclusion, which is psychologically unhealthy and theologically contradictory.

In addition, the adult argument about children’s supposed incapacity for understanding is wrong on other grounds as well. In the first place children understand more than we adults think they do, though their understanding is often intuitive rather than intellectual.

In the second place this adult argument presupposes that participation is a reward for having achieved an (implied) level of perfect understanding. Two things need to be said in relation to this claim: first, our participation at the Eucharist is never something we deserve. By its very nature it enacts Grace – that is, it lives out the truth of the Gospel that God give us God’s love despite our unworthiness. Second, none of us ever stops growing so the argument that children haven’t yet developed sufficiently is false. It fails to appreciate childhood as a fully human stage of life, different from adulthood, but no less human or valuable.     (
CONFIRMATION

Where, then, does all this leave confirmation? First it should remove some of the disastrous aspects of confirmation practice: it should allow the meaning of confirmation to shift away from being allowed to take communion; and it should allow young people who now experience full participation in the life of the church, to wait to be confirmed until a more suitable age than the early teenage years. Let me pick up these two assertions in turn.

Confirmation has long been described as ‘a practice chasing a theology’ – in other words as a practice whose meaning is uncertain. This it is because, unlike baptism and the Eucharist, it was not commanded by Christ, nor practised by the earliest church, nor taught in scripture. In my view confirmation is best understood in terms of a now-adult person, responsible for her/his own life, making a public choice to live out her/his baptismal commitment to be a disciple of Christ – in other words, a fulfilment of his/her baptism.

In Anglican practice confirmation has usually happened in the early to mid teens. This is a time of rapid physiological and psychological change in young people and thus a particularly unsuitable time for making life-decisions. If young people are able to function as full members of the church because they have been admitted to communion, then we should be able to postpone confirmation until a later stage in their development.

The Synod of the Johannesburg Diocese has laid down that no one under 16 years of age may be confirmed, so any potential candidates must bear this ruling in mind. The essential guideline though has nothing to do with age but with a candidate’s intention to stand up and declare publicly that (s)he believes in Christ, repents of his/her sins and intends to lead a new life in the power of the Holy Spirit. No one should offer themselves for confirmation unless this is what they feel they must do.

To help such candidates to decide whether this is what they intend we hold a course over a period of a few months before confirmation. The aim of the course is to inform them about the Christian faith and help them to discern whether they are ready to commit their lives to Christ. Details of the course will appear in the pew leaflet at a later stage.     (






