Children and communion
Reading:

John 21

Jesus and the Miraculous Catch of Fish 

 1Afterward Jesus appeared again to his disciples, by the Sea of Tiberias. It happened this way: 2Simon Peter, Thomas (called Didymus), Nathanael from Cana in Galilee, the sons of Zebedee, and two other disciples were together. 3"I'm going out to fish," Simon Peter told them, and they said, "We'll go with you." So they went out and got into the boat, but that night they caught nothing. 

 4Early in the morning, Jesus stood on the shore, but the disciples did not realize that it was Jesus. 

 5He called out to them, "Friends, haven't you any fish?"    "No," they answered. 

 6He said, "Throw your net on the right side of the boat and you will find some." When they did, they were unable to haul the net in because of the large number of fish. 

 7Then the disciple whom Jesus loved said to Peter, "It is the Lord!" As soon as Simon Peter heard him say, "It is the Lord," he wrapped his outer garment around him (for he had taken it off) and jumped into the water. 8The other disciples followed in the boat, towing the net full of fish, for they were not far from shore, about a hundred yards.[b] 9When they landed, they saw a fire of burning coals there with fish on it, and some bread. 

 10Jesus said to them, "Bring some of the fish you have just caught." 

 11Simon Peter climbed aboard and dragged the net ashore. It was full of large fish, 153, but even with so many the net was not torn. 12Jesus said to them, "Come and have breakfast." None of the disciples dared ask him, "Who are you?" They knew it was the Lord. 13Jesus came, took the bread and gave it to them, and did the same with the fish. 14This was now the third time Jesus appeared to his disciples after he was raised from the dead. 

Jesus Reinstates Peter 

 15When they had finished eating, Jesus said to Simon Peter, "Simon son of John, do you truly love me more than these?" 
      "Yes, Lord," he said, "you know that I love you." 
      Jesus said, "Feed my lambs." 

 16Again Jesus said, "Simon son of John, do you truly love me?" 
      He answered, "Yes, Lord, you know that I love you." 
      Jesus said, "Take care of my sheep." 

 17 The third time he said to him, "Simon son of John, do you love me?" 
      Peter was hurt because Jesus asked him the third time, "Do you love me?" He said, "Lord, you know all things; you know that I love you." 

    Jesus said, "Feed my sheep. 18 I tell you the truth, when you were younger you dressed yourself and went where you wanted; but when you are old you will stretch out your hands, and someone else will dress you and lead you where you do not want to go." 19Jesus said this to indicate the kind of death by which Peter would glorify God. Then he said to him, "Follow me!" 

 20Peter turned and saw that the disciple whom Jesus loved was following them. (This was the one who had leaned back against Jesus at the supper and had said, "Lord, who is going to betray you?") 21When Peter saw him, he asked, "Lord, what about him?" 

 22Jesus answered, "If I want him to remain alive until I return, what is that to you? You must follow me." 23Because of this, the rumor spread among the brothers that this disciple would not die. But Jesus did not say that he would not die; he only said, "If I want him to remain alive until I return, what is that to you?" 

 24This is the disciple who testifies to these things and who wrote them down. We know that his testimony is true. 

 25Jesus did many other things as well. If every one of them were written down, I suppose that even the whole world would not have room for the books that would be written.

Sermon
 

Eating meals together is important - we've just seen that, and the gospels record a number of occasions when Jesus ate with friends, memorable times when he 'broke bread' with the disciples.  And I want to talk today about children at Holy Communion, our breaking bread together here - and I need to start with an apology.

 

Some of you will remember that on the first Sunday of the year, I announced that we would be trying out some new prayers and adopting a new practice of allowing children who hadn't been confirmed to receive communion.  I know many of you felt bounced into this experiment without any warning - and you're right, you were.

 

Sometime last year we were asked by the Church of England Liturgical Commission if we would like to try out two new communion prayers that had been written specially for children.  I agreed, but only received the prayers at the very end of the year with the instructions that we were to start using them for six months from 1st January.  So I felt a little bounced into it myself, and would much preferred to have had an opportunity to discuss the issues more widely.  So I'm, sorry for any upset caused, but I'd now like to go back and spend a good chunk of time covering some of the ground we should have covered before we started.

 

Regarding the actual prayers, we've used them a bit and I have to say that they're nothing special, but it does seems odd to change just that one part of the service when there are other parts where the language is far less child-friendly.  But whilst I'm happy to stop the 'communion prayer' part of the experiment, but I do want to talk about children and communion before we stop that bit - and in order to avoid the confusion of including the children, then excluding them, and then deciding to include them again, I'd like to continue with the current practice of including them until we finally decide one way or the other.

 

What I want to do now is talk about what we think is going on at communion, what we think is going on in the heads and hearts of our children, and what we think happens at Confirmation.  And then you can talk to people on the PCC about what you'd like us to do - and I hope we can all learn to live together with whatever that decision is.

 

St Matthew records (26:19-28), "The disciples did as Jesus had directed them and prepared the Passover. When evening came, Jesus was reclining at the table with the Twelve. While they were eating, Jesus took bread, gave thanks and broke it, and gave it to his disciples, saying, 'Take and eat; this is my body.' Then he took the cup, gave thanks and offered it to them, saying, 'Drink from it, all of you. This is my blood of the covenant, which is poured out for many for the forgiveness of sins.'"

 

And St Luke (22:19), "He took bread, gave thanks and broke it, and gave it to them, saying, 'This is my body given for you; do this in remembrance of me.'"

 

Three really important points about communion from the biblical story...
Firstly, it was set in the context of the Passover celebrations - celebrations which did include children.  In fact one of the main purposes of the meal was to draw the next generation into the history of God's people.
Secondly, Jesus said that the cup represented his blood, poured out for the forgiveness of sins - poured out for all those who need forgiveness, and I think that includes children.

And then thirdly, Jesus said, 'Do this in remembrance of me.'  We do this so that we can remember all that God has done for us in Jesus.  Jesus was a great teacher and knew that words and actions stand a much better chance of sticking than just words alone.

 

So our services of holy communion, sharing bread and wine together, came out of a meal that was shared with children to teach all God's people about the forgiveness Jesus brought and to give us something more tangible than simply words in order to remember him by - and I can't see that any of that is not meant to include children.

 

I've said this before, but none of us would invite anyone to lunch, sit down at the table with them, and then leave their plates empty.  After we started this experiment, Katharine spoke to two children, who are regular churchgoers with mum and dad, and they said to her that it was the fist time they felt included in the service.  Isn't that what we want for everyone?

 

Of course we wouldn't give small children a glass of wine to drink at lunch, but we would give them something, and here it's only given as a token of remembrance.

 

But is it a token that makes sense?  A number of you have said to me since January that children can't understand what's going on here, and so shouldn't receive.   St Paul said (1 Corinthians 11:27-29), "Whoever eats the bread or drinks the cup of the Lord in an unworthy manner will be guilty of sinning against the body and blood of the Lord. Anyone who eats and drinks without recognising the body of the Lord eats and drinks judgment on himself."  So we do need to be careful - but that applies to all of us.  I hope nobody thinks we should only reserve communion for those who are worthy - remember, we pray every time we take communion, 'We are not worthy so much as to gather up the crumbs under your table.'  It's only by God's grace that any of us approach.

 

I also recognise that there is a novelty factor for the children that can take over from what the meal is all about -  there's less remembering Jesus than nervousness or excitement about drinking wine or just simply joining in with the adults.  It's really important that the children learn to approach this properly, and we must do what we can to make sure they do.  Without wishing to disillusion you all, Sue (and remember what a holy person Sue is) once said to me that it's perfectly possible to play the organ and plan Sunday lunch at the same time.  I can recite the communion prayer and wonder if it's going to be dry enough to mow the lawn after lunch - and I know you can all have similar thoughts as you approach communion.  Children just can't hide the fact that they're distracted as well as we can.  Before we judge them to be unworthy because they're distracted, let's be sure we're not making demands of them that we're not able to meet ourselves.

 

And before we decide that understanding is the qualification for taking communion, time and time again, the gospels tell us how little the disciples understood.  St Peter received bread and wine at the first ever communion service - and went out that same night to deny ever knowing Jesus.  On the road to Emmaus, it was only when Jesus broke the bread that the disciples recognised him - not the other way round.  He didn't share the bread because they understood, but in order that they might understand.

 

Nowhere in the gospel does Jesus say, 'Blessed are the intelligent, for they can receive communion.'  But he did say (Matt 19:14), "Let the little children come to me, and do not hinder them, for the kingdom of heaven belongs to such as these."  And (Matt 18:3-4), "Unless you change and become like little children, you will never enter the kingdom of heaven. Therefore, whoever humbles himself like this child is the greatest in the kingdom of heaven."  I'm not sure I want to deny bread and wine to anyone Jesus describes as potentially the greatest in the kingdom of heaven - and you should see their faces when the do receive.

 

In Psalm 8, "O Lord, how majestic is your name in all the earth! You have set your glory above the heavens. From the lips of children and infants you have ordained praise."

 

On Good Friday we carried a cross up the hill.  One lad heard Katharine advertising the services at school just before they broke up, and he was due to go out with his grandparents on Good Friday - but he flatly refused to go until he had taken his turn carrying the cross.  How many of us 'understanding' adults, delayed what we were going to do that day in order to find time first to worship?

 

And if we were to say you need classes to explain it all before you can understand and join in, we might teach things like the ten commandments in those classes - but then to test this on any group of adults who have been confirmed might be a bit awkward.  I certainly wouldn't dare.  I did with Little Cornard PCC and they only got nine, and had two that weren't in the list at all - none of us have really got it sorted.

 

Some of these children have been learning in Younger Church for years, and they do have an understanding.  If I took a loaf of bread and a bottle of wine into school for an assembly, plonked them down on a table at the front and asked what all that was about, they would know - without me having to say anything else.

 

When the school here was last inspected, the person who did the faith bit wrote, 'The children spoke confidently about the importance of forgiveness in their dealings with each other. They see worship as an important time to be quiet, to sing and to pray. They have a sophisticated understanding of the Christian faith and talk freely about the person of Jesus.'

 

Can you raise you hand if you think you have a sophisticated understanding of the Christian faith and talk freely about the person of Jesus?

 

And none of these children are more than nine years old.

 

But where does this leave Confirmation?  Again, a question I have been asked a number of times since January.

 

Back in the early days of the church, baptisms were performed by bishops.  The trouble is the church grew quite rapidly, and there weren't enough bishops to go round.  The solution was to let priests baptise, and then get everyone's baptism 'confirmed' as legitimate when the bishop was finally able to visit.  Baptism has always been seen by the church as the only sign of membership - being confirmed was never meant to be seen as something separate or additional.

 

Having said that, we are where we are and now we all want Confirmation to have meaning, we all want it to be an important part of someone's Christian journey - it's important that we have an opportunity to stand up in public and make a declaration of faith for ourselves, telling the world that we've reached the stage where we really take our faith seriously, and in our own right.

 

The trouble is, I don't think this always happens under the system we use at present.  When I was thirteen I was asked if I wanted to be confirmed.  I didn't have a clue what it was, but the question was phrased in such a way that 'yes' seemed to be the expected answer, and so I just went along with it.  When I have told this to other people, many of you have told me of similar experiences.  Since January I've been told by people that they were confirmed for exactly the same reason, others have admitted not really meaning it, encouraging their children to be confirmed when they didn't understand it, being confirmed just for the sake of the celebration afterwards, and so on.  It seems to me that the system we have at present doesn't help us approach Confirmation in the right way or at the right time.

 

A friend of ours who is going to be ordained soon was confirmed as a teenager after being put through the process and she really regretted not having the chance as an adult to stand up and publicly declare her faith.  The way we often treat Confirmation had effectively stolen an important moment from her.  If we allow communion before Confirmation, it might just be that we end up making more of it, not less.

 

So...

Our communion service is set within the original context of the Passover meal, an all-family affair.  Jesus wanted us to use the symbolism to help all of us remember him.

When it comes to understanding what communion is all about and issues of spiritual maturity, there's no reason to count adults as any holier or more worthy than children.

And delaying Confirmation doesn't demean it at all.

 

Having said all this, there are some practical issues that we have to work through.

 

Confirmation marks a very straightforward dividing line between who we do and don't give bread and wine to.  What I am proposing does blur the boundaries - and I know some find that a bit disconcerting.  Which children do we give communion to?  I'm afraid, I can't really say for sure - I've still got to work a few things out in my head and we might have to muddle along for a bit.  But what if we were to say, children who are regular in coming, whose parents are happy, and who are able to cope?  And perhaps we shouldn't offer wine unless the child is of a certain age - whatever we might deem that age to be?

 

I haven't got all the answers, so please help, but I do know that Jesus went around including people who were regarded as less than complete by the rest of society - sinners, tax collectors, lepers, women, children, foreigners, prostitutes and cripples.  He showed love and grace where the religious leaders showed hardness of heart.  We need to model that big heart and that accepting embrace - and I think that means including the children who are part of this church family.

 

Please think and pray hard and let us know what you feel.  We need to discern the way forward together and, as I said at the start, let's stick together whatever we decide - there's too much else at stake for us not to.

RK
