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If you are the parent or caregiver for a young child, you may be 

wondering when he or she is ready to begin receiving communion. 

Some of us may have been raised to believe that participation in 

holy communion requires a bit more than the generous splash of 

baptism. We may have received our !rst communion right a#er 

we were con!rmed and so understood it as something of a reward 

for making it through those years of classes. Or, tradition may 

have given the impression that holy communion was a privilege 

enjoyed by those mature enough to understand and appreciate it.

Consider these two statements from  e Use of the Means of 

Grace*:

Admission to the sacrament is by invitation of the Lord, 

presented through the church to those who are baptized.

 ere is no command from our Lord regarding the age at 

which people should be baptized or !rst communed. . . . 

In all communion practices, congregations strive to avoid 

both reducing the Lord’s supper to an act e$ective by its 

mere performance without faith and narrowing faith to 

intellectual understanding of Christ’s presence and gi#s. 

Your child’s readiness is best determined by you—a parent or 

caregiver—in consultation with your pastor and, perhaps, a 

children’s ministry sta$ person. Each child is di$erent, and each 

will pick up on the signi!cance of the meal at a di$erent point. 

One important cue for readiness is your child showing signs of 

feeling excluded. Use questions like these to help you understand 

your child’s sense of belonging in the faith community, so you can 

make a decision about readiness.

Has your child been baptized?

Is your child comfortable in various locations around the 

church, including at the altar?

Will your child extend his or her hands when asked to do 

so?

Does your child recognize the pastor and seem able to 

interact enough with him or her to receive the elements?

Is your child aware enough of others in the congregation 

and their needs to show a degree of respect for their 

communion experience?

Are you prepared to help make the process positive?

Only the !rst question requires a yes before your child can be 

considered ready. Use the others to generate discussion and 

to plan, with your pastor, for your child’s preparation to begin 

receiving the sacrament and the gi#s it brings. Blessings to you 

on this journey!

*A statement on the practice of word and sacrament that was adopted for guidance 

and practice by the Fi#h Biennial Churchwide Assembly of the Evangelical Lutheran 

Church in America, August 19, 1997.

Is My Child Ready to 
Receive Communion?
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Our understanding of what is an appropriate age for receiving holy communion has evolved over 

the years. Lutheran conversations about the appropriate age for !rst receiving holy communion 

have been going on for quite a while. Until the ELCA Churchwide Assembly in 1997, a suggested 

policy was to commune children at age 10 or the level of !#h grade (A Statement on Communion 

Practices [$e American Lutheran Church and the Lutheran Church in America. Minneapolis: 

Augsburg Publishing House, 1978], 3).

$is norm was established by predecessor church bodies in 1978, but was discussed for a number 

of years prior to that. Before the 1978 decision, the norm for !rst communion was a#er a person 

was con!rmed.

In 1982 an ecumenical document entitled Baptism, Eucharist and Ministry was approved by 

the World Council of Churches. $e ELCA’s predecessor Lutheran bodies participated in the 

discussion of the document but didn’t approve it. One important question the document raised 

was the inconsistency of denominations that baptized infants to incorporate them into the body 

of Christ, but did not allow them to participate in the feast of the baptized, holy communion.

Conversations and debates since the Baptism, Eucharist and Ministry document was approved 

have led to the current ELCA statement on the practice of word and sacrament, !e Use of the 

Means of Grace.

The Bible and Children
 

$e Bible gives support, although not actual evidence, for including children in the whole life of 

the church. $ree of the four gospels include the rather touching story of Jesus and the children: 

Matthew 19:13-15; Mark 10:13-16; and Luke 18:15-17. Luke adds an interesting di%erence from 

Mark and Matthew. While Mark and Matthew use the Greek word for children, Luke’s parallel 

text uses the term infants. According to Luke, the people were bringing children as young as 

infants for Jesus to touch and bless. When the disciples tried to stop the practice, Jesus sternly 

warned them not to prevent children from coming to him. Children were very important to 

Jesus. $ey were not to be excluded from fellowship with him, regardless of their age.

At another point in the gospels Jesus is asked who is the greatest in the kingdom of heaven. 

“[Jesus] called a child, whom he put among them, and said, ‘Truly I tell you, unless you change 

and become like children, you will never enter the kingdom of heaven. Whoever becomes 

humble like this child is the greatest in the kingdom of heaven. Whoever welcomes one such 

child in my name welcomes me’” (Matthew 18:2-5).

Here Jesus uses a child as a model of greatness for adults. He teaches that adults must be like 

children (o#en interpreted to mean having faith like a child’s) to enter the kingdom of heaven. 

Even more strongly, Jesus points out that to welcome a child is to welcome him. Children are 

held up by Jesus as those who bear the very presence of Jesus himself. Jesus gives children a 

unique and important place in the corporate body of Christ. Not only are they models of faith 

for adults, but they are the bearers of Jesus’ presence among us as well.

Welcoming Children  
to the Table
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Among the four biblical accounts of Jesus’ life (the Gospels of Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John), John’s 

was probably written last and has a more theological understanding of Jesus. $e Gospel of John 

does not record Jesus instituting holy communion, as in the other three gospels. However, many 

scholars maintain that John 6:53-58 is intended by John to serve as instituting communion. $is is a 

compelling passage of scripture for the inclusion of all the baptized in holy communion. Many in the 

early church used it to support, indeed insist on, the inclusion of children at the meal. Without eating 

Christ’s &esh and drinking Christ’s blood, children, like adults, would not receive life.

Yet even from the earliest times the church has struggled with what this passage means. Some have 

claimed that it is de!nitely a reference to holy communion, while others maintain that John 6 is 

not about holy communion at all. Martin Luther did not see this as a passage concerned with 

communion. He preferred to use 1 Corinthians 11 and the gospel narratives of the institution 

of   the Lord’s supper as texts to ground his understanding of holy communion. $e debate on 

these verses certainly is not over. But they raise important issues as we consider when our children 

should receive holy communion.

Understanding the Sacraments
Paul has some important things to say about communion in 1 Corinthians 11:17-33. $e eleventh 

chapter of 1 Corinthians is important here because theologians have used it both to justify including 

infants and young children in the celebration of holy communion and to exclude them from it. While 

Paul deals with adults in these verses, his use of the term “the body of the Lord” can legitimately be 

interpreted to include children as well as adults. When children are baptized, they become part of the 

church, part of the body of the Lord.

Paul’s use of “the body of the Lord” is generally understood to mean either the body of believers, that 

is, the church, or the bread in holy communion. Chapter 12 of 1 Corinthians contains Paul’s most 

developed use of the word body in reference to the gathered believers. In verse 27 of that chapter he 

states: “Now you are the body of Christ and individually members of it.” Clearly “the body of Christ,” 

as Paul uses it here, can only mean the church, the people gathered around word and sacrament. In 

this instance it cannot mean simply the bread of holy communion.

According to Jesus’ words about children and our understanding of holy baptism as the entrance 

into the body of Christ, children are certainly part of that body Paul is telling us to consider as we 

celebrate holy communion. When we receive the body of Christ, we are to be attentive to all the 

members of the body—young and old

Not Really New
Actually from the very early times of Christianity, children, even infants, have received communion. 

$e !rst written account we have of infants receiving the bread and the wine is from Cyprian in a.d. 

251 (Roy Joseph Deferrari, !e Fathers of the Church [New York: $e Fathers of the Church, Inc., 

In light of what Paul 
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need to discern the 
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cannot discern the 

body receive it? 
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1959], 64-65). $e early liturgies of the church included holy baptism, chrismation (anointing 

with oil), and holy communion as the rite of initiation into the church. $is was for adults and 

children, not just adults.

$e practice of giving holy communion to all the baptized members of the church is not a new 

idea, but a very old one that the church maintained for centuries. For about 1200 years infants 

and children received holy communion along with the adults until a Fourth Lateran Council 

decision in a.d. 1215. In the years just prior to this decision, the elements of bread and wine in 

communion began taking on a more mystical, perhaps even magical, understanding among the 

people. Great concern began being expressed about the sacredness of the bread and wine. Fear 

developed that the bread or wine could be spilled and thus desecrated. As a result, decisions 

were made to no longer give the wine, which was more easily spilled, to the laity. Another 

decision was that confession must be made prior to receiving communion. At that time infants 

usually received only one element, the wine, from a spoon or from the priest’s !nger. With the 

laity no longer receiving the wine, the infants were le# out. Infants and young children were 

also unable to make confession so it was decided to have the children wait until they reached 

an age of discretion.

Faith Given and Strengthened

Don’t children need to be old enough to understand what holy communion is all about before they 

receive it? $is question has been used by those who argue to exclude infants and young children 

from the sacrament. However, it does not suggest a very Lutheran understanding of what takes 

place in the sacraments. In a sermon Luther preached in 1528 on the sacrament of holy baptism 

he made a key comparison between the two sacraments. He insisted that neither is dependent 

on the faith of the recipient; both are based on the word of God. In baptism it is the word with 

water; in communion it is bread and wine with the word. What we know and believe has no 

bearing on this gi# of God’s grace.

What God requires of us (faith) for receiving the sacrament, God also gives to 

us. In holy communion God not only strengthens faith, but God awakens faith. 

$at is, the faith God gives to us by grace, God brings to our awareness as well. 

Faith is listed as one of the gi#s of God in Paul’s letter to the Romans, chapter 12. 

Our faith is initiated and strengthened in the sacraments. Worthy reception of 

the sacrament of holy communion does not depend on our faith, rather our faith 

grows by receiving the sacrament.

Clearly Christ invites all to his feast, his table. We come as beggars, not as persons  

who in any way deserve this marvelous gi# from God. We come as persons 

who are tainted and unworthy. And even as adults we come without a clear 

understanding of how this grace of God is given to us in and through  

the sacraments.

What’s the history 

here? Have infants 

and young children 
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God Comes to Us
Lutheran theology a/rms that there are no prerequisites for the reception of the sacraments. $ey 

are not dependent upon one’s age or faith. Nothing of one’s own makes anyone a worthy recipient 

of either holy baptism or holy communion. In the sacraments God comes to the recipient. $e one 

being baptized or communed receives the bene!ts of forgiveness, life, salvation, and faith through 

God’s grace in the sacraments. We receive these bene!ts passively and respond to them actively 

through service to others. As the baptismal liturgy says, “Let your light so shine before others” 

(Evangelical Lutheran Worship, p. 231). $is takes place through acts of love on the part of children 

as well as adults.

$e Word of God made &esh in Jesus, the Word of God proclaimed in the Bible, brings faith to 

believers. $e sacraments are truly dependent upon the word of God. Without the word, the 

elements of the sacraments are only elements of the earth—water, bread, and wine. With the word 

attached to them they become the life-giving water that washes the baptized clean and the body and 

blood of Jesus in, with, and under the forms of bread and wine. Word and sacrament together shape 

the lives of believers, creating faithful individuals called to loving service for others.

In the !nal analysis, the sacraments are events of the whole church. $ey are events in which the 

complete body of Christ is to be present and acknowledged. $e body of the Lord is the church, 

all the baptized, adults and children. $is needs to be recognized, acknowledged, and celebrated. 

Holy communion is the meal for all the baptized. $is needs to be recognized, acknowledged, and 

celebrated as well.

In the sacraments 

God comes to the 

recipient. The one 

being baptized or 

communed receives 

the benefits of 

forgiveness, life, 

salvation, and faith 

through God’s grace 

in the sacraments.
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