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Diocese of Rochester
Children and Holy Communion: Including children in the Eucharist

Children Present

During the last thirty years children have become increasingly familiar with attending the Eucharist or service of Holy Communion.  A common pattern on Sunday is for the children to have their own Ministry of the Word and then join the congregation at the Offertory.  This may include a special welcome, offering work or talking about what they have learned.  In some churches, they will attend the whole service once a month or on special occasions.  
About 50% of C of E and some Independent schools hold Eucharists in church, the school hall, or as a class celebration where the children are involved in every aspect of the service.  

At some churches however, children have little or no experience of Eucharistic worship. They may spend most of the service in the church hall, or only come into church for a ‘Family Service.’  This can raise issues on occasions like Easter when the natural desire is for the children to share in the main service but it is inevitably Holy Communion.  A few people feel that children should not attend a Eucharist because ‘they would not understand it’, but many churches and schools welcome opportunities for children to join in Eucharistic worship. That includes some of them being communicants.  

Let us celebrate the Eucharist with children

Jesus set a child in the middle of a group of adults (Mark 9:36-38). He made that child visible and valued. Admitting children to Holy Communion has made children visible as fellow disciples, followers of Jesus Christ, in the service that he gave us. 
A congregation with children there ‘as of right’ is very different from one without them. This leads us to look anew at our services and other parish activities in light of a congregation of all ages and stages of faith.  

There is much that we can learn from other parts of the Christian Church and our fellow Anglicans, but each tradition and culture worships in its own way so something that is successful in one context does not necessarily work in another.  Common Worship, while not a perfect solution, has given freedom to experiment, but the tendency is still to gear services towards articulate adults who have attended church for years and expect everyone else to fit around the edge.  
Questions:   How can we celebrate the Eucharist in a manner that is truly inclusive?
                     How can we include people of all ages and stages of faith, especially children?’ 
And a few answers………
1.  Let them be children

Many children are not sure how to behave in church.  It is not the same as school or a children’s club. They may want to greet their parents but not be allowed to sit with them. They may feel that they are creeping in to worship that belongs to the adults, accompanied by, ‘Sh!’. Some people will smile at them; others will frown.  

Children do not behave the same way as adults.  They want to see and sometimes to move.  Moving may occasionally mean a toddler taking a run up the aisle to be nearer to the action, but this is part of being a child.  With clear guidance, a genuine welcome, and a good example from the adult congregation, children will usually learn what is expected of them. 
Churches are sometimes open for cleaning on Saturday. Parents could let their children explore the church then. Children’s leaders could suggest things for the children to notice when they go into church so they can be at ease with the surroundings and routines.

2.  Let them belong

Children enjoy singing so they need a few hymns that they recognise.  These do not have to be special children’s songs but need to have strong tunes and simple words.  They like to take collections, give out service sheets, and bring up the bread and wine at the Offertory.  
Many older children read well, and they are good at writing intercessions that are clear and to the point.  In some churches children can sing in the choir, be servers or bell ringers.  They like to feel they belong, are accepted for what they are, and can be involved and valued.

3.  Accept their ministry

Most of all, we need to receive the ministry of children and learn from them, taking them seriously as ministers of Christ.  Children have much to offer a church, and a church that takes its children seriously will always be given a sense of vitality and hope through them. 

4. Good quality
Children deserve the riches of the Gospel.  These riches need to be given to them appropriately, but they must not become shallow and superficial.  We need to be aware that in the desire to make Holy Communion appealing to children, there is danger of looking for gimmicks, or multi-media extravaganza to make the liturgy more entertaining. If a service seems long and boring, it is probably not the liturgy itself that is dull, but the way it is done. 

Children have a vivid sense of the wonder and mystery of God.  They are good at praying and being quiet for short spaces of time because their minds are less cluttered than adults’ and they are used to sitting quietly at school.  

Worship can be lively and informal but it also needs to nurture and challenge us.  Poor worship feeds no one. 
5. Regular reviews
It is a good idea for every church to review its worship regularly. See if someone will make a DVD of a service to identify the things that work well and anything that can be improved.  
Look for ways in which the service can become more accessible to children.  Some of them will also be helpful to elderly people, those with English as a second language or with learning difficulties. Discuss your ideas with parents and children’s leaders.  
Never overlook listening to the children themselves; they will have many ideas to offer. 
 God deserves the best we can give, and so do the children.  
6. Worship for all ages and stages of faith
Adults and children meet to celebrate the Eucharist together in churches, in schools, preschools and toddler clubs, midweek activities, camps, and on pilgrimage. The opportunity for creative worship that reaches everyone is enormous. A church works hard and commits itself to providing worship where all ages and backgrounds are truly involved will find many rewards, not least in celebrating the vibrant faith and lively ministry of its youngest members.
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