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Foreword and acknowledgements
Foreword and acknowledgements
Background and personal motivation
Growing up in the Reformed Churches in the Netherlands I experienced the
introduction of children at the Lord’s Supper in the ‘Westerkerk’ in Arnhem in
the mid-eighties, when I was still a teenager1. I have no other recollection of
the discussion than one argument used by the pastor in a sermon, the
excitement of some of my peers about drinking real wine, and some vague
memories of the actual celebration. Little did I know that one day I would
become a pastor myself, and that the first congregation I would serve would
be the Dutch Reformed Church of Rijsbergen; in all likelihood the first
Reformed church in the Netherlands to welcome children at the Lord’s Supper
in - or just before - 1961. Though I studied the issue of paedocommunion
before accepting the call to this congregation, my interest in, my reflection on,
and study of the topic intensified during my tenure as pastor of this
congregation. Ecumenical contacts and a growing friendship with my
colleague Robert Roth, who pastored the Reformed Church liberated in the
neighboring city of Breda, certainly contributed to this. My second charge was
as the senior pastor of the First Christian Reformed Church of New
Westminster, British Columbia, Canada. Though the subject of
paedocommunion was not new to this congregation, it was on the agenda of
our church council, of classis and synod, which only intensified my interest in
the subject. My third charge brought me back to the Netherlands, to serve the
Dutch Reformed Church of Ede. In the same year I accepted the call to Ede,
congregation members put the issue of children at the Lord’s Supper on the
agenda of council. As the issue was put on the back burner it would remain on
the agenda of this church for almost the entire period of my PhD-study. After I
had started my PhD research I became part of the national ecumenical
committee of the Dutch Reformed Churches where the issue of
paedocommunion was on the agenda in our ecumenical conversations with
the Christian Reformed Churches in the Netherlands.

Professor Dr. Henk J. Tieleman gave birth to my dream to write a dissertation
by inviting me to do so as a sequel to my thesis on the relationship between
faith and business ethics. My friend and former colleague Professor Dr.
Michael W. Goheen revitalized that dream. I have always appreciated the
1

See for example W. Blanken, “Kinderen en avondmaal,” Ons Kerkblad: ten dienste van de Geref. Kerken
van Arnhem etc. June 23, 1984.
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value of participating in the academic discourse as a Christian. Gradually the
desire grew to do so, not on business ethics, nor on a missional topic, but on
the issue of paedocommunion. I became convinced that the story of the
Church of Rijsbergen deserves to be retold, to be researched and to be
understood in its context. The case of Rijsbergen for welcoming children at
the table deserves to be heard, to be further explored, and to be evaluated in
a fair and comprehensive overview of the arguments pro and con, and of
other aspects relevant to the paedocommunion discussion. Professor Kees J.
de Ruijter provided me with the unique possibility to do so at the Theological
University of the Reformed Churches liberated in Kampen. Professor John D.
Witvliet provided me with crucial support to do so from the broader,
transatlantic perspective of the Dutch Reformed tradition.
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Chapter 1 Introduction
1.1. Relevance of the topic
A first encounter with the topic of paedocommunion or infant Communion
through theological encyclopedia2, liturgical dictionary3, or even Wikipedia4
gives the impression paedocommunion is a practice with a long history. But
paedocommunion has become and has remained a relevant topic over the last
century. The Roman Catholic Church lowered the age of first Communion with
the papal encyclical Quam Singulari of Pope Pius X in 1910. The discussion on
– and the introduction of paedocommunion within protestant churches in the
West and more specifically within the Dutch Reformed tradition began after
the Second World War and continues until now. The discussion within the
Reformed Churches in the Netherlands started in the sixties, and regained
relevance in the recent process of merging with the Netherlands Reformed
Church and the Evangelical Lutheran Church5, as well as in new openness
towards the practice within the more traditional wing of these churches6. The
Reformed Church liberated of Rijsbergen welcomed children since 1961 or
even 1960. There was some discussion in the sixties and seventies, before and
after the denomination split into the Reformed Church liberated and the
Dutch Reformed Churches. The issue remains relevant within the Dutch
Reformed Churches as several local churches have put the issue on their
agenda and have decided to welcome children at the Table in recent years.
The issue has regained relevance within the Reformed Church liberated as the
discussion started afresh and with new openness in the last decade or so. The
decision of both denominations to work towards a reunification will in all
likelihood give a new impetus to the discussion. The discussion within the
Christian Reformed Church in North America started in the early fifties, but
the final synodical decisions on the issue are of quite recent date. My research
will focus on the Dutch Reformed Churches, the Reformed Churches in the
Netherlands and the Christian Reformed Church. All in all it is my impression
that the issue of paedocommunion is currently still relevant within the Dutch
Reformed tradition.

2

E.g. Realencyclopädie für protestantische Theologie und Kirche, s.v. “Kinderkommunion.”
E.g. The New Westminster Dictionary of Liturgy & Worship, s.v. “Infant Communion.”
4
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Infant_communion (accessed September 9, 2017).
5
Anna W. Zegwaard, Als kinderen meevieren: Een onderzoek naar de discussie over kindercommunie binnen
de kerken (Gorinchem: Narratio, 2006), 13.
6
E.g. “Dr. Noordegraaf: Kind aan avondmaal denkbaar,” Reformatorisch Dagblad (August 24, 2007).
“Kinderen aan het avondmaal? Een omstreden onderwerp,” Theologia Reformata (March 2008).
3
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1.2. Research Topic
It is my aim is to give a comprehensive overview in this dissertation of the
most relevant aspects of the discussion on and the introduction of
paedocommunion within the Dutch Reformed tradition after the Second
World War. This includes the case study of the discussion on and introduction
of paedocommunion in three local congregations within that tradition. To
provide relevant background I also intend to provide an overview of the
history of paedocommunion prior to the Second World War, as well as an
overview of the history of children and childhood in society and church.
Together this will provide us with the material that will allow for systematic,
practical theological reflection on the major themes and aspects within the
discussion on and the introduction of paedocommunion, and arising from the
paedocommunion praxis. I hope and trust that such reflection will contribute
to the further development of Reformed doctrine regarding paedocommunion
as well as the further development of Reformed paedocommunion praxis.
This leads to the following threefold research question:
1. What are the most relevant aspects of the discussion on, and the
introduction of, paedocommunion within the Dutch Reformed tradition
after the Second World War?
2. How does a systematic, multidimensional, and multidisciplinary
interpretation of these relevant aspects explain the discussion on and the
introduction of paedocommunion within the Dutch Reformed tradition?
3. How can the evaluation of these relevant aspects – in terms of coherence,
validity of claims, and the accurate and consistent use of normative texts –
contribute to the development of a Reformed paedocommunion doctrine
and praxis?
Several sub-questions guide the way in which I will answer this threefold
research question. I will formulate those sub-questions or guiding questions at
the beginning of the chapters of this dissertation. Two major introductory
questions deserve to be mentioned here as the answer to those questions will
shape the two introductory chapters. These major introductory questions are:
4. What is the history of paedocommunion prior to the 1950s?
5. What is the broader history of children and childhood in society and
church of which that history of paedocommunion was part?
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1.3. Definition
I will use the term paedocommunion, as the more technical English term
commonly used in the Reformed debate, as well as other less technical
descriptions. I use the term paedocommunion to describe a spectrum of views
and practices ranging from what has been called strict paedocommunion to
what has been called soft paedocommunion. Cornelis Venema defines the
strict position as that which favors the practice of admitting any baptized child
of believing parents who is physically able to receive the Communion
elements. The so called soft view favors the practice of admitting children to
the Lord’s Supper only at an earlier age than is customary among Reformed
churches; that is before middle to late adolescence7. In the Dutch language
‘zuigelingencommunie’, Communion of sucklings, can be distinguished from
‘kindercommunie’, Communion of children, and some speak of
‘gezinscommunie’, Communion of families. The latter term is often used in the
same broad sense as paedocommunion. The German language knows similar
distinctions8.
1.4. Scope of this Research
The focus of this study is on the discussion on and the introduction of
paedocommunion within the Dutch Reformed tradition. I will limit myself by
focusing on this tradition in the Netherlands and in North America. And I will
further limit myself by focusing on the discussion and praxis within three
denominations within this tradition, the Christian Reformed Church in North
America (CRCNA), the Reformed Churches in the Netherlands (RCN) and the
Dutch Reformed Churches (DRC)9. The ecclesiastical fellowship or ecumenical
relations between these three denominations are more than just a formal
reason to treat these three denominations as a family of churches,
representative of the Dutch Reformed tradition, even though there are
relevant differences in theology, praxis and context10. The denominational
scope is somewhat widened by the fact that the Dutch Reformed Churches
7

Cornelis P. Venema, Children at the Lord’s Table: Assessing the Case for Paedocommunion (Reformed
Heritage Books, Grand Rapids, 2009), 2f.
8
The German language also has one word for the Communion of sucklings, ‘Säuglingskommunion’, a word
for paedocommunion in general, ‘Kinderkommunion’, as well as one word for Communion at an earlier age,
‘Frühkommunion’. See for example Religion in Geschichte und Gegenwart, 3rd ed. s.v. ‘Kinderkommunion’.
Similar in meaning to ‘Kinderkommunion’ is the German word ‘Kinderabendmahl’, though that word is less
common than the expression ‘Abendmahl mit Kindern’. Cp. Eberhard Kenntner, Abendmahl mit Kindern:
Versuch einer Grundlegung unter Berücksichtigung der geschichtlichen Wurzeln der gegenwärtigen
Diskussion in Deutschland (Gütersloh: Gütersloher Verlaghaus Gerd Mohn, 1980), 11.
9
I chose the translation Reformed Churches in the Netherlands (RCN) for the Gereformeerde Kerken in
Nederland (GKN), and Dutch Reformed Churches (DRC) for the Nederlands Gereformeerde Kerken (NGK).
10
As indicated, I have been a member of all three denominations, and I have served two of the three
denominations as a pastor.
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originated from the Reformed Churches liberated (RCL) round 196711, and the
fact that the Reformed Churches in the Netherlands merged with the
Netherlands Reformed Church (NRC) and the Evangelical Lutheran Church into
the Protestant Church in the Netherlands (PCN) in 200412. I will pay secondary
attention to denominations most closely related to these three denominations
as far as such attention seems warranted13.
The case study of the discussion on and introduction of paedocommunion will
involve three local churches: the Reformed Church liberated, later Dutch
Reformed Church of Rijsbergen in the Netherlands; Fourteenth Street
Christian Reformed Church in Holland, Michigan, in the United States of
America; and First Christian Reformed Church of New Westminster, British
Columbia, in Canada. Case studies and empirical research on local
congregations within the Protestant Church in the Netherlands have already
been performed by Anna Zegwaard14. As much as possible I intend to include
the results of her research in mine.
In my study of the paedocommunion discussion within these three
denominations I will limit myself to the national or bi-national denominational
periodicals, and the handful of popular theological publications associated
with these denominations15. Regarding the discussion on the floors of synods
or national assemblies of these three denominations I focus on the discussion
as it is described in the agendas and acts. I have mostly limited myself to the
adult perspective on paedocommunion, while trying to be sensitive to all
information about children’s perspectives.
1.5. Survey of Research
My dissertation is not the first one on the subject of paedocommunion. Three
earlier dissertations have been most relevant for my research. Eberhard
Kenntner published his dissertation Abendmahl mit Kindern in 198016. Similar
11
I chose the translation Reformed Churches liberated (RCL) for the Gereformeerde Kerken vrijgemaakt
(GKv).
12
I chose the translation Netherlands Reformed Church (NRC) for the Nederlandse Hervormde Kerk (NHK),
Evangelical Lutheran Church for the Evangelisch-Lutherse Kerk in het Koninkrijk der Nederlanden, and
Protestant Church in the Netherlands (PCN) for the Protestantse Kerk in Nederland (PKN).
13
E.g. The Reformed Church of America, the Presbyterian Church in America (PCA), the Canadian Reformed
Church, the American Reformed Churches, the Orthodox Presbyterian Church (OPC), and the Dutch
denomination of Christian Reformed Churches or Christelijke Gereformeerde Kerken.
14
Zegwaard (2006).
15
There is limited academic discussion on the subject, and it is almost impossible to use the available
academic discussion to shed light on the specific denominations or part of the Dutch Reformed tradition on
which we focus.
16
Kenntner (1980).
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to my dissertation Kenntner concludes a study on the discussion on
paedocommunion and its historical roots, with laying the foundations of a
systematic and practical theology of paedocommunion. But his focus is on the
German Protestant tradition, and mine on the Dutch Reformed tradition. His
research also presents a practical theological perspective, but my practical
theological approach differs, among others, in the case study of three local
congregations and in the use of empirical methods.
In 1987 Jo Hermans published his dissertation on the celebration of the
Eucharist with children17. This impressive book of over eight hundred pages
studies paedocommunion from the perspective of the science of liturgy.
Similar to my dissertation it includes rich detail about the history of
paedocommunion and about the history of children and childhood in society
and church. But Hermans’ focus is on the Roman Catholic Church, its theology
and liturgical practice. My chapter on the history of paedocommunion not
only concludes with a focus on the Reformed tradition, but even the earlier
history is written with the Reformed paedocommunion debate in mind. My
chapter on the history of children and childhood in society and church is
written after further developments in the historiography of this specific part
of history.
In 2006 Anna Zegwaard published her dissertation, presenting the results of
her research on the discussion on paedocommunion within the three
denominations which had just merged into the Protestant Church in the
Netherlands18. That means that both our studies include research on the
discussion within the Reformed Churches in the Netherlands. But I had the
advantage of standing on her shoulders, following up on her manual work in a
more digitalized decade. Both our dissertations include case studies of local
congregations using similar empirical methods. But with the choice to do my
case studies in two other Dutch Reformed denominations I hope our studies
will be complementary.

17

Jo Hermans, Eucharistie vieren met kinderen: Een liturgie-wetenschappelijke studie over de deelname van
het kind aan de Eucharistie in het verleden en volgens de huidige kerkelijke richtlijnen (Brugge: Tabor, 1987).
Translated into German as Eucharistie Feiern mit Kindern: Eine Liturgie-wissenschaftliche Studie (Kevelaer:
Butzon & Bercker, 1991).
18
Zegwaard (2006).
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1.6. Method
The method most significant in guiding me in my research and shaping this
dissertation is the so-called method of “thick description” of Clifford Geertz19.
Geertz though, does not provide a systematic summary of thick description20.
Practical theologian Don S. Browning, on the other hand, more systematically
applied thick description in his Fundamental Practical Theology21 and further
developed this for a practical theology of families when directing the Religion,
Culture and Family Project22. This makes the method very suitable for my
research with a similar combination of practical theology and a subject related
to children. I would describe a thick description as applied in my research as
one that explains the discussion on and the introduction of the
paedocommunion practice in their context by taking into account the several
dimensions or levels of human behavior, such that both discussion and
introduction become meaningful to an outsider23. I have used the dimensions
or levels that Browning distinguishes as initial framework for my research and
my thick description. He distinguishes the following dimensions 1) visional, 2)
obligational, 3) tendency-need, 4) environmental and 5) rule-role24. I will use
these dimensions with some liberty, especially when organizing material
which in itself is multidimensional25 and when choosing what to emphasize26.

19

Clifford Geertz, “Thick Description: Toward an Interpretive Theory of Culture,” and “Deep Play: Notes on
the Balinese Cockfight,” in The Interpretation of Cultures: Selected Essays by Clifford Geertz. 2nd ed. (New
York: Basic Books, 2000). I do realize that having served two of the researched local congregations and
having participated in the discussion on paedocommunion in our denominational periodicals, may add
some elements of participant observation to my research, Christopher P. Scholtz, “Teilnehmende
Beobachtung,” in Dinter, Heimbrock, Söderblom, Einführung in die Empirische Theologie (Göttingen:
Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 2007), 214-225. Elisabeth Arweck and Martin D. Stringer, eds., Theorizing Faith:
The Insider/Outsider Problem in the Study of Ritual (Birmingham: University of Birmingham Press, 2002).
20
Achim Knecht “Dichte Beschreibung,” in Dinter et al. (2007), 225-241.
21
Don S. Browning, A Fundamental Practical Theology: Descriptive and Strategic Proposals (Minneapolis:
Fortress Press, 1996), 107.
22
Don S. Browning, “Empirical Considerations in Religious Praxis and Reflection (2005),” in Equality and the
Family: A Fundamental, Practical Theology of Children, Mothers, and Fathers in Modern Societies, edited by
Ed. Don S. Browning (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2007), 31-50. John Witte Jr., M. Christian Green, and Amy
Wheeler, eds.,, The Equal-Regard Family and Its Friendly Critics: Don S. Browning and the Practical
Theological Ethics of the Family (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2007).
23
Cp. Wikipedia, s.v. “Thick Description” (accessed August 5, 2017).
24
Browning (1996), 71.
25
For example, anything moral seems to fall under the obligational dimension and panic is clearly a
psychological phenomenon and falls under the tendency-need dimension. But I will treat moral panic as
part of the environmental dimension, as it seems first and foremost a cultural phenomenon. Emphasis on
the requirements of 1 Corinthians 11, or the ethical problem which Paul addresses in that chapter, could be
classified as obligational, but I will choose to treat such issues as visional, considering the place the Bible has
in Christian faith.
26
Browning speaks of the rule-role dimension, but I will emphasize the role aspect of this dimension, among
others because some of what might be considered rule is treated under the obligational dimension.
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Or as Browning writes: “I will let the five dimensions loosely guide my
description”27.
The choice to add a chapter on the history of children and childhood in society
and church to a certain extent is a methodological choice itself. John Wall
distinguishes how at least four major methodological approaches are involved
in childhood studies, which he terms as developmental-psychological, familypsychological, politico-sociological, and family-sociological28. My second
chapter most closely resembles the politico-sociological methodological
approach, whereas certain denominational study reports on
paedocommunion take a developmental-psychological approach29. I will take
such developmental-psychological arguments into account, as far as they have
been part of the denominational and congregational discussions.
While keeping in mind my general methodological approach, I realize that the
case studies of three local congregations, and the empirical nature of such
studies30, require additional methodological choices31. I have chosen the
methodological approach of qualitative research32 rather than quantitative,
and the specific tool of semi-structured or responsive interviews33. Even
though children did sometimes participate in my interviews with their parents,
I have not specifically targeted those children or adapted my methods of
research to them34.

27

“In the description that follows I will let the five dimensions loosely guide my description,” Browning
(1996), 223. Cp. this dissertation chapter 4.1.2.
28
John Wall, “Childhood Studies, Hermeneutics, and Theological Ethics,” in Witte et al. (2007), 97f.
29
E.g. N.N. “Kinderen naar het Avondmaal?” Kerkinformatie, December 1976.
30
I thank Prof. Dr. R.Ruard Ganzevoort, Prof. Dr. Marcel Barnard and my fellow PhD. students of the
NOSTER Seminar Empirical Research in Theology for the valuable insights and advice they provided me with.
31
See for example Nancy T. Ammerman, Jackson W. Carroll, Carl S. Dudley and William McKinney, eds.,
Studying Congregations: A New Handbook (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1998) and Helen Cameron, Philip
Richter, Douglas Davies and Frances Ward, eds., Studying Local Churches: A Handbook, 2nd ed. (London:
SCM Press, 2005).
32
David Silverman, Doing Qualitative Research, 3rd ed. (Los Angeles: Sage, 2010).
33
Or ‘responsive interviews’ or ‘open interviews’, Herbert J. Rubin and Irene S. Rubin, Qualitative
Interviewing: The Art of Hearing Data, 3rd ed. (Los Angeles: Sage, 2012); D.B. Baarda, M.P.M. de Goede, and
A.G.E. van der Meer- Middelburg, Basisboek Open Interviewen: Praktische Handleiding voor het
voorbereiden en afnemen van open interviews (Groningen: Stenfert Kroese, 1996); Johnny Saldaňa, The
Coding Manual for Qualitative Researchers (Los Angeles: Sage, 2009); Susan Friese, Qualitative Data
Analysis with Atlas.ti (Los Angeles: Sage, 2012); David Silverman, Interpreting Qualitative Data, 3rd ed. (Los
Angeles: Sage, 2006).
34
An example of such research is found in Susan Ridgely Bales, When I was a Child: Children’s
Interpretations of First Communion (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2005).
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Practical theology is said to be essentially dialogic35. More than Kenntner for
example has done, I hope to create a dialogue between theory and praxis.
Among others, this means comparing arguments that are used in local
congregations, reasoning that people find attractive and effective, convictions
which are expressed in the praxis, with more theological and doctrinal
statements which are part of the denominational, theological and academic
debate. Dialogue takes place when theory does justice to and is enriched by
empirical data, and when praxis gains from theoretical insights.
When Ballard and Pritchard state that practical theology is essentially dialogic,
they do so in explanation of its interdisciplinary character36. Richard Osmer
speaks of a cross-disciplinary dialogue and distinguishes, among others, intradisciplinary and inter-disciplinary dialogue37. My aim is certainly to perform
this practical theological research in an intra-disciplinary fashion, harvesting
from fields within theology such as church history, historical theology and
systematic theology, while maintaining a practical theological focus. My aim is
also to seek interdisciplinary dialogue, making use of the human sciences, as is
characteristic for practical theology38. A large contribution to this dialogue
comes from the discipline of childhood studies. Unforeseen, but very helpful,
have been some insights from the sociology of science, economic theory, and
the theory of diffusion of innovations.
Speaking in terms of practical theology as dialogue is closely connected to
understanding it as hermeneutics. Ruard Ganzevoort suggests that describing
practical theology as hermeneutics of lived religion best reflects what the
various approaches hold in common39. Browning describes practical
theological research as “a multidimensional hermeneutic enterprise”40. In this
process Browning distinguishes four movements or moments: 1) descriptive,
2) historical, 3) systematic, and 4) strategic41. Browning’s descriptive,
systematic and strategic movements most closely resemble what has been
considered a consensus in practical theological methodology42. Browning
35
Paul Ballard and John Pritchard, Practical Theology in Action: Christian Thinking in the Service of Church
and Society, 2nd ed. (London: SPCK, 2006), 113. Cp. Browning (1996), 3f., 37, 47.
36
Ballard and Pritchard (2006), 113f.
37
Richard R. Osmer, Practical Theology: An Introduction (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2008), 163.
38
Ballard and Pritchard (2006), 113; Kees de Ruijter, Meewerken met God: Ontwerp van een gereformeerde
praktische theologie (Kampen: Kok, 2005), 58f.
39
R.Ruard Ganzevoort, “Forks in the Road when Tracing the Sacred: Practical Theology as Hermeneutics of
Lived Religion,” Presidential address to the 9th conference of the International Academy of Practical
Theology, Chicago, 2009, http://www.ruardganzevoort.nl/pdf/2009_Presidential.pdf (accessed September
8, 2017).
40
Browning (1996), 47.
41
Browning (1996), 223f.
42
De Ruijter (2005), 117.
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describes the historical movement in terms of answering the question, what
do the normative texts that are already part of our effective history really
imply for our praxis when they are confronted as honestly as possible?43 In a
sense that question is already being raised by those involved in the discussion
on and the introduction of paedocommunion, and as such is recorded in the
descriptive part of my dissertation. As part of my practical theological
research it is integrated with the systematic movement. The two historical
chapters are introductory in nature, but if classified in terms of Browning’s
four movements should be considered primarily descriptive and to a lesser
degree historical, as most of the documents treated in those chapters do not
qualify as normative texts.
The following outline of my dissertation will show how these movements have
been part of my research process. Chapters 2, 3, 4 and 5 could all be qualified
as descriptive44. Within the Dutch Reformed tradition only that part of my
historical chapter that deals with the confessions comes close to what
Browning qualifies as the historical movement45. Of those descriptive
chapters, chapter 4 is most empirical in character. Chapter 6 reflects the
systematic movement46 of the process, but also includes the historical
movement47. At the end of chapter 6 I will formulate conclusions, but I will
also formulate constructive proposals which fall under Browning’s
classification of the strategic movement48.
1.7. Outline
The dissertation on confessional subscription by Roelf Janssen49 provided me
with the basic format of a study that would do justice to the subject of
paedocommunion in its complexity, by first studying the discussion within a
certain tradition as it has taken place in a specific era, and then studying the
major themes of that discussion, its systematic aspects and their cohesion. In
combination with three dissertations mentioned above and preliminary study
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Browning (1996), 49.
What others have called description, understanding , empirical, descriptive-empirical, or observation,
Gerben Heitink, Praktische Theologie: geschiedenis theorie handelingsvelden (Kampen: Kok, 1993), 159,
219; Osmer (2008), 4; De Ruijter (2005), 120.
45
Browning (1996), 49.
46
What others have called interpretation and explanation, explaining, hermeneutical, interpretive, or
insight. Heitink (1993), 159, 219; Osmer (2008), 4; De Ruijter (2005), 120.
47
What Osmer calls the normative, Osmer (2008), 4.
48
What others have called action or practice, changing, strategic, pragmatic, or vision Heitink (1993), 159,
219; Osmer (2008), 4; De Ruijter (2005), 120.
49
Roelf Christiaan Janssen, By this our conscription: confessional subscription in the Dutch Reformed
tradition since 1816 (Kampen: Theologische Universiteit Kampen, 2009).
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in the field of practical and empirical theology, this leads to the following
outline of my study.
The first part of this study provides an overview of paedocommunion in
history. Simply put, this historical chapter on the historical practice and
theology of paedocommunion aims to present a verifiable account of how and
why things have become the way they are now50. Especially Hermans and
Kenntner have modeled how to perform such historical research and how to
include the results in a practical theological study. As much as possible I have
made use of the English translation of primary resources, while interacting
with those authors whose works have been published in English, German or
Dutch51.
The second part of this study provides an overview of the history of children
and childhood in society and church. The total of changes regarding children
and childhood in society and church have been identified as one of the most
significant incentives for the debate on-, and the introduction of
paedocommunion. The purpose of the chapter on the history of children and
childhood in society and church is not only to understand and evaluate this
role in recent paedocommunion history, but also to shed more light on the
prior history of paedocommunion. Only in some cases of specific relevance
have I consulted primary sources for this part of my research, but mostly I
have depended on secondary resources. Hermans once again modeled to me
how to include such notions in a dissertation on paedocommunion, but more
than Hermans I have tried to take account of the development of the
historiography regarding children and childhood.
The third part of this study consists of two chapters which bring us to the core
of this research. The first of these, chapter 4, treats the introduction of
paedocommunion in Dutch Reformed Congregations. In this chapter I provide
a thick description52, considering several dimensions, of the introduction of
50

Daniël Timmerman, Heinrich Bullinger on Prophecy and the Prophetic Office (1523/1538), Vol. 33 in
Reformed Historical Theology (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 2015), 22.
51
I have consulted the original Latin or French text of sources only in a few cases, as my rusty knowledge of
Latin and high school French makes that quite laborious.
52
Clifford Geertz’ thick description as developed for practical theology by Don S. Browning. Clifford Geertz,
“Thick Description: Toward an Interpretive Theory of Culture,” and “Deep Play: Notes on the Balinese
Cockfight,” in The Interpretation of Cultures: Selected Essays by Clifford Geertz. 2nd ed. (New York: Basic
Books, 2000); Don S. Browning, A Fundamental Practical Theology: Descriptive and Strategic Proposals
(Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1996), 107, and “Empirical Considerations in Religious Praxis and Reflection
(2005),” in Equality and the Family: A Fundamental, Practical Theology of Children, Mothers, and Fathers in
Modern Societies, edited by Ed. Don S. Browning (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2007), 31-50; also Achim Knecht
“Dichte Beschreibung,” in Dinter, Heimbrock, Söderblom, Einführung in die Empirische Theologie
(Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 2007).
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paedocommunion in three local congregations in the Dutch Reformed
tradition: the Dutch Reformed Church of Rijsbergen, Fourteenth Street
Christian Reformed Church in Holland, Michigan, and First Christian Reformed
Church of New Westminster, British Columbia. The church of Rijsbergen and
Fourteenth Street have been chosen, among other reasons, for the pioneer
role they played within their denomination. A special section on the
significance of pioneer churches in the introduction of paedocommunion
therefore precedes the thick description of these local churches. For these
three case studies qualitative research through semi structured or responsive
interviews, rather than quantitative research, seemed most appropriate53. In
addition to these interviews we have used a wide variety of published and
unpublished documents.
The second of these, chapter 5, treats the denominational discussion on
paedocommunion within the respectively the Christian Reformed Churches,
the Dutch Reformed Churches, and the Reformed Churches in the
Netherlands. This chapter is divided in six sections as the discussion within
denominational periodicals and at synods or national assemblies of each of
these three denominations is treated separately. Once again the
multidimensional approach of Browning serves as analytical framework. But
the six thick descriptions provided in this chapter are presented in a
chronological way, rather than per dimension.
In the fourth part, or chapter 6, I systematically analyze, interpret and explain
the material presented in the first five chapters. I roughly distinguish those
aspects which set the stage for the discussion and the introduction from those
elements which were part of the discussion itself or arose from its
introduction. These two are presented in chronological order. For the rest I
have organized this chapter according to the same dimensions and further
subdivisions I used as framework for my research. My own conclusions will be
presented throughout the sections of this chapter. A summary of some of my
most significant conclusions will be presented at the end of this chapter
followed by a number of pragmatic or strategic theorems or propositions into
which my conclusions could be translated.
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Silverman (2010); Rubin and Rubin (2012); Baarda et al. (1996).
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Chapter 2 Paedocommunion in History
2.1. Introduction
The ultimate focus of this study is on the introduction of paedocommunion in
churches of the Dutch Reformed tradition on both sides of the ocean and the
debate within that same tradition. Both the introduction and the debate
began in the second half of the twentieth century and continue to take place
in the first decades of the twenty first. An overview of paedocommunion in
the nineteen previous centuries helps in more than one way to bring clarity to
and evaluate this more recent introduction and debate.
2.1.1. Periodization
I have chosen a periodization of the history of paedocommunion in three
periods, in line with how this history is commonly divided in the Reformed
paedocommunion debate. These three periods correspond with the three
sections of this second chapter.
The first period of five centuries is treated in a section on the early church,
tracing the first two and a half centuries, in which the practice of
paedocommunion is undocumented, into the second two and a half centuries,
where we see the first explicit references to the practice and personal
theological statements in support of it, as well as the advance from local
regulations to the papal statements in support of it54.
The second section roughly covers the Middle Ages, starting around the year
500 when paedocommunion seems to have been the well-established churchwide practice, until the time just before the Reformation when the practice of
Communion of infants and small children below the age of seven had almost
disappeared.
The third section covers the period from the Reformation until approximately
the Second World War. In light of my focus on the Dutch Reformed tradition,
the Reformation by Luther or the Reformation in Geneva could be considered
the starting point of this tradition. But I have chosen to start with the Hussites
54

Within the Reformed debate many have paid attention to the era of the Reformation. Attention to what
preceded the Reformation has been less, even though the Reformers themselves have always been
intentional about the patristic roots of their worship. See for example H.O. Old, The Patristic Roots of
Reformed Worship (Zürich: Theologischer Verlag, 1975). For many in the Dutch Reformed tradition it was
the liturgical movement of the twentieth century which led the way in going back beyond the Reformation
in its study.
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as forerunners of the Reformation, because of the significance of the Hussite
Reform in paedocommunion history.
2.1.2. Guiding questions
The main question I will try to answer in this second chapter is simple and
straightforward: What is the history of paedocommunion prior to the era on
which my research focuses? But, of course, many sub-questions guide the way
in which I will answer this question. Did theology shape and change
paedocommunion practice, and if so, how? Or did paedocommunion practice
also shape paedocommunion theology, and if so, how? Do the earliest
documents suggest continuity or discontinuity with the practice and theology
of the apostolic church, and do they corroborate with a certain interpretation
of scripture? Is there either continuity or discontinuity in paedocommunion
practice and theology before and after the Reformation? And is there
continuity or discontinuity between practice and theology in the early days of
the Reformation and the Reformed tradition as it developed in the following
centuries? From a practical theological perspective, it is interesting not only to
understand the interplay between practice and theology, but also to
understand whether and how practice and theology of paedocommunion are
shaped by aspects such as politics, economy, culture, education, and personal
health. This may also make us more aware of similar influences on recent
Dutch Reformed paedocommunion practice and theology. I hope to be
especially sensitive to information linking this history of paedocommunion
with the broader history of children and childhood in society and church. For
the sake of comparison with the recent paedocommunion debate, one set of
questions I seek to answer is what Bible texts, what theology, and what
arguments were used in regard to paedocommunion, and with whom, and
about what were our ancestors arguing? My intention is also to evaluate
different historical claims within the paedocommunion debate, a humble
search for the true history of paedocommunion55, in the awareness that I may
have to settle for a subsidiary understanding of how certain historical sources
– or lack thereof – allow multiple interpretations. At the end of the longer
subsections of each section I will provide short summaries and some
preliminary conclusions. I intend to draw more final conclusions after the
more integral analysis which will conclude this dissertation.

55
Interestingly enough, the search for truth, or to establish facts, is mentioned as the ultimate aim of
scientific research in the code of conduct for scientific research of the Association of Dutch Universities,
Vereniging van Universiteiten (VSNU), De Nederlandse Gedragscode Wetenschapsbeoefening: Principes van
goed wetenschappelijk onderwijs en onderzoek, 3rd ed. (’s Gravenhage: Vereniging van Universiteiten
(VSNU), 2014), 5,9. Translated as The Netherlands Code of Conduct for Academic Practice.
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2.2. Paedocommunion in the Early Church
2.2.1. Introduction
The challenge of researching paedocommunion practice and doctrine in the
early church is that there are only a few books from the ancient world that
deal specifically with children56. What we can discover about children is taken
largely from incidental comments, hints or asides by authors57. Though
references to the Eucharist are more frequent in this period, they are still
relatively scattered, unsystematic, and allusive58. So it is not surprising that
when searching for sources that deal with the combination of these two
subjects, Strange summarizes: “We have to proceed by way of inference from
a few stray references” 59.
Between the period that the New Testament was written and the year 150 we
have few extant writings60, and there is no document which explicitly
mentions paedocommunion that can be dated with certainty before the year
250. In this section I will first treat the dozen or so documents and authors
most relevant to the paedocommunion discussion from this ‘undocumented
era’, that is from the Didache until Origen. It is only round the year 250 that
we find our first explicit, but still indirect, reference to the paedocommunion
practice. And it is not until Augustine, in the late fourth and early fifth century
that the issue is dealt with directly61. I will treat these documents and authors
from the second half of the first five centuries, in a second, separate part of
this section. The relatively small amount of documents and authors relevant
to the history of paedocommunion in these first five centuries allow me to
treat the documents or their authors chronologically one by one.
While giving an overview of the most relevant data regarding
paedocommunion practice and doctrine in history, I keep in mind that this
information has been interpreted and assessed differently by the participants
in the debate that I research. Several aspects play an important role in the
56

W.A. Strange, Children in the Early Church: Children in the Ancient World, the New Testament and the
Early Church (Eugene: Wipf and Stock Publishers, 2004), 1.
57
Strange (2004), 1.
58
G.W.H. Lampe, “The Eucharist in the Thought of the Early Church,” in Eucharistic Theology Then and Now,
ed. R.E. Clements (London: S.P.C.K., 1968), 34, in Tommy Lee, The History of Paedocommunion: From the
Early Church until 1500 (accessed June 6, 2011),1.
59
Strange (2004), 103. Strange also contributed material to a report on the admission of children to
Communion within the Church of Wales, see Strange (2004), viii.
60
Blake Purcell, The Testimony of the Ancient Church, in Gregg Strawbridge, ed., The Case for Covenant
Communion (Monroe: Athanasius Press, 2006), 132.
61
Strange (2004), 103.
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assessment of the relevance of the different sources for the paedocommunion
debate, including: the amount of written sources, their age and order, the
directness or indirectness of the references, the authority of the author and
his conservative or innovative reputation, the area in which the author
operated or in which the described practice could have taken place, the size of
that area and the likelihood of the original liturgical practice being continued
in that area.
2.2.2. The Didache
The Didache62, Justin Martyr’s First Apology63 and the Apostolic Tradition,
together form the three key sources regarding the celebration of the Lord’s
Supper in the first centuries64. The Didache originates from Syria and is the
oldest witness regarding admission to the Lord’s Supper65. Going beyond the
explicit requirements of the New Testament66, it requires participants of the
Eucharist to be baptized67. This continues to be the general guideline for
admission to the Lord’s Supper68, except among the Gnostic sects who were
notoriously casual about such matters69.
Whether this connection of baptism and Communion implies
paedocommunion depends on whether the early church baptized its children.
There is no general consensus about this70, not even among writers on
paedocommunion71.
62

The Didache (c. 80 – 120).
And also Justin Martyr’s Testimony of the Dialogue with Trypho, here mentioned in a footnote as it is less
significant in the paedocommunion debate.
64
Ernest Bartels, Take Eat, Take Drink: The Lord’s Supper through the Centuries (Saint Louis: Concordia
Publishing House, 2004), 69.
65
E.C. Whitaker, Documents of the Baptismal Liturgy, Rev. by Maxwell E. Johnson (Collegeville: Liturgical
Press, 2003), 1.
66
J. Van Beelen, Doet dit tot Mijn gedachtenis: Een onderzoek naar de relatie tussen avondmaal en ambt:
over avondmaalsmijding van ambtsdragers en het probleem van de bediening (Leiden: Groen en Zoon,
1996), 194.
67
The Didache says: “But let no one eat or drink of your Thanksgiving (Eucharist), but they who have been
baptized into the name of the Lord; for concerning this also the Lord hath said: Give not that which is holy
to the dogs (Matthew 7:6).” The Teaching of the Twelve Apostles, chap. IX,5, Alexander Roberts & James
Donaldson, eds., Vol. 7 of Ante-Nicene Fathers (Hereafter ANF) (1886; repr., Peabody: Hendrickson
Publishers, 2004), 379-380.
68
Johann Baumgärtler, Die Erstkommunion der Kinder, Ein Ausschnitt aus der Geschichte der katholischen
Kommunionpraxis von der Urkirchlichen Zeit bis zum Ausgang des Mittelalters (München: Verlag Josef Kösel
& Friedrich Pustet, 1929), 13.
69
Henry Chadwick, The Early Church, vol. 1 of The Penguin History of the Church, rev. ed. (London: Penguin
Group, 1993), 261.
70
See for example Paul F. Bradshaw, The Search for the Origins of Christian Worship: Sources and Methods
for the Study of Early Liturgy, 2nd ed. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2002), 66.
71
Like most Reformed participants in the paedocommunion debate I am inclined to think the early church
did baptize infants, as it seems most consistent with Scripture, and is supported by the evidence such as
63
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The Didache also requires weekly Communion72. According to some this
makes participation of baptized children all the more likely73. This connection
between frequent celebration of the Lord’s Supper and participation by
children is certainly found in the twentieth century74. The possibly implied
requirement of instruction before baptism75 does not equal a requirement of
catechism and public profession of faith prior to the celebration of the
Eucharist for those who were baptized as children. The Didache does require
holiness and or repentance76, public confession of transgressions77, and
reconciliation with one’s fellow78.
2.2.3. Justin Martyr
Halfway through the second century, writing in Rome, Justin Martyr provides
us with the second key source regarding the celebration of the Lord’s Supper
in his First Apology79. In chapter 6580 Justin connects baptism and Communion.
This connection is found at three levels. First, baptism is a requirement for
Communion. Secondly, the two are doctrinally related. And thirdly, they are
liturgically integrated, within the rite of initiation.

presented by Jeremias in his debate with Aland. Joachim Jeremias, Infant Baptism: In The First Four
Centuries, Trans. David Cairns (1958; Eugene: Wipf and Stock, 2004) and Kurt Aland, Did The Early Church
Baptize Infants?, Trans. G.R. Beasley-Murray (1961; Eugene: Wipf and Stock, 2004) and Joachim Jeremias,
The Origins of Infant Baptism: A further study in reply to Kurt Aland, Trans. Dorothea M. Barton (1962;
Eugene: Wipf and Stock, 2004).
72
Didache or The Teaching of the Twelve Apostles, chap. XIV, ANF 7:381.
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Purcell (2006), 133.
74
See for example the 4-step development within the history of the Hussite Reformation: 1. frequent
celebration, 2. lay participation, 3. lay reception of both elements, 4. infant Communion. See David R.
Holeton, “The Communion of Infants and Hussitism,” Communio Viatorum XXVII (1984): 207-225, and “The
Communion of Infants: The Basel Years,” Communio Viatorum ΧΧΙΧ (1986): 15-40, and Thomas A. Fudge,
“Hussite Infant Communion,” Lutheran Quarterly Χ (1996): 179-194. See for a Dutch twentieth century
example Paul Oskamp, Liturgische broedplaatsen (Kampen, Kok, 1973), 116.
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Didache, chap. VII.1, ANF 7:379.
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Didache, chap. X.6, ANF 7:379.
77
Didache, chap. XIV.1, ANF 7:381.
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Didache, chap. XIV.2, ANF 7:381. Van Beelen (1996), 199.
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Justin Martyr, First Apology (c. 150 – 160).
80
“But we, after we have thus washed him who has been convinced and has assented to our teaching, bring
him to the place where those who are called brethren are assembled, in order that we may offer hearty
prayers in common for ourselves and for the baptized person, (…) Having ended the prayers, we salute one
another with a kiss. There is then brought to the president of the brethren bread and a cup of wine mixed
with water; and he taking them, gives praise and glory to the Father of the universe, through the name of
the Son and of the Holy Ghost, and offers thanks at considerable length for our being counted worthy to
receive these things at His hands. (…) And when the president has given thanks, and all the people have
expressed their assent, those who are called by us deacons give to each of those present to partake of the
bread and wine mixed with water over which the thanksgiving was pronounced, and to those who are
absent they carry away a portion.” Justin Martyr, First Apology, chap. LXV, ANF 1:185.
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This rite of initiation follows a threefold pattern of baptism, anointing81 and
first Communion. Of all baptismal documents known in 1970, ninety-five
percent conclude with the Eucharist82. Since then, owing to new scholarly and
critical reading of the sources, assumptions such as the existence of a single,
monolinear, and original unitive pattern of baptism, confirmation and first
Communion, have been revised83. But these revisions seem to focus primarily
on the meaning of the anointing and consequently the origin of confirmation,
as well as the diversity in sequence. Though the ninety-five percent may need
adjustment, strong evidence still supports that baptism and Communion
liturgically belonged together and have been separated over the course of
history84.
It is unlikely that Justin meant his description “who has been convinced and
has assented to our teaching”85 to exclude young children of believers, neither
his words in chapter 1686. There is not sufficient ground to conclude that,
besides being baptized, each person must first receive instruction and make a
public profession of faith before being admitted to the Lord’s Supper, which
would exclude children, as opponents of paedocommunion claim.
Similar in relevance to the threefold pattern of the initiation rite is the fouraction shape of the Eucharist that Gregory Dix recognized: offertory, prayer,
fraction, and Communion87. This “constituted the absolute invariable nucleus
of every Eucharist rite known to us throughout antiquity from the Euphrates
to Gaul”, says Dix88. Current general consensus questions the presuppositions
of Dix’ theory of the four-action shape of the Eucharist and the existence of
such uniformity in the early church. Further research is needed to establish
how common the offertory was in the early church, how relevant this makes

81

Anointing with laying on of hands developed into confirmation.
Pearcy (1980), 43, referring to the 1970 edition of Whitaker’s Documents of the Baptismal Liturgy
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Whitaker (2003), xiii-xiv.
84
See also J.D.C. Fisher, Christian Initiation: Baptism in the Medieval West; A study in the disintegration of
the primitive rite of initiation. (1965; repr., Chicago: Hillebrand Books, 2004).
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Justin Martyr, First Apology, chap. LXV, ANF 1:185.
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“And this food is called among us the Eucharist, of which no one is allowed to partake but the man who
believes that the things which we teach are true, and who has been washed with the washing that is for the
remission of sins, and unto regeneration, and who is so living as Christ has enjoined. For not as common
bread and common drink do we receive these.” Justin Martyr, First Apology, chap. LXVI, ANF 1:185.
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Gregory Dix, The Shape of the Liturgy; New Edition with an introduction by Dr Simon Jones. (1945; London:
Continuum, 2010), 48f.
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the boy of John 6:989, and what openings this might offer to a more active
participation of believers, both young and old, in Communion90.
Discussions on the order of words of chapter 6191 and 6692 of Justin Martyr’s
First Apology have taken place, similar to discussions on Mark 16:16. Some
suggest the word order indicates what should precede participation in the
Lord’s Supper for anybody, no matter their age and ability. I am of the opinion
that it describes the most logical and common order in a missionary context
without implications for children.
From a more dogmatic historical perspective Justin’s words are also
considered “the first formulation of spiritual realism, which the Church
confesses in its sacraments”93 or “dynamic realism”94, the elements effecting
regeneration while not outside of faith and therefore not ex opere operato. It
is often suggested by opponents that the practice of paedocommunion is only
possible in the context of an ex opere operato sacramental theology, or even a
magical understanding of the Lord’s Supper.
2.2.4. Irenaeus
The relevance of Irenaeus95, bishop of Lugdunum, Gaul96, for the
paedocommunion debate is that he treats children as regenerated as well as
sanctified in his Against Heresies97. It is true that Irenaeus gives the instruction
89

A similar new light is shed on Acts 6, and the possible active role of women and widows in the
administration of meals (and Eucharist?) in Retra Halteman Finger, Of Widows and Meals: Communal Meals
in the Book of Acts (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2007), 274-275.
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I thank Dr. Kees de Ruijter for this eye-opener. Cp.Kenneth W. Stevenson suggests the reintroduction of
the offertory “served to engender a sense of the Eucharist being a people’s liturgy, especially if the bread
and the wine had been literally been prepared at home,” The New Westminster Dictionary of Liturgy &
Worship, s.v. “Offertory.”
91
“As many as are persuaded and believe that what we teach and say is true, and undertake to be able to
live accordingly, are instructed to pray and to entreat God with fasting, for the remission of their sins that
are past, we praying and fasting with them. Then they are brought by us where there is water, and are
regenerated in the same manner in which we were ourselves regenerated.” Justin Martyr, First Apology,
chap. LXI, ANF 1:183.
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Justin Martyr, First Apology, chap. LXVI, ANF 1:185.
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J.N. Bakhuizen van den Brink, W.F. Dankbaar, Handboek der kerkgeschiedenis, Deel I, De kerk tot
Gregorius de Grote, 5th ed. (Leeuwarden: De Tille, 1979), 75.
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J. Van Genderen, “Het avondmaal in de oude kerk en in de kerk van het oosten,” in Bij brood en beker:
Leer en gebruik van het Heilig Avondmaal in het Nieuwe Testament en in de geschiedenis van de westerse
kerk, ed. W. Van ’t Spijker, 2nd ed. (Kampen: de Groot Goudriaan, 1999), 74. See also Coppes (1988), 37f.
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Irenaeus (c. 126-202).
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Now Lyon, France.
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“For He came to save all through means of Himself — all, I say, who through Him are born again to God —
infants, and children, and boys, and youths, and old men. He therefore passed through every age, becoming
an infant for infants, thus sanctifying infants; a child for children, thus sanctifying those who are of this age,
being at the same time made to them an example of piety, righteousness, and submission; a youth for
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that the celebration of the Eucharist should not be carnal, but in spirit and in
truth98. It is not necessary to conclude that for this reason covenant children
would be barred from the Eucharist, effectively nullifying their regenerated
and sanctified status.
2.2.5. Clement of Alexandria
Clement of Alexandria99 wrote The Instructor in about 190-195. In chapter VI
of Book I he deals with several food100 and nourishment101 metaphors that the
Bible uses, in relation to the biblical use of images of life stages, growth and
development102, while also mentioning baptism and alluding to the Eucharist.
Nevertheless the chapter does not provide direct evidence regarding
paedocommunion and certainly not the possible evidence of an Egyptian
practice of excluding children, as Beckwith claims103. Clement strongly argues
for the spiritual equality of Christians over against the division created by the
Gnostics, and therefore his words about full-grown drinking (the blood of the
Lord), while babes suck, do not suggest such division and exclusion104. In the
same chapter we do (again) find indirect support for paedocommunion in the
presupposed unity between baptism and the Lord’s Supper105.

youths, becoming an example to youths, and thus sanctifying them for the Lord. So likewise He was an old
man for old men, that He might be a perfect Master for all, not merely as respects the setting forth of the
truth, but also as regards age, sanctifying at the same time the aged also, and becoming an example to
them likewise.” Irenaeus, Against Heresies, bk. 2, chap. 22.4, ANF 1:391.
98
“And therefore the oblation of the Eucharist is not a carnal one, but a spiritual; and in this respect it is
pure. For we make an oblation to God of the bread and the cup of blessing, giving Him thanks in that He has
commanded the earth to bring forth these fruits for our nourishment. And then, when we have perfected
the oblation, we invoke the Holy Spirit, that He may exhibit this sacrifice, both the bread the body of Christ,
and the cup the blood of Christ, in order that the receivers of these antitypes may obtain remission of sins
and life eternal. Those persons, then, who perform these oblations in remembrance of the Lord, do not fall
in with Jewish views, but, performing the service after a spiritual manner, they shall be called sons of
wisdom.” Irenaeus, Fragments from the Lost Writings of Irenaeus, chap. XXXVII, ANF 1:574.
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honey (10x), wine (7x), butter (3x), and (olive) oil (2x).
101
Clement mentions (forms of) the words eat (40x), nourish (26x), drink (18x), nutriment (11x), breast
(13x), nurse (6x), suck (4x), feed (4x), swallow (1x).
102
Clement mentions (forms of) the words child (44x), babe (14x), grow (6x), wise (6x), old (people) (2x),
little one (1x) and full-grown (1x).
103
Roger T. Beckwith, “The Age of Admission to the Lord’s Supper,” Westminster Theological Journal
XXXVIII, No. 2 (Winter 1976), 125, fn3.
104
Clement of Alexandria, The Instructor, bk. I, chap. VI, ANF 2:218.
105
“With milk, then, the Lord’s nutriment, we are nursed directly we are born; and as soon as we are
regenerated, we are honoured by receiving the good news of the hope of rest (...) receiving through what is
material the pledge of the sacred food.” Clement of Alexandria, The Instructor, bk. I, chap. VI, ANF 2:220.
See Tim Gallant, A Catena of Quotes from the Ancients,
http://www.paedocommunion.com/articles/fathers_quotations.php (accessed July 4, 2011), see also
Gallant (2003), 121.
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Book II of The Instructor offers a code of morals and manners, opening with a
first chapter on eating followed by a second chapter on drinking. Again these
chapters do not deal with paedocommunion directly, but they provide us with
relevant remarks by Clement. He speaks of [the necessity of] faithful
participation in the Eucharist106; he seems to locate the abuse of 1 Corinthians
11 in the context of the agape and not of the Lord’s Supper107, applying Paul’s
words as a more general instruction regarding moderation versus gluttony, in
chapter 1, and a guideline to always conduct ourselves as in the Lord’s
presence, in chapter 2108.
In his preface to Book I of The Stromata Clement mentions a custom of some
to choose individually whether to participate or to shun the Eucharist. The
translator adds in a footnote that this was apparently allowed, but
exceptionally so109. In this context Clement quotes 1 Corinthians 11:27-28. On
the one hand, it is remarkable that this self-examination with the option of
Christians shunning the Eucharist is the custom of some, and maybe even
exceptionally so. On the other hand, Clement does seem to agree with an
application of these words on worthiness and self-examination that go beyond
the specific context of the Corinthian church and even beyond the context of
the Eucharist.
2.2.6. Tertullian
Tertullian, from Carthage in North Africa, does not provide us with any
evidence regarding children’s participation in the Lord’s Supper110, unless you
hear his remark that the sacrament of the Eucharist is to be taken by all alike
as including children as part of the “all”111. Though the translators of the AnteNicene Fathers apply this to men and women, rich and poor, it could be
deduced from Tertullian’s mentioning of the regular practice of infant
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“And the mixture of both — of the water and of the Word — is called Eucharist, renowned and glorious
grace; and they who by faith partake of it are sanctified both in body and soul.” Clement of Alexandria, The
Instructor, bk. II, chap. II, ANF 2:242.
107
Clement of Alexandria, The Instructor, bk. II, chap. I, ANF 2:240 n8.
108
Clement of Alexandria, The Instructor, bk. II, chap. II, ANF 2:246.
109
Clement of Alexandria, The Stromata, bk. I, chap. I, ANF 2:300 n4.
110
Contrary to the claim of C. FitzSimons Allison, “Anglican Initiatory Rites: A Contribution to the Current
Debate,” Anglican and Episcopal History 56 (1987), 32. As quoted in Mark D. Tranvik, “Should Infants Be
Communed?” Word & World XV, no. 1, (Winter 1995), 87.
111
“We take also, in congregations before daybreak, and from the hand of none but the presidents, the
sacrament of the Eucharist, which the Lord both commanded to be eaten at meal times, and enjoined to be
taken by all alike.” Tertullian, The Chaplet, or De Corona, chap. III, ANF 3:94 (dated c. 200).
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baptism112 that infants are also included in these words. Tertullian’s To His
Wife is one of three early documents that evidence women’s participation113.
2.2.7. Didascalia Apostolorum
The Didascalia Apostolorum, composed in North Syria during the first half of
the third century, probably round 230114, gives instructions in chapter XII
regarding seating arrangements in the church building and physical
dispositions during the assemblies for bishop, presbyter, deacons, men,
women, as well as children115. The paragraph also mentions the Eucharist and
the implication seems to be that the seating arrangements apply to those who
also partake of the Eucharist. When chapter IX instructs: “honour the bishops,
who have loosed you from sins, who by the water regenerated you, who filled
you with the Holy Spirit, who reared you with the word as with milk, who bred
you up with doctrine, who confirmed you with admonition, and made you to
partake of the holy Eucharist of God, and made you partakers and joint heirs
of the promise of God” 116 it is (theologically) illogical to interpret this as a
strict chronological description of consecutive actions separating baptism
from the Eucharist by periods or the occasion of being filled with the Spirit,
being reared with the Word, being brought up with doctrine and being
confirmed with admonition. On the other hand, interpreting baptism as the
occasion on which all the other mentioned privileges are being received would
do more justice to this quote, thereby providing possible indirect evidence for
paedocommunion.
2.2.8. Origen
The absence of an English translation of Origen’s complete Homilies on
Judges117, and the apparent lack of access to the original text for many of the
participants in the paedocommunion debate has led to the persistence of the
mistaken claim that Origen states in Homilies on the Book of Judges 6.2 that
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Purcell mentions Tertullian’s treatise on Baptism, art. 18.
Tertullian, To His Wife, bk. 2, chap. IV.8, ANF 4:46. Beckwith does refer to Tertullian in order to show that
the evidence for women participating in the Lord’s Supper appears in about the same time as the evidence
of infant baptism (i.e. the last twenty years of the second century) whereas the first evidence for infant and
child Communion is decidedly later. Hence, Beckwith argues, the first Christians recognized the disparity
between the case of infant or children and the case of women. Beckwith (1976), 135.
114
Bradshaw (2002), 79.
115
Didascalia Apostolorum, chap. IX, R. Hugh Connolly (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1929), 57-59.
http://www.bombaxo.com/didascalia.html (accessed August 15, 2011).
116
Didascalia Apostolorum, chap. XII, Connolly (1929) 40. http://www.bombaxo.com/didascalia.html
(accessed August 15, 2011).
117
Homilies on Judges (c. 238 – 248).
113
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children are not given Communion118. This mistake led to the conclusion that a
clear denial of access to the Lord’s Supper for children preceded the first
definite reference to infant or child Communion by Cyprian by sixteen
years119.
In 2010 a new, possibly even first-ever, English translation of Origen’s
Homilies on Judges by Elizabeth Ann Dively Lauro was published as volume
119 of The Fathers of the Church series. Lauro has not only provided us with a
translation of Homilies on the Book of Judges 6.2 that carries more
authority120, but with her translation of the full treatise has also provided an
English-reading audience with the context needed for the proper
interpretation of Origen’s statement. Lauro’s translation makes clear that
Origen is only speaking of children or babes metaphorically. Origen applies
Deborah’s Song from Judges 5 allegorically to “those things which in the last
times and at the end of the age are accomplished through the Church” 121 and
interprets “the leaders of Israel” as “the angels whom the Lord appoints to
attend to every least person in the Church”122. We know that Origen is very
much aware of Paul’s allegorical interpretation of the Red Sea crossing as
baptism in 1 Corinthians 10:1-2123 which leads to my conclusion that baptism
is mentioned allegorically in the same section. In Homily 6.2 Origen speaks
about the time “when at first we begin to come to the worship of God, when
we receive the beginnings of the word of God and of the heavenly doctrine
from “the leaders of Israel”124. This supports the conclusion that Origen is
speaking of unbaptized adult catechumens via the imagery of childhood.
Considering the fact that he refers to the angels, mentioned in Exodus 14:19,
118

Beckwith, Coppes, Leithart, Gallant, Dalby, and Venema all quote the same translation of Origen’s
Homilies on the Book of Judges 6:2, where he writes: “Before we arrive at the provision of the heavenly
bread, and are filled with the flesh of the spotless Lamb, before we are inebriated with the blood of the true
Vine which sprang from the root of David, while we are children, and are fed with milk, and retain the
discourse about the first principles of Christ, as children we act under the oversight of stewards, namely the
guardian angels.” Origen, Homilies on the Book of Judges, 6.2; Beckwith (1975), 127; Coppes (1988), 41;
Leithart (1998), 39; Gallant (2002), 110; Dalby (2003), 9; Venema (2009), 13f.
119
In the paedocommunion debate Origen’s Homilies on the Book of Judges have been dated c. 235, slightly
earlier than Lauro does. She dates the text between 238 and 248 and most probably between 245 and 248
Cyprian’s words are generally dated in 251 Lauro (2010), 13-20.
120
Lauro translates: “Before we may obtain the yearly provision of “heavenly bread” and may be satisfied
by the flesh “of the unblemished lamb,” before we may become intoxicated with the blood of the “true
vine” which has risen up from the root of David, so long as we are “babes” and are nourished “with milk”
and hold to discourse about the first principles of Christ, we act just as “babes under the angel-‘overseers’
and angel-‘stewards’.” Origen, Homilies on the Book of Judges, 6.2, trans. Elizabeth Ann Dively Lauro: The
Fathers of the Church (hereafter FOTC) vol. 119 (Washington, D.C.: Catholic University of America Press,
2010), 87.
121
Origen, Homilies on Judges, 6:1, FOTC119, 84.
122
Origen, Homilies on Judges, 6:2, FOTC119, 85.
123
See for example: Origen, Against Celsus, bk. IV, chap. XLIX, ANF 4:520.
124
Origen, Homilies on Judges, 6:2, FOTC119, 85.
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that fought on behalf of the Israelites just before and while they were crossing
the Red Sea, Origen appears to be speaking about the same angels now
fighting for, teaching and helping the catechumens until the time they are
baptized, which is until the time they start to celebrate the Lord’s Supper125.
2.2.9. Summary
I conclude that the dozen of documents from this era, which recur in the
paedocommunion debate, do not mention paedocommunion. In that sense
we could speak of an ‘undocumented era’. Possible exception is The Apostolic
Tradition, which has been ascribed to Hippolytus of Rome, which would justify
dating it round 215. But as we will see, its authorship is debated and it cannot
be dated in this era with certainty. For that reason I have chosen to treat it
later. The documents which can be dated in this first era provide
circumstantial evidence in the paedocommunion discussion. They do so by
revealing the close connection between baptism and Communion, by
mentioning the frequency of Communion and by speaking about all enjoining
it, as well as by speaking about the identity of children and their place in
worship.
2.2.10. Cyprian
Cyprian, bishop of Carthage in North Africa from 248-258, provides us with the
first definite and indisputable references to the practice of infant Communion.
Both references are found in Cyprian’s On the Lapsed126. In chapter 9 Cyprian’s
words presuppose the practice of paedocommunion as he puts words in the
mouths of children of lapsed Christians who will say on Judgment Day, “We
have done nothing; nor have we forsaken the Lord’s bread and cup to hasten
freely to a profane contact; the faithlessness of others has ruined us”127.
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I do not question whether Origen also speaks of angels as guardians of children of Christian parents, as
he does in his Commentary on Matthew, bk. XIII, 26-28. ANF 9:490-491. Cp. Roger Beckwith and Andrew
Daunton-Fear, The Water and the Wine: A Contribution to the Debate on Children and Holy Communion
(London: Latimer Trust, 2005), 51, fn.118.
126
On the Lapsed (c. 250).
127
The full text reads: “But to many their own destruction was not sufficient. With mutual exhortations,
people were urged to their ruin; death was pledged by turns in the deadly cup. And that nothing might be
wanting to aggravate the crime, infants also, in the arms of their parents, either carried or conducted, lost,
while yet little ones, what in the very first beginning of their nativity they had gained. Will not they, when
the day of judgment comes, say, “We have done nothing; nor have we forsaken the Lord’s bread and cup to
hasten freely to a profane contact; the faithlessness of others has ruined us. We have found our parents our
murderers; they have denied to us the Church as a Mother; they have denied God as a Father: so that, while
we were little, and unforeseeing, and unconscious of such a crime, we were associated by others to the
partnership of wickedness, and we were snared by the deceit of others?” Cyprian, Treatises, On the Lapsed,
chap. 9, ANF 5:439.
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In chapter 25, Cyprian describes an incident which takes place in the context
of paedocommunion practice128. As Cyprian himself points out in the first
sentence of chapter 26, the child is not yet able to speak129, which makes this
a case of infant Communion in the true sense of the word. Cyprian’s words in
chapter 9 do not allow the existence of a practice of paedocommunion up to a
certain age, only to be admitted anew at a more mature age130. Cyprian’s
speaks of a sacrament and the Eucharist, even though only one element of
Communion is mentioned and even though in this unique situation it is forcefed131.
Chapter 9 does not allow the incident of chapter 25 to be the one and only
instance of paedocommunion132. Nor do the words of the children in chapter 9
allow that Cyprian was speaking of a local practice of Carthage or nothing
more than the churches under his oversight as a bishop, while being aware of
a widespread different practice in which children were excluded from the
table, either currently or in history. The North African church may have shown
a relative independence in disciplinary issues133, but it is unlikely to be the
case in paedocommunion. The complaint or defense of the children would
make no sense if this were the case. It would certainly not fit in a text
specifically treating the problem of lapsed Christians, if believing Christian
parents would also make their children forsake the Lord’s bread and cup. At
128

“Learn what occurred when I myself was present and a witness. Some parents who by chance were
escaping, being little careful on account of their terror, left a little daughter under the care of a wet-nurse.
The nurse gave up the forsaken child to the magistrates. They gave it, in the presence of an idol whither the
people flocked (because it was not yet able to eat flesh on account of its years), bread mingled with wine,
which however itself was the remainder of what had been used in the immolation of those that had
perished. Subsequently the mother recovered her child. But the girl was no more able to speak, or to
indicate the crime that had been committed, than she had before been able to understand or to prevent it.
Therefore it happened unawares in their ignorance, that when we were sacrificing, the mother brought it in
with her. Moreover, the girl mingled with the saints, became impatient of our prayer and supplications, and
was at one moment shaken with weeping, and at another tossed about like a wave of the sea by the violent
excitement of her mind; as if by the compulsion of a torturer the soul of that still tender child confessed a
consciousness of the fact with such signs as it could. When, however, the solemnities were finished, and the
deacon began to offer the cup to those present, and when, as the rest received it, its turn approached, the
little child, by the instinct of the divine majesty, turned away its face, compressed its mouth with resisting
lips, and refused the cup. Still the deacon persisted, and, although against her efforts, forced on her some
of the sacrament of the cup. Then there followed a sobbing and vomiting. In a profane body and mouth the
Eucharist could not remain; the draught sanctified in the blood of the Lord burst forth from the polluted
stomach. So great is the Lord’s power, so great is His majesty. The secrets of darkness were disclosed under
His light, and not even hidden crimes deceived God’s priest.” Cyprian, Treatises, On the Lapsed, chap. 25,
ANF 5:444.
129
“This much about an infant, which was not yet of an age to speak of the crime committed by others in
respect of herself.” Cyprian, Treatises, On the Lapsed, chap. 26, ANF 5:444.
130
Contra Bolkestein (1964), 35.
131
Contra Winzer (2007), 32.
132
Contra Waterland. As quoted by Dalby (2003), 11.
133
Baumgärtler (1929), 32.

55

Paedocommunion in the Dutch Reformed Tradition
the same time, it is fair to ask to what extent Cyprian had an oversight of the
historic practice since the days of the Apostles and to what extent Cyprian had
knowledge of the practice in the whole Christian church, or even the complete
Western branch.
It is also unlikely that these first references to paedocommunion are also its
first occurrence, its innovation by Cyprian, or even a relative recent innovation
at that time. I agree with Gallant who writes “Cyprian was a strong promoter
of the catholicity of the Church, and his writings reveal to us a mindset that
would not likely allow for an individualistic and radical innovation in church
practice”134. With Gallant, I point to Epistle LXII135. Cyprian’s argument in that
epistle is summarized in his words that there should be no departure from
what Christ both taught and did. Cyprian reminds Caecilius that Christ is to be
followed before man, and that Christ’s teaching and practice preceded
traditions that may have existed. Cyprian also emphasizes that this is
especially true when it comes to the celebration of the sacrament of the
Eucharist.
Compared to the first definite references to infant baptism, Cyprian’s
references are approximately seven decades younger. The amount of
references to infant baptism in the early church is also higher than the
amount of references to infant Communion. But as documents with explicit
references for both practices are scarce in the early church one wonders
whether there is any statistical significance to this time-gap or discrepancy136.
It is interesting to notice that Cyprian speaks of both infant baptism and infant
Communion and also mentions the threefold pattern of initiation by baptism,
134

Gallant (2003), 115. Contra Kenneth Gentry as quoted in Gallant (2003), 115. Contra Winzer (2007), 30.
Some refer to Joachim Jeremias as authority regarding paedocommunion as innovation, and the time in
which this innovation would have taken place. In Jeremias’ first book on infant baptism he writes that from
this work by Cyprian we learn that it was customary to admit little children to Communion (1958/2004), 85.
In his second book on infant baptism he seems to suggest that he does not consider it possible that it was
already customary at the beginning of the second century, as Aland thinks (1962/2004), 39. That suggests
that the innovation took place somewhere in between. But Jeremias does not specify his reasons for this
opinion..
135
Cyprian, The Epistles of Cyprian, Epistle LXII (Oxford LXIII), esp. LXII.14, 17, 18, ANF 5:358-364.
136
Rylaarsdam for example speaks of Cyprian as the first theologian in the early church to offer a significant
rationale for infant baptism as well as the first undisputed witness to infant Communion (as the conclusion
of the baptismal rite). David M. Rylaarsdam, “Reconnecting Baptism and the Lord’s Supper: Sacraments of
the Covenant Community,” 2004-2005 http://www.dereformatie.nl/content/files/Files/Bijlagen/86/8614_Robert_Roth.pdf (accessed July 5, 2011), 12.
Rushdoony argues along the same lines, referring to Cyprian’s Epistle to Fidus on Baptism of infants.
Cyprian, The Epistles of Cyprian, Epistle LVIII (Oxford ed. LXIV), ANF 5:353-354. Rushdoony calls attention to
the persistence of the Old Testament pattern regarding baptism and believes that the same would be true
for the participation of children in what Rushdoony calls the Christian Passover. Rousas John Rushdoony,
The Institutes of Biblical Law: A Chalcedon Study with three appendices by Gary North. 6th ed. (New Jersey:
The Presbyterian and Reformed Publishing Company, 1980), 752 f.
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anointing and Eucharist in his Letter to Januarius137. In light of later discussion,
it is remarkable that the practical circumstances behind these two texts have
closer links with 1 Corinthians 8 and 10 than they do with chapter 11. In other
words, the choice is between participating in the Christian Eucharist or in the
pagan meals, and not between participating as a Christian and abstaining or
being barred as a Christian.
2.2.11. Sicilian Inscription
Dating from about 200 several inscriptions on tombstones marking the graves
of infants and children provide supporting evidence for the practice of infant
baptism138. As far as infant baptism is related to infant Communion, all these
inscriptions provide indirect evidence for the latter. One tombstone
inscription that should be dated before 337 refers to an emergency baptism
and to the Eucharist (in esoteric terms), saying: “To Julia Florentina, a most
sweet and innocent child, who had been made a believer, her parent raised
this memorial. Having been born a pagan before daybreak on 5th March when
Zoilus was Corrector of the Province, at the age of eighteen months and
twenty-two days she was made a full believer at 2 am. She yielded her spirit at
last, having survived for four hours with the result she received the customary
rites139 once again”140. The Council of Nicea had decreed that those about to
die should not be deprived of the Viaticum141. Jeremias mentions that in the
fourth and fifth centuries in some places it was even reckoned important that
the Eucharist should be in the mouth at the moment of the soul’s
departure142.
2.2.12. Egeria’s Diary
Egeria provides us with a pilgrim’s observation of worship in Jerusalem during
her stay between approximately 381 and 384 She does not write about
137

Cyprian, The Epistles of Cyprian, Epistle LXIX.2 (Oxford LXX), ANF 5:376.
See the discussion between Jeremias and Aland on the significance of these inscriptions. The inscriptions
were already referred to by for example in Robert L. Dabney, Systematic Theology, Vol. 2, lecture 66 (1878;
repr., St. Louis, Presbyterian Publishing Company of St. Louis, 1996), 792.
139
Consueta.
140
Dalby (2003),11.
141
The Council of Nicea (325), can. 13: “Concerning those about to die, the ancient church and canonical
law is to be kept even now, so that if someone is about to die he should not be deprived of the last and
absolute necessary Viaticum,” NPNF2 14:29. Purcell also refers to Canon 25 of the Arabic Version of the
Nicene Canons, stating “That no one should be forbidden Holy Communion unless such as are doing
penance.” But there is consensus that these canons are falsely attributed to the Council of Nicea and they
may have been written closer to the end of the millennium. Purcell (2006), 136.
142
Jeremias (1958-2004), 90. For further evidence Jeremias refers to F.J. Dölger, Ichthys II, Münster, 1922
(Mysterium fidei. On the history of the Last Sacrament), 527-535.
138
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children participating specifically in the Eucharist, but she does write about
little boys who actively participate as a specific group responding to the
deacons’ commemorations with a repeated “Lord, have mercy” in loud
voices143. In her description of the Holy Week we find a reenactment of the
Gospel story in which children met the Lord with palm branches. Egeria
notices how not just children, but even babies and those too young to walk
are included in this procession144.
2.2.13. The Apostolic Tradition
The Apostolic Tradition, chapter 3-46 of book 8 of The Constitutions of the
Holy Apostles has been attributed to Hippolytus of Rome in the past, which
would justify a date of approximately 215 More recently, scholars such as
Maxwell Johnson, L. Edward Phillips and Paul F. Bradshaw have come to the
conclusion that it is a compilation of material from “different sources, quite
probably arising from different geographical regions and almost certainly from
different historical periods, from perhaps as early as the second half of the
second century to as late as the middle of the fourth century”145.
Children are mentioned four times in The Apostolic Tradition; twice as
participants in the worship service146, and twice in relation to the celebration
of the Eucharist147. Children of believers are not removed: mothers take up
143
“Then, when they have finished singing everything which is appointed, the bishop rises and goes in front
of the railed area (i.e. the railed area before the tomb of Christ). One of the deacons makes the normal
commemoration of individuals, and each time he mentions a name, a large group of boys responds Kyrie
eleison (in our language, “Lord, have mercy”). Their voices are very loud.” Egeria’s Diary, 24.5. Lester Ruth,
Carrie Stewart, and John D. Witvliet, eds., Walking Where Jesus Walked: Worship in Fourth-Century
Jerusalem (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2010), 48.
144
“At five o’clock the passage is read from the Gospel about the children who met the Lord with palm
branches, saying, “Blessed is he that cometh in the name of the Lord.” At this the bishop and all the people
rise from their places, and start off on foot down from the summit of the Mount of Olives. All the people go
before him with psalms and antiphons, all the time repeating, “Blessed is he that cometh in the name of the
Lord.” “The babies and the ones too young to walk are carried on their parents’ shoulders. Everyone is
carrying branches, either palm or olive, and they accompany the bishop in the very way people did when
once they went down with the Lord.” Egeria’s Diary, 31.2-3. Ruth, Stewart, and Witvliet (2010), 53.
145
Bradshaw (2002), 83.
146
“But at the naming of every one by the deacon, as we said before, let the people say, Lord, have mercy
upon him; and let the children say it first.” The Apostolic Tradition, Constitutions of the Holy Apostles, bk.
VIII, chap. VI.9, ANF 7:483. “And let the children stand at the reading-desk; and let another deacon stand by
them, that they may not be disorderly.” The Apostolic Tradition, Constitutions of the Holy Apostles, bk. VIII,
chap. XI.10, ANF 7:486.
147
Deacons are instructed to speak the following words: “Let none of the catechumens, let none of the
hearers, let none of the unbelievers, let none of the heterodox, stay here. You who have prayed the
foregoing prayer, depart. Let the mothers receive their children; let no one have anything against any one;
let no one come in hypocrisy; let us stand upright before the Lord with fear and trembling, to offer.” The
Apostolic Tradition, Constitutions of the Holy Apostles, bk. VIII, chap. XII.2, ANF 7:486. Dalby translates
“Mothers, take up your children,” which suggests that some at least were little more than babes. Dalby
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their children and children are mentioned in the order in which several groups
partake of the Eucharist148.
Some have apparently dismissed this information as (semi) Arian. But their
pattern of worship was probably not much different than that of the
orthodox. We can conclude that the Apostolic Tradition gives us another
example of paedocommunion in the period at least before Augustine and
possibly going back even before Cyprian. It also appears to be the first known
document regulating the participation of children in the Lord’s Supper.
2.2.14. Testamentum Domini
Instructions similar to those in the Apostolic Tradition are given in the late
fourth, early fifth century church order Testamentum Domini149. Villien
translates the instruction from the Testamentum: “The bishop is the first to
communicate, then the priests, deacons, widows, readers, subdeacons, those
who are endowed with charismata, the newly-baptized, and the children. The
people draw nigh in the following order: old men, bachelors, other men;
among the women, the deaconesses and then the other women”150. The
Testamentum Domini provides another example of the existence as well as
the regulation of paedocommunion.
2.2.15. Augustine
Augustine, bishop of Hippo Regius from 396 to 430, argues for the
controversial doctrine of original sin on the basis of the known and wellaccepted practice of paedocommunion. With Gallant I believe that for
Augustine to assume that his argument was valid, paedocommunion had to be
(2003), 12. “And after that, let the bishop partake, then the presbyters, and deacons, and sub-deacons, and
the readers, and the singers, and the ascetics; and then of the women, the deaconesses, and the virgins,
and the widows; then the children; and then all the people in order, with reverence and godly fear, without
tumult.” The Apostolic Tradition, Constitutions of the Holy Apostles, bk. VIII, chap. XIII.4, ANF 7:490. Dalby
also notes that the Apostolic Constitutions refer to children (paidia) rather than infants (nepioi), but that
the two are treated as interchangeable in bk. VI, chap. 15.
148
Hermans suggests that the order of participation may even indicate a certain spiritual hierarchy in which
God gives children the first place. This may have been based on Jesus’ words about children and the
Kingdom, but also on their possession of yet unblemished baptismal grace. According to Hermans, there is
similar significance to the children’s nearness to the altar during worship, where they would be placed in
front of the people. J. Hermans, Eucharistie vieren met kinderen: Een liturgie-wetenschappelijke studie over
de deelname van het kind aan de eucharistie in het verleden en volgens de huidige kerkelijke richtlijnen
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practiced in North Africa, Rome and Milan, where Augustine had worked, as
well as in Palestina and the East, where his Pelagian opponents sojourned, and
possibly even in Britain, where Pelagius originated151. Paedocommunion also
had to be viewed as an ancient, even apostolic, tradition from the earliest
church by both Augustine152 and his opponents.
It is this line of arguing from practice to theology that makes Augustine say:
“They’re infants, but they receive his sacraments. They are infants, but they
share in his table, in order to have life in themselves”153. And: “Why is the
blood, which of the likeness of sinful flesh was shed for the remission of sins,
ministered that the little one (parvulus) may drink, that he may have life,
unless he hath come to death by a beginning of sin on the part of some
one?”154.
In his book On forgiveness of Sins, and Baptism Augustine writes: “Let us, I say,
hear what the Lord says – not indeed concerning the sacrament of the laver,
but concerning the sacrament of His own holy table, to which none but a
baptized person has a right to approach” 155. Then Augustine quotes John 6:53
“Except ye eat my flesh and drink my blood, ye shall have no life in you”. In
the next chapter, he responds to those who might say that this statement
from John 6:53 has no relation to infants by saying that infants, who would
have been unable to hear and understand these words from John 6:53, are
embraced in the statement, because of the words of Jesus in John 6:51: “The
bread that I will give is my flesh, for the life of the world”. Augustine
concludes: “From all this it follows, that even for the life of infants was His
flesh given, which He gave for the life of the world; and that even they will not
have life if they eat not the flesh of the Son of man”156.
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In chapter 34, Augustine drives his point home: “And what else do they say
who call the sacrament of the Lord's Supper life, than that which is written: "I
am the living bread which came down from heaven;" and "The bread that I
shall give is my flesh, for the life of the world;" and "Except ye eat the flesh of
the Son of man, and drink His blood, ye shall have no life in you?" If,
therefore, as so many and such divine witnesses agree, neither salvation nor
eternal life can be hoped for by any man without baptism and the Lord's body
and blood, it is vain to promise these blessings to infants without them.
Moreover, if it be only sins that separate man from salvation and eternal life,
there is nothing else in infants which these sacraments can be the means of
removing, but the guilt of sin”157. These words are even clearer than those
from the earlier chapters as infants and sacraments (plural, thus both) are
explicitly mentioned158.
In chapter 36 of the same work Augustine speaks again of administering the
sacraments (plural) to children. Interestingly Augustine seems to argue in that
same chapter 36 from Paul’s saying “Be not children in understanding”159 that
the lack in children’s understanding proofs that they are not enlightened and
therefore need the sacraments160 161. Lack of (intellectual) understanding in
children is also considered an extra reason to participate in the Lord’s Supper
in Sermon XLV on the miracle of the seven loaves in Mark 8:5162. Augustine
explains Psalm 34 in sacramental terms. Augustine takes David’s insanity
before Abimelech as a model for our approach to the sacrament, calling us to
be foolish, weak and humble (as children)163. A similar thought (that eating the
sacrament requires being a child or babe within) is expressed by Augustine in
light of the gospel of John164.
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In light of all this evidence it comes as no surprise that he refers to both
paedocommunion texts by Cyprian with approval165. Augustine emphasizes
the innocence of the children in both cases, while speaking in strong terms
about the sin of the parents or other responsible adults.
In light of the twentieth century debate about paedocommunion it is
important to note that Augustine does recognize the importance of selfexamination and sacramental understanding and appreciation. He speaks
about “eating and drinking judgment unto oneself” (for example in Tractate
LXII166), and of “eating and drinking unworthily and being guilty of the body
and blood of the Lord” (for example in Sermons LXII167, LXXXII168, and Tractate
XXVI169), thereby taking into account the apostle Paul’s words from 1
Corinthians 11. And his sermons XLV170, LXII171, LXXXI172 and Tractate XXVI173,
among others, all give examples of the spiritual nature of eating and drinking
of the sacrament.
But Augustine does not use 1 Corinthians 11 with the intent to bar Christians
from the table174. Sermon LXII speaks on the parable taken from Luke 14:16,
about the invitations to a great supper. Augustine encourages accepting the
invitation175, and – alluding to the laws made against the Donatists by the
Christian emperors – even suggests compulsion to make people accept the
invitation, trusting that willingness to participate will follow176. In Sermon
LXXXII, right after quoting 1 Corinthians 11:29, Augustine says (to the
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catechumen): “But they who do not yet eat and drink, let them hasten when
invited to such a Banquet”177.
We conclude that in the praxis of Augustine’s days and in the theology of
Augustine, paedocommunion coexisted with an awareness of the spiritual
nature of participating in the sacrament and the need for self-examination.
Augustine may have believed that self-examination and spiritual participation
are required according to age and ability178. He may also have assumed that
the faith required was present in the parents or sponsors of the children or
more precisely that the faith expressed by those sponsors at baptism reflects
the fact that the infant “although he is not yet a believer in the sense of
having that faith which includes the consenting will of those who exercise it,
nevertheless becomes a believer through the sacrament of faith” or even that
the necessary faith is found in “the whole society of saints and believers”179.
2.2.16. Innocent I
In his letter to the Council of Milevis in the year 417, Pope Innocent I
condemns the teaching of Pelagius, writing: “That other doctrine which your
Fraternity claims that they preach, that little children can attain the reward of
eternal life without the grace of baptism is very foolish. For, unless they eat of
the flesh of the Son of man and drink His blood they will not have life in them”
(…) “But in order to disarm the vicious doctrine of vain men by the swift
reasoning of truth, the Lord proclaims this in the Gospel by saying: ‘Suffer the
little children and forbid them not to come to me.’”180
2.2.17. Leo the Great
Leo the Great was bishop of Rome from 440 till the year of his death, 461 In a
letter dealing with the Manichean denial of the human nature of the Son of
God, Leo mentions that “even the tongues of infants do not keep silence upon
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the truth of Christ’s Body and Blood at the rite of Holy Communion”181.
Without understanding and believing this truth, the Amen is vain, and the
Eucharist not beneficial. Yet the tension for Leo is not in infants participating,
but in the participation of heretics such as Eutyches’ followers182. Asked,
whether children, captured by the enemy, should be baptized when coming
back to Roman territory, Leo responds: “Those who can remember that they
used to go to church with their parents can remember whether they received
what used to be given to their parents”183.
2.2.18. Gennadius of Marseille
I conclude my overview of paedocommunion in the first five centuries with
two quotes. Peter Browe, who wrote extensively about the Eucharist, opens
his essay on children at the Lord’s Supper in the Middle Ages with a quote
from Gennadius from the year 492: "But if they are infants, or so dull as not to
take in teaching, let those who offer them answer for them, after the manner
of one about to be baptized; and so, fortified by the laying on of hands and
chrism, let them be admitted to the mysteries of the Eucharist."184 Browe
states that (at least) by the fifth century the ritual in which children received
the Eucharist directly after being baptized was widespread.
2.2.19. Gelasius I of Rome
Even the most critical participants in the paedocommunion debate agree with
Browe that by the end of the fifth century the Eucharist was given to
(baptized) infants, as Gelasius I of Rome ordered in the year 495: “No one
should venture to exclude any child from this sacrament, without which no
one can attain to eternal life”185.

181
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2.2.20. Summary
I conclude that Cyprian’s words imply a practice of Communion of infants and
children as widespread and as old as Cyprian could oversee. The practice of
communing children directly after baptism was widespread at least as early as
the fifth century. Sources, varying from tombstone inscriptions to council
decrees, testify to Communion as Viaticum for dying children. But
participation of children in worship and in Communion was not restricted to
the moment directly after baptism or just before dying. Augustine is a
significant witness to, and defender of, the paedocommunion practice. He
also exemplifies how one may embrace paedocommunion while still
recognizing the importance of self-examination, sacramental understanding,
and appreciation. Augustine applies John 6:53-54 to paedocommunion, while
Cyprian seems to deal with paedocommunion more in line with 1 Corinthians
8 and 10. While Augustine does cite 1 Corinthians 11, he does so not in
relation to children and not with the intent to bar Christians from the table.
2.3. Paedocommunion in the Middle Ages
2.3.0. Introduction
In this section, I will give an overview of paedocommunion in the Middle-Ages.
In my overview of the earliest history of paedocommunion, I mentioned the
earliest explicit witness to the praxis by Cyprian, the earliest theological
rationale provided for the praxis by Augustine, and, in conclusion, the order by
Pope Gelasius I of Rome, near the end of the fifth century, that no child may
be excluded from the sacrament of the Eucharist. As the focus of my study is
on paedocommunion in the Dutch Reformed tradition I have chosen to begin
the final historical section on the history of paedocommunion with the
Reformation and the Hussites as forerunners of the Reformation. The Middle
Ages, on which I will now focus, stands right between the period when
paedocommunion was a well-established, widespread praxis and the time of
the Reformation.
In terms of paedocommunion praxis, the Middle Ages can be divided into two
eras, before and after the major shift that takes place around the Fourth
Lateran Council of 1215. When our perspective is not limited to the Western
church, the year 1054 divides the Middle Ages into the era before and the era
after the Great Schism. The Great Schism is relevant to the history of
paedocommunion since the Eastern Church has continued to practice
paedocommunion to the present day. Different eras can also be distinguished
in terms of the availability of sources. The literary sources of the era of the
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Merovingian Dynasty186, for example, are relatively silent regarding
paedocommunion187. Because of a questionnaire on the rites of the baptismal
liturgy that Charlemagne circulated, the Carolingian period left us more
sources regarding at least part of the paedocommunion practice and
theology188. In the twelfth century, we see a further increase of documents
reflecting increasing systematical reflection on the sacrament and strong
developments of the practice189. With each new period we also see an
increase of liturgical documents.
In the first section of this chapter, I spoke of revised views on the existence of
a threefold pattern of baptism, anointing and first Communion as followed in
the rite of initiation. But I also spoke of the strong evidence that, at least
originally, baptism and Communion belonged together liturgically, only to be
separated over the course of the history of the medieval church. Therefore, I
will pay close attention to this pattern or close connection of rites, as well as
to what may have reinforced this connection, and to what ended up causing
the disintegration of the initiatory rite. That includes views on the necessity of
Communion, times and seasons for initiation, the Episcopal privilege or
prerogative of consignation, the frequency of Communion celebration, and
developing concepts of ages and life stages.
2.3.1. Sixth and Seventh Century
I begin my overview of paedocommunion in the Middle Ages with the sixth
and seventh centuries. Together, the sixth and seventh centuries make up an
era in which liturgical texts of initiation, including those of baptismal
Communion, are developed190. Turner points out that the decline and fall of
the Western Roman Empire at the end of the fifth century allowed for regional
variation in sacramental practice in the following centuries191. For this reason,
I will organize the primary material regarding paedocommunion
geographically. This may help us to get a better sense of whether
paedocommunion practice showed similar regional variation or whether it
was more uniform.
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2.3.1.1. Syria
Early sixth century192 Dionysius the Pseudo-Areopagite’s Ecclesiastical
Hierarchy, in all likelihood from Syria, reflects the threefold pattern of
initiation by baptism, anointing and first Communion193. James of Edessa194,
also in Syria, describes the same pattern in the Orders of Baptism and
Confirmation of the Syrian Church195. In an account of Constantine’s baptism,
probably by the Syrian poet Jacob of Serûgh around 522, blessing and
anointing are followed by baptism and Communion: “Now that you are
pardoned by the living waters, come and enjoy the supper of the King’s
Son”196. That even children receive these sacraments is explicitly mentioned
by Dionysius the Pseudo-Areopagite. He defends the practice against nonChristians who seem to have ridiculed baptism and Communion of infants,
because of the infants’ lack of understanding and the fact that others speak
on behalf of the infants197. In his early seventh century book, Spiritual
Meadow, the Byzantine monk John Moschus198 shares two stories in which
children in their play perform the Mass and the complete ‘ecclesiastical
rituals’ of initiation199. Baumgärtler argues that this does not prove
Or late 5th century, Johann Baumgärtler, Die Erstkommunion der Kinder: Ein Ausschnitt aus der
Geschichte der katholischen Kommunionpraxis von der Urkirchlichen Zeit bis zum Ausgang des Mittelalters
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Communion of the little children200, but with Horn and Martens I do believe
that this shows how they were imitating what they had seen at church201, and
considering the disciplina arcani we may wonder whether the church allowed
non-baptized, non-communing witnesses to these sacraments in the history
described here202.
2.3.1.2. Rome
Around 500, John the Deacon, of the church of Rome, describes in his letter to
Senarius a similar threefold pattern, starting with anointments with oil,
followed by baptism, after which the baptized person, now clothed in white
raiment like a wedding garment, may approach the table of the heavenly
bridegroom203. John the Deacon then explains: “I must say plainly and at once,
in case I seem to have overlooked the point, that all these things are done
even to infants, who by reason of their youth understand nothing. And by this
you may know that when they are presented by their parents or others, it is
necessary that their salvation should come through other people’s profession,
since their damnation came by another’s fault …”204 In this first Communion,
milk and honey are included205. John the Deacon seems to suggest that for
those who die without all the rituals being performed by the bishop, baptism
suffices for salvation206. According to Turner, the late sixth, early seventh
century Order 11 contains the baptismal liturgy as led by popes. It reflects the
threefold pattern of baptism, anointment and Communion. The instruction to
fast in preparation for participation in Communion seems specifically written
with regard to suckling infants207.
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2.3.1.3. France
The 585 Council of Mâcon, in France, decreed that remaining fragments of the
consecrated Communion bread were to be consumed by children, innocents,
on Wednesdays and Fridays208. The Gaul custom may have originated from the
Greek Church. Crawford considers it an indication of how widespread the
custom of distributing the remainders to children was209. Browe suggests it
may have been rare in the Western medieval church210. In 594 the Syrian
Evagrius Scholasticus describes a similar custom in the imperial city of
Constantinople: “It is an old custom in the imperial city, that, when there
remains over a considerable quantity of the holy fragments of the immaculate
body of Christ our God, boys of tender age should be fetched from among
those who attend the schools, to eat them”211. Regarding the frequency of
Communion, the decree of the Council of Mâcon reveals how Communion was
also celebrated on weekdays, and thus gives evidence of the existence of
frequent Communion in at least parts of Gaul in this era212. Did children
receive the fragments because the smallest children do not participate in
regular Communion celebration after their first Communion, as Browe
suggests213, or do children receive Communion primarily because of their
innocence, and therefore more frequently than adults?214 The perceived
he makes the cross with his thumb and chrism on the foreheads of each, saying, In the name of the Father
and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit. Peace be with you. And they respond, Amen. This above all must be
avoided, that this part not be neglected, because then every legitimate baptism will be confirmed in the
name of Christianity. After this, they go up to the Mass and all these infants receive Communion. This must
be prearranged, that after they have been baptized they neither take any food nor nurse before they
receive Communion. And afterwards for the whole week of Easter they come to Mass every day and their
parents offer on their behalf. Now this order of baptism written above may be celebrated at the vigil of
Pentecost in the same way as on the vigil of holy Easter.” Turner (2000), chap. 4, CD-Rom.
208
“We likewise decide that no presbyter stuffed with food or drunken with wine may handle the sacrifices
or presume to concelebrate Masses on ordinary and feast days. For it is not right that bodily food be placed
before spiritual food. But if anyone wants to try this, he loses the dignity of honor. For, it has already been
defined worthy in the councils of Africa concerning such a matter, which we direct to associate with our
decree, adding at the place, “Sacraments may not be concelebrated without fasts except on Holy
Thursday.” Whatever remainders of the sacrifices are still sitting in the sacristy after the end of Mass are
brought to the church from that place where it was on Wednesdays and Fridays. It is announced that
children who fast receive those same remainders soaked in wine.” Council of Mâcon (585), 6, in Turner
(2000), chap. 4, CD-Rom.
209
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similarity with the celebration of Communion is suggested by the requirement
of prior fasting215. Distribution of the remains of the Eucharist among school
boys was not the only option. Other options were to give them to clergy or the
altar boys, burn the remains, throw them in the river, or bury them216.
2.3.1.4. Spain
In 675, the Eleventh Council of Toledo, Spain, laid down that no censure or
ecclesiastical condemnation, should be passed on infants who were unable to
retain the Eucharist217: “Those of the faithful constrained by any unavoidable
illness who vomit the Eucharist they have received, undergo no ecclesiastical
condemnation. Nor does the threat of some punishment affect those who do
so at the time of infancy, or who are placed in a certain remoteness of mind
that they seem not to know what they do”218. Turner concludes that,
apparently, the participation of infants who might vomit in this sacred meal
must have alarmed some people, whereas Fisher concludes that the church
was not yet so disquieted by such unfortunate occurrences as to call into
question the propriety of infant Communion219. A little earlier, Ildefonsus220,
bishop of Toledo from 657 to 667221, described baptism as a ritual that
primarily involved infants, and mentioned the Eucharist as one of the acts of
the baptism ritual222: “After the regeneration of spiritual birth, after the grace
of the heavenly unction, after the teaching of the Lord’s Prayer, after the
invocation of God the Father, it is convenient now to come to a participation
in the heavenly refreshment”223.
2.3.1.5. Threefold Pattern
The documents mentioned above reflect the threefold pattern of the rite of
initiation, and reveal that for infants as well, baptism and Communion belong
together. Browe will conclude regarding the Middle Ages that the custom of
baptismal Communion was found all over the Orient and Occident, as attested
by authors, synods and ordinations224. Mark Dalby agrees, but notes that the
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rationale in the East and the West differed225. In the East, fifth century
Theodore of Mopsuestia denied that Communion was given to children for the
remission of sins226, while Isidore of Pellusium emphasized participation in the
divine mysteries as incorporation into the body of Christ227. We have seen
how Augustine linked John 6:53 with John 3:5 in his argument against the
Pelagians228. In the West, this line of reasoning became the rationale for infant
Communion229. Fifth century Marius Mercator230 and another writer231
connect John 6:53 and John 3:5 in similar ways.
2.3.1.6. Necessity
A certain Ferrandus consulted Bishop Fulgentius232 of Ruspe in Africa about a
case in which death interrupted the initiatory rite with the result that the
person had been baptized, but had not received the Eucharist yet233. With a
reference to sermon 272 of Augustine, Fulgentius answers that one becomes
a partaker of the body and blood of Christ in the moment of baptism, and
thereby of the benefits of the Eucharist, even if one departs before actually
receiving the sacrament234. Dalby notes how Fulgentius’ interpretation of
Augustine then became normative235. Turner’s summary that people believed
that baptism alone sufficed for eternal life, and that the faithful believed
Communion was inessential does no justice to a concern such as that of
Ferrandus236. The Church fathers often emphasized the salvific and live-giving
effect of the Eucharist, but rather than believing it to be an absolute necessity
for salvation, they attributed the gravity and necessity of divine command to
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it237. Baumgärtler makes the observation that Communion of infants was not
made into a dogmatic core issue238 by Augustine, nor any of the popes239. The
necessity of Communion served primarily as common ground in other
debates.
2.3.1.7. Other developments
Some other developments in this era are relevant for the history of
paedocommunion. The sixth century, for example, marked the beginning of
private Masses with only a priest present. Bartels notices how with this
innovation the sense of all the people participating in the Lord’s Supper
celebration began to be lost240. Frank Senn speaks about the sociofugal, or
scattering, impact of the individual private reception of the Mass241. The sixth
century also provides the first examples of councils legislating minimal
participation per year, possibly indicating the declining frequency of Lord’s
Supper celebration, at least by some242. Also in this era, society’s
understanding of a child’s identity and life stages began to change, as Turner
highlights, which in time would affect the celebration of Communion for
children243. In chapter 3, I show that Turner is wrong in suggesting that a
division of life into stages of seven years began in this period244. Yet I do
recognize that the practice of Christening and further theological
development of the meaning of childhood and life stages, have had an
influence on the history of paedocommunion.
2.3.1.8. Ministerial roles
Sixth and seventh century documents also show a development of the
ministerial roles of presbyters and bishops in the initiation rites. The Episcopal
privilege to confirm is attributed a primary role in the history of
paedocommunion. Bradshaw suggests that increasing importance was given
237
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to authoritative leadership in the Church’s struggle against heresy and schism,
already during the second century245. One of the questions of the sixth and
seventh century was what part of the initiation rite could be performed by
presbyters or priests and what part was a privilege of the bishop. On the
Iberian Peninsula, presbyters originally anointed the baptized246, but with the
conversion of the Spanish king in 589 Rome gained influence, and would
continue to do so until the Arab invasion of 712247. Great Britain may have
known customs similar to those on the Iberian Peninsula248. Sometimes
presbyters were allowed to sign on the chest, but only bishops to sign on the
head249. Sometimes exceptions were made in case of the bishop’s absence250,
in case of sickness or approaching death251, or as long as the chrism was
blessed by bishops252. Eventually the Roman custom would prevail, making
chrism or confirmation a privilege of the bishop alone253. Rylaarsdam speaks
of the West insisting on the principle ‘no bishop, no confirmation’ “out of
concern to preserve the power of bishops”254. I notice with Turner that the
documents reveal how confirmation was sometimes deferred in the absence
of a bishop255, especially as baptisms performed by bishops started to decline,
but that (in this stage) no deferral of Communion is found in the records256.
2.3.1.9. Summary
I conclude that the documents reveal the threefold pattern for the initiatory
rite whenever the bishop was present. In light of other regional variations, the
custom of baptismal Communion is remarkably uniform and widespread.
Newly baptized babies continued to receive Communion in the East and the
245

Paul F. Bradshaw, The Search for the Origins of Christian Worship: Sources and Methods for the Study of
Early Liturgy, 2nd ed. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2002).
246
E.g. Martin of Braga Second Council of Braga (572) : 5. Council of Barcelona II (599) : 2. Turner (2000),
chap. 4 CD-Rom
247
E.g. Council of Seville II (619) : 7. Turner (2000), chap. 4 CD-Rom
248
E.g. Bede Ecclesiastical History 2:2; 3:21; 4:13. Turner (2000), chap. 4 CD-Rom
249
E.g. Gregory, “Letter” 4:9; Isidore, Ecclesiastical Offices 2:27,1,4. Turner (2000), chap. 4 CD-Rom
250
E.g. In Sardinia in 594, Gregory, “Letter” 4:26; Martin of Braga, Second Council of Braga (572) : 52;
Isidore, Ecclesiastical Offices 2:27,1,4. Turner (2000), chap. 4 CD-Rom
251
E.g. Council of Epaone (517): 16; Pseudo-Sylvester Council of Rome.
252
E.g. Braulio “Letter” 2:3; cp. Council of Mérida (666), 9.
253
E.g. Gregory “Letter” 11:3; Ambrosiaster Questions of the Old and New Testament: 93; Council of Seville
II (619) : 7; Ildephonse, Book on the Understanding of Baptism, 128f., 131, 136; Council of Paris II (573);
Gregory, “Letter” 13:20; Turner (2000), chap. 4 CD-Rom.
254
David M. Rylaarsdam, “United, Separated, Re-united: The Story of Baptism and the Lord’s Supper,” Calvin
Theological Seminary Forum (Spring 2007): 5.
255
Pearcy explains how it was not only travel distance which could cause delay, but also the recurring issues
of Episcopal sees remaining unoccupied for three and four years, and lack of diligence in visitation by the
bishops, a practice condemned by several councils. David L. Pearcy, “Infant Communion – Part I: The
Historical Practice,” Currents in Theology and Mission 7 (1980): 44f.
256
Turner (2000), 12f.

73

Paedocommunion in the Dutch Reformed Tradition
West, though the rationale differed. Whether or not some of our sources
express the first objections to this practice is up for debate. Until the end of
the Merovingian dynasty the sources remain relatively silent regarding the
participation of older children. But stories of children playing Mass and
customs of distributing the remains of the Eucharist among schoolboys may
hint at their continued participation. Communion of infants was not a
dogmatic core issue. For many theologians, John 3:5 and John 6:53 seemed to
put baptism and Communion on par in terms of necessity, though in cases of
emergency, baptism provided the benefits of both. The necessity of baptismal
Communion should be distinguished from the necessity of continued frequent
Communion participation. Legislation of councils regarding minimal
participation may indicate that this frequency declined, though the decree of
the Council of Mâcon exemplifies the continued custom of more frequent
celebration.
2.3.2. Eighth and Ninth Century and the Reign of Charlemagne
Political realities helped different liturgical threads to form a more unified
pattern. Charlemagne became king of the Franks in 768 and emperor of the
West in 800. Under his reign governmental unification was paralleled by
ecclesiastical standardization of prayer and ritual257. This was accomplished
by, among other things, compiling sacramentaries and producing and
collecting orders of service. Sacramentaries were the books that from the
early Middle Ages supplied bishops and presbyters with the prayers they
needed for the Eucharist and other liturgical occasions. Orders or ordines
(Romani) provided more detailed instructions for liturgical celebrations258. In
the year 811 or 812 Charlemagne circulated a brief questionnaire on the rites
of the baptismal liturgy among the metropolitan bishops of his empire259. The
last question of the questionnaire read: Why do the baptized receive the body
and blood of the Lord?260 Because of the questionnaire we have more material
from the Carolingian period providing insight in at least part of the
257
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paedocommunion practice and theology of this era. In a time that political
realities standardized ritual and prayer for most of Western Christianity, the
Moorish invasion of 712 isolated the churches on the Iberian Peninsula,
causing the Spanish practice to diverge from that of Rome261. Nevertheless,
even in the Spanish churches the close connection between baptism and
baptismal Communion remained262. The sacramentaries, orders,
questionnaire and responses by the Carolingian bishops, together with letters,
treatises and council decrees, present the following picture of
paedocommunion during this era.
2.3.2.1. Britain
I begin my overview of paedocommunion in these centuries in the two British
church provinces. In his 734 Letter to Ecgbert, Archbishop of York, Bede
encourages daily celebration of Communion, in a context where even those
considered more devout take Mass only thrice a year263. But Bede writes:
“And yet there are innumerable boys and girls, young men and maiden, old
men and women, of most chaste life, who, beyond all doubt or controversy
might be allowed to communicate in the heavenly mysteries every Sunday”264.
The fact that according to Bede married people would also qualify, if they
would observe the ecclesiastical discipline of continence, supports Nelson’s
assumption that the young and old qualify because they are uncontaminated
by sexual pollution265. Hermans suggests in this context that in the first half of
the Middle Ages children may have participated more frequently than
adults266. I also note that Bede appeals to the custom of the Roman Church,
which Ecgbert himself had witnessed, and furthermore speaks about it as
customary “throughout Italy, Gaul, Africa, Greece, and the whole East”, which
261
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suggests that in many places unmarried youth participated in the Lord’s
Supper every Sunday and feast267. Thirteen years later, in 747, a council
assembled in Clovesho, in the southern province of Canterbury, declared
“Youth of the laity, not yet corrupted by the temptation to which their age is
prone, are to be exhorted often to communicate. Even those who are older,
whether unmarried or married, if they cease to sin, are to be admonished
frequently to go to Communion, lest they faint for want of that saving food
and drink, since our Lord says: “Unless you eat the Flesh of the Son of Man
and drink His Blood, you shall have no life remaining in you.”268 Browe
understands these statements by Bede and the Synod of Clovesho as
indications of further decline of frequent Communion celebration in both
English church provinces269. Though we do not know how the northern
province of York responded to Bede’s plea, we do know that in 740270 Ecgbert
of York stated in his Excerptiones that those who baptize “ought always to
have the Eucharist with them, though they travel to places far distant.”271 His
words do not address the desired frequency of Communion celebration, but
they underscore the perceived necessity of Communion for infants.
2.3.2.2. The European continent
Bede’s letter already provided some information about unmarried youth
frequently participating in the Lord’s Supper in Rome, Italy, Gaul and Greece.
Further information on the practice on the European continent is for example
found in the Gelasian Sacramentary. This second oldest liturgical book was
compiled around 750, yet reflects the mixed Roman, Gallican liturgical
practice of the Merovingian period272. It provides that an infant baptized in
sickness be given Communion, and that, if he recovers, he be subsequently
confirmed by the bishop273. The 790/800 Gelasian Sacramentary of Gellone, a
267
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later Frankish edition of a more original version, also contained one baptismal
rite for emergencies, as well as two for Easter. It instructs “After this, they go
up to Mass and all receive Communion, seeing that those who were baptized
take no food nor nurse before they receive Communion with the sacraments
of the body of Christ. And on all seven days of Easter they always go up to
Mass and they offer it for themselves and all receive Communion”274.
Ordo Romanus I, probably from the eighth century, likewise instructs that
infants baptized on Easter Eve “take no food nor be suckled before they
partake of the Sacraments of the Body of Christ”275. Ordo Romanus XV, from
the second half of the eighth century, orders that baptized infants should be
confirmed on the same day or, in absence of the bishop, as soon as
possible276. Some partial texts imply a threefold pattern for the initiation rite
performed by the bishop at Easter Vigil. Order 30 B, from northwest France
round 780, is an example of the more common complete texts which explicitly
describe all three elements of the rite277. Its description of infant Communion
at Easter is also explicit: “And all the people receive Communion, even the
infants who were baptized on this night. They do the same through the octave
of Easter”278. An early form of the Gregorian Sacramentary also directs that at
the Easter baptisms, if the bishop be present, infants be confirmed and then
given Communion, and that, if the bishop be not present, the presbyter give
them Communion279. A later form of the Gregorian Sacramentary refers, in
similar fashion, to the Communion of the infants baptized at Easter280.
2.3.2.3. Confirm and Commune
Turner points out how in some documents of this period the verb ‘to confirm’
means ‘to give Communion from the cup’. Order 23281 for example says: “After
the bishop baptizes four or five infants, he goes out and the presbyters and
two deacons baptize, and afterwards he consigns and chrismates them. (…)
The choir sings Lamb of God and the four acolytes standing at the aisle
respond, holding pitchers and goblets which they hold afterwards to confirm
274
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the people”282. The usage originates in Rome, whereas the usage of the term
confirmation for the post-baptismal anointing is Gallic283.
2.3.2.4. Alcuin and Charlemagne’s questionnaire
Similar use of the term can already be found in Alcuin’s 798 Letter 134 to the
priest Oduin, in which Alcuin speaks of Communion as confirming284 baptism:
“Thus they are confirmed with the Lord’s body and blood, so that they may
become members of that head who suffered and rose for them”285. In his
book on the offices of the church, Alcuin gives a very similar description of the
rites “After an infant is baptized, he is to be clothed, and brought to the
bishop, if he be present, who is to confirm him with chrism, and give him
Communion: and if the bishop be not present, the presbyter shall
communicate him”286. The progress from pagan to catechumen, primo
paganus, is described in Alcuin’s Letter 134287. Charlemagne’s questionnaire
on the rites of baptismal liturgy drew its topics from Alcuin’s Primo paganus288
and resembles his description of the rites of baptism so much that some
suggest it may have originated with Alcuin289.
2.3.2.5. Responses
In response to Charlemagne’s last question, “Why do the baptized receive the
body and blood of the Lord?”290, the Carolingian bishops often refer to John
6:53291, often in combination with John 3:5292. In his answer, Jesse of Amiens
does so with what sounds like an echo of Alcuin’s words293. Alcuin’s pupil,
282

Order 23: 31, Turner (2000), chap. 5, CD-ROM.
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Joseph Bingham, Antiquities of the Christian Church, Vol. IV (London: William Straker, 1844), 4f.
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http://www.mlat.uzh.ch/MLS/xanfang.php?tabelle=Alcuinus_Incertus_cps2&corpus=2&lang=0&allow_dow
nload= (accessed December 12, 2016).
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Browe (1930/2009), 90.
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E.g. Archbishop Magnus of Sens († 818), Bishop Theodulf of Orléans († 821), Bishop Jesse of Amiens (†
836), Dalby (2003), 17. As well as the anonymous response, Anonymous, Response to Charlemagne, Text 5,
Turner (2000), chap. 5, CD-ROM.
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Amalarius of Trèves uses the image of putting on Christ from Galatians 3:27294.
Archbishop Leidrad of Lyons also refers to the bread that strengthens man’s
heart and the wine that gladdens him from Psalm 104:15295, and to the waters
and table of Psalm 23296. When writing about its necessity, the Carolingian
bishops refer to Augustine297. The responses by the Carolingian bishops
Odilbert of Milan, Magnus of Sens, Theodulf of Orléans, Leidrad of Lyons,
Maxentius of Aquileia298 and Amalarius of Trèves, unanimously confirm the
perceived necessity of baptismal Communion299. The same sense of necessity
is implied by the instruction in Charlemagne’s own Capitularies from 810-813:
“That priests have always the Sacraments ready to communicate sick folks, be
they old or young, that they may not die without communicating”300. Darby
may be right when suggesting that a stricter doctrine regarding the necessity
of Communion began to re-emerge in the Carolingian era301.
In his response, Amalarius of Trèves explicitly defends the Communion of
children and infants: “Even though because of their age children may not be
able to understand this conversion to God and belief, we nonetheless believe
that they convert to God because of the sacrament of conversion and that
they have faith because of the sacrament of faith (…) Concerning children who
do not speak, it may happen that those who were bound by the sin of another
may be loosed by the profession of another”302.
2.3.2.6. Other occasions
It is good to realize that most of our sources provide information about
baptismal Communion or Communion for the sick and dying. What can be said
about other occasions of children communing? As Browe summarizes: It is
blood, remains in me and I in him because my flesh is true food and my blood true drink’,” as quoted in
Phelan (2014), 157. Cp. Dalby (2003), 17.
294
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Letter to Charlemagne on Scrutiny and Baptism, 47f., Dalby (2003), 17; Turner (2000), chap. 5, CD-ROM.
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Maxentius of Aquileia in Northern Italy († 837). Maxentius, Letter to Charlemagne 3, Turner (2000), chap.
5, CD-ROM.
299
Baumgärtler notes that infants are not mentioned, but implied by the statements regarding its necessity,
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300
L’Arroque, The History of the Eucharist (London: George Downes at the Three Flower de Luces, 1684),
128. Dalby quotes “that the presbyter should always have the Eucharist ready that when anyone becomes
infirm, or a child becomes sick, he may immediately communicate him, lest he die without Communion,”
Capitulatia lxxxi 16, Dalby (2003), 18, fn. 119.
301
Darby (2003), 18.
302
Amalarius, Letter to Charlemagne on Scrutiny and Baptism, 51, Turner (2000), chap. 5, CD-ROM.
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most likely that children were welcomed to the Eucharist without any regard
to age. Whether they did so frequently or seldom, we do not know. There is
hardly any report from the fifth until the ninth century about that303. Hermans
suggests that the third Synod of Tours in 813 may mark the decline in the
frequency of children participating in Communion304. In addition to Bede’s
letter I could mention Angilbert305, abbot of St. Riquier in the diocese of
Amiens, who describes the order of Communion at Easter and Christmas. First
monks and other clergy would receive Communion, then deacons would serve
men and women separately, after which the boys at the door would receive it,
and finally those who did not receive it at that location306. Browe notices that
though Communion was clearly considered necessary, it was apparently not
considered a special virtue to participate in it, considering that none of the
biographers of the Carolingian period make special mention of participation in
Communion during the youth of the Saints307.
2.3.2.7. First Eucharistic Controversy
Radding notes that it was not until the ninth century that the bread and wine
of the Mass became the subject of sustained discussion308. Two lines of
thought which can be distinguished in Medieval views on the Eucharist are
Ambrosian’s realism or metabolism and Augustine’s symbolism309. Augustine’s
symbolism evolved into the symbolic or spiritual presence view310.
Ambrosian’s realism or metabolism evolved into the real presence view, which
found an explicit advocate in Paschasius Radbertus, who published his book
On the Body and Blood of the Lord round 831311. King Charles the Bald visited
Radbertus’ monastery in 843. At his request, Ratramnus, another monk in the
same monastery, wrote a response under the same title On the Body and
Blood of the Lord, but from the other, symbolic, perspective312. The
publications have been characterized as the first Eucharistic controversy of
303
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Heilig Avondmaal, ed. W. van ’t Spijker, 2nd ed. (Kampen: De Groot Goudriaan, 1999), 91. But compare
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the Middle Ages313, but their irenic Eucharistic debate may only have become
a controversy in later times314. Eventually Radbertus’ view would become the
dominant view, and quite significant for the paedocommunion practice.
2.3.2.8. Other developments
Bartels mentions the development of Eucharistic piety in the ninth century,
which continued in the following centuries, with an emphasis on the
unworthiness of common people to celebrate the Eucharist. According to
Bartels it was this emphasis that eventually led to the practice of confession of
sins before each Mass315. Turner mentions the Rules of the Canons by
Chrodegang of Metz around 760 as the first time the church connected the
confession of sins to the reception of Communion316. Hendriks describes how
the Irish monastic custom of doing confession became a custom in the Irish
churches during the ninth century, then also of the Anglo-Saxon churches, and
then further throughout Europe by Anglo Saxon missionaries317. With the later
decree of the Fourth Lateran Council of 1215, confession would play a key role
in the history of paedocommunion318. Turner also registers a growing
expectation of, and emphasis on spiritual and moral preparation for
Communion319. In light of the Reformed requirements for profession of faith
prior to admission to the Table it is interesting to note, for example, that
Theodulf of Orleans320 requires candidates for baptism and confirmation, as
313
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well as the godparents, to know the Apostle’s Creed and the Lord’s Prayer by
heart321.
2.3.2.9. Summary
I conclude that in this period baptismal Communion remained the norm. In
the presence of a bishop an anointing was included in the initiation rite, but in
the absence of the bishop Communion was still offered by the presbyters.
Sometimes baptismal Communion is spoken of in terms of confirmation.
Communion of sick or dying infants and children is also widely attested in the
sources of this period. I lean towards Browe’s position that it is most likely
that children were welcomed to the Eucharist without any regard of age. The
few sources suggest that the frequent Communion of children was custom in
Rome, Italy, Gaul, Africa and Greece, and though encouraged by Bede, it was
apparently not yet custom in England. In retrospect, the earliest
developments that would later contribute to the end of Communion of infants
and young children can be recognized in the publications of Rabertus and
Ratramnus, in the growth of Eucharistic piety, and in the earliest requirement
of knowledge of the Creed and the Lord’s Prayer.
2.3.3. Tenth, eleventh and twelfth century – until Lateran IV
In this period, new kinds of liturgical books are developed, adding to the
variety of our sources. In the ninth to fifteenth centuries, the Pontifical
evolves322, which is a liturgical book containing rites for exclusive use by the
bishop. Over the tenth to the middle of the thirteenth century, all or most of
the liturgical books of the mass are gradually brought together into what is
called the missal—a single volume for use by the priest323. A further increase
of documents in the twelfth century reveals an increasing systematical
reflection on the sacrament as well as strong developments of the practice324.
The eleventh century witnesses the formation of a new educational
environment and the emergence of scholastic culture325.
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2.3.3.1. Threefold pattern
All sorts of liturgical books, orders, sacramentaries, Pontificals and missals of
the tenth326, eleventh327 and twelfth328 centuries continue to mention baptism,
chrism or confirmation and Communion as elements of the initiatory rite.
Twelfth century Benedictine Geoffrey of Vendôme explains the significance of
each: “In baptism, the forgiveness of sins is given through the Holy Spirit. In
confirmation the Holy Spirit is invited to come and dwell in, strengthen, and
defend that house which it sanctified. (…) Then in the reception of the body
and blood of the Lord, the Christian soul is healed from the wound of sins,
reformed into the state of eternal salvation, and made one body with
Christ”329. Some of the documents describing the threefold pattern also
prescribe a Communion fast330. Some of the documents mention how little
children are held in right arms, whereas older ones stand on the foot of their
godparents331. Many of these documents describe how the baptized are
dressed in white garments, some mention the additional giving of a candle332.
Those baptized on Easter, are instructed to celebrate the Mass and take
Communion all seven days of Easter333.
326
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2.3.3.2. Baptismal Communion
The tradition that both liturgical books and theologians hand down is that the
initiatory rite only includes confirmation when the bishop is present and that
presbyters serve Communion to the baptized whenever the bishop is not
present334. The Anglo-Saxon Benedictine Elfric of York335 also instructs his
priests to “give the Eucharist to children when they are baptized”336. The fact
that this Episcopal privilege is also found in eleventh and twelfth century
documents from Ireland and Spain337 may be an indication of the influence of
Pope Gregory VII and his unifying reforms338. Even in absence of the bishop
baptismal Communion is the rule339. Turner acknowledges this, but suggests
that some places may have begun to share the Eucharist separately from
baptism. In the Antiphonary from Leon in Andalusia-Beja round 950, for
example, Communion is not mentioned at Easter Vigil, but only on the
following Tuesday340.
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2.3.3.3. Sick and dying children
Sources attest not only to baptismal Communion, but also to Communion of
sick and dying children341. More than once the two coincided, as reflected in
the Roman-Germanic Pontifical instruction regarding the sick342 and Bernard
of Saintes’ Decree regarding the dying: “We decree that newborns should be
brought to baptism with all haste, lest the dying perish without the grace of
baptism, and that after they are baptized, as quickly as it may happen, they
receive Holy Communion or the blood (of Christ)”343. When instructing about
communing dying children, the Rieux Missal simply refers to the instructions
for baptismal Communion on Holy Saturday: “It ought to be given in the same
way in their death”344. Charlemagne’s instruction for priests from the ninth
century345 was repeated in eleventh and twelfth century decrees, for example
by Burkhard of Worms around 1010, “A presbyter should always have the
Eucharist ready, so that when anyone is ill, or if a child takes ill, he may give
them Communion at once, lest they die without Communion”346. Bernaldus of
Constance strongly urged to commune dying children: “It must be known that
some think viaticum is not necessary for dying children. . . . Since the Roman
order directs that Communion be given to them immediately after baptism,
how much more should it be in extreme necessity, when they begin to depart
from this age? We never deny ecclesiastical Communion to children in health
more than to other Christians whether they are well or near death, if we wish
to follow the instruction of the holy fathers”347. An example of a sick or dying
child requesting Communion is found in the miracle story by Caesarius of
Heisterbach348. Though Bernaldus of Constance’s words and the miraculous
story by Caesarius both prove and support the practice of communing sick
children, they also reveal the existence of other opinions, as in the later
eleventh century doubts began to arise about the propriety of communicating
infants and sick persons, as Fisher suggests, in consequence of a growing
scrupulosity regarding the consecrated elements, itself a result of the gradual
victory of Realism over Symbolism349. A Middle Age practice, already
condemned by the church at that time, was to bury children who were
341
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baptized before death with a chalice of wine in one hand and a chalice
containing the Host in the other350.
2.3.3.4. Other occasions
In general, it appears that the frequency of celebrating Communion declined
for infants and children, as much as for adult lay people351. In a maxim from
the school of Anselm of Laon a feeling is expressed, which was maybe shared
by others, regarding Communion after the baptismal Communion352. On the
one hand, it considers letting children die without having received both
elements of Communion a great risk and carelessness of the ministers353, but
on the other hand it expresses that after the first Communion the next
Communion can be postponed for the long term354. A practice in which infants
only celebrate Communion in connection to their baptism may explain
Huguccio’s commentary on Gracia at the end of the twelfth century355. But
while Baumgärtler argues that for children without the use of reason,
Communion after their initial baptismal Communion was unknown356, there is
evidence to the contrary found in other places. Children who apprenticed the
monastic life are one such example. In the Monastic Customs from Cluny,
France, children are urged to receive Communion on Holy Thursday357. A later
version of these Monastic Customs urges the same for Holy Thursday and
Christmas and counts with the possibility of Communion received at other
Masses358. The custom to give the remains of the Eucharist to children
continued until the eleventh century when it became common to distribute
these at the next celebration of the Mass359. Some miraculous stories from
350
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Huguccio, Commentary on Gratian, “Consecration” 4:28, Turner (2000), chap. 7, CD-ROM.
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this period reflect a practice of very young children participating in the
Eucharist360; for example, a mother carried “at her breasts her little girl, who
she wanted to participate in the mysteries”361 or a woman “brought her own
infant to church with the intent of receiving Communion”362. Further evidence
of children receiving Communion after their baptism is found in statements of
theologians. Lanfranc, Archbishop of Canterbury, expresses what he believes
to be the majority opinion of the continental and English churches in his letter
to the Irish Bishop Domnaldus round 1081363: “We do all universally believe
that it is of great benefit to people of all ages to fortify themselves by
receiving the body and blood of the Lord during their lives and when they are
dying”364. Domnaldus’ doubts once again indicate the existence of resistance
to Communion of children, and though it is hard to establish how widely these
doubts were shared, Fisher is right in calling them a portent of what was to
happen in the next century365. With an allusion to the biblical image of milk
and solid food, William of Auxerre366 distinguishes how the body of Christ
benefits children and adults367, meanwhile confirming that children do receive
Communion. Speaking of the sacraments of dying children, Bernaldus of
Constance also refers to the treatment of children in health, saying “We never
deny ecclesiastical Communion to children in health more than to other
Christians whether they are well or near death, if we wish to follow the
instruction of the holy fathers”368. In addition, some theologians similarly
categorize the Communion of children with that of the mentally impaired369.
2.3.3.5. Second Eucharistic Controversy
Of great importance for the future development of paedocommunion is the
second Eucharistic controversy or Berengerian controversy of the eleventh
360
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century370. Berengar of Tours371 adhered to the teaching of Ratramnus and his
symbolic perspective on the elements of the Eucharist and felt supported in
this by Augustine and other Church fathers372. His opponents, such as Lanfranc
of Bec, adhered to the teaching of Paschasius Radbertus and his realism or
metabolism and felt equally supported by the patristic teachings373. But since
the first Eucharistic controversy, the balance had shifted and the realistic view
would win this second controversy374. Berengar’s view was condemned twice
in 1050375, and in 1059 he was forced to recant and swear by oath376 that “the
bread and wine which are placed on the altar are after consecration not only a
sacrament but also the true body and blood of our Lord Jesus Christ, and with
the senses not only sacramentally but in truth are taken and broken by the
hands of the priests and crushed by the teeth of the faithful”377. But Berengar
further developed his views378, was condemned again in 1075 at the Council of
Poitiers379, and in 1079 Pope Gregory VII forced him to recant, be it with a
somewhat milder formula than in 1059380. Though it would take another
century for transubstantiation to become an official dogma381, Fisher explains
how in the circumstances of the Berengerian controversy the Church began to
feel uneasy about the Communion of persons who might not be able to
swallow the host382. Rylaarsdam mentions the development of the doctrine of
transubstantiation in the thirteenth century as the second development
leading to reluctance to give Communion to young children383.
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2.3.3.6. Under the form of wine
Several sources attest to the practice of serving only wine to those infants not
able to eat the bread384. The Roman Pontifical of the Twelfth Century instructs:
“But children who do not yet know how to eat or drink are given Communion
either with a leaf or with a finger dipped in the Lord’s blood and placed in
their mouth”385, “because such children can suck naturally”, English twelfth
century theologian Robert Pulleyn explains386. Pulleyn describes the use of the
priest’s finger dipped in the Holy Blood387. Fisher considers this an illustration
of the growth of scruple concerning the consecrated host388. Serving
Communion only in the species of wine to infants, and doing so by means of a
finger dipped in wine, was also custom in most of the Oriental Church389. The
Order of Offices of the Lateran Church specifies that “the deacon wets the
mouths of the infants with his little finger”390. William of Champeaux391
mentions the custom of intinction and explains why some object to that
method392. He also argues in favor of giving the chalice only, on the basis of
the doctrine of concomitance393. Several sources make clear that serving
Communion only in the species of wine is allowed as an exception for children
(and the sick), who are unable to eat or swallow bread. Pope Paschal does so
in his 1118 letter to abbot Pontius of Cluny394. The Rieux Missal states: “And if
there are such children who are knowingly able to eat, we do not forbid them
receiving Communion according to the authority of the canons. Otherwise
they must receive Communion only by drinking the Lord’s blood”395. I already
quoted Bernard of Saintes simply stating: “they receive Holy Communion or
the blood (of Christ)”396. Gilbert of Poitiers mentions how children often take
of the cup alone, and the sick of the bread alone397. Surprisingly, Hildegard of
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Bingen speaks of children to whom the bread is offered and the wine is
denied398.
The documents regarding the serving of wine to infants are part of a variety of
sources attesting to the practice of paedocommunion. At the same time, they
reflect a growing scrupulosity in dealing with the sacrament, the growing
influence of the doctrine of Realism399. As Fisher notices, a “first step to
obviate the great risk involved in communicating infants was to give them
Communion sub specie sanguinis”400. Several authors link this practice and its
underlying theology with the later disappearance of infant Communion.
Serving laity Eucharist under the form of bread first became practice in
England in the twelfth century401. Then it became common practice in the
thirteenth century402. And finally it became canon law in the fifteenth
century403. Simply put, the church had become accustomed to serving infants
Communion under the form of wine, and when Communion under the form of
wine was abolished, infants received no Communion at all404. The very custom
of serving infants Communion under wine, as well as the related doctrine of
the full presence of Christ in each of the separate elements (concomitantia),
served as an argument in the Eucharistic debate, which led to this decision405.
2.3.3.7. Substitute
An important development that contributes to the end of infant Communion
is the replacement of the Communion rite by one which reminds of
Communion406 by distributing other wine that is still somehow blessed by the
priest, but not so as to be considered the blood of Christ. In the third part of
the twelfth century Robert Pulleyn admonishes those who serve children
398
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other wine: “The ignorance of presbyters, still keeping the form but not the
reality, gives them wine in place of blood”407. According to Browe this is the
first time the replacement by other wine is recorded408. The sick young boy in
the (early thirteenth century) miracle story of Caesarius of Heisterbach does
not want to be deceived with unconsecrated host, and demands the body of
the Lord409.
2.3.3.8. Necessary
Communion is often spoken of in terms of necessity. Peter of Poitiers410, for
example, mentions the Eucharist among necessary sacraments “without
which salvation can hardly be achieved”411. Often necessity is expressed in
terms of death and eternal life412. The Synod of Arris in 1025 spoke of “the
very great necessity of receiving this food” and said that “eternal life is
promised only to those who worthily receive the Body and Blood of Christ”413.
The oft-echoed instruction of Charlemagne prepares priests for serving the
sick and dying, “lest they/someone die without Communion”414. Others speak
of the necessity of Communion as Viaticum, the necessary spiritual
sustenance for the journey from this life to the next415. Some speak of the
necessity in relation to this life. Lanfranc of Canterburry, for example, calls it
“necessary for all men” (…) “whether living or dying, to fortify themselves”416.
But Lanfranc of Canterburry also adds: “but in no sense do we believe (which
God forbid!) that if baptized people die at once before they take the body and
407
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blood of Christ, they will perish everlastingly”417. John 6:53 continues to be the
key text, and Augustine the Church Father, to which theologians refer or
allude418. Inspired by Augustine, some used the distinction between
sacramental and spiritual eating to explain how one could have participated in
the sacrament without actually having participated419. In short, the perception
of necessity supported the practice of baptismal Communion and Communion
for the sick and dying, and only to a lesser degree participation of children
during childhood. Qualifying the necessity of Communion, and using the
argument of spiritual eating may have helped to prepare the cessation of
Communion of infants.
2.3.3.9. Summary
In conclusion, the custom of baptismal Communion continues to be well
attested in this period, and the uniformity in regard to the Episcopal privilege
even increases. Communion of sick and dying children is also well attested.
But some of the theological treatises, letters, as well as miraculous stories
reveal that reservations against paedocommunion do exist. In this period,
they still seem to be expressed by a minority, but in light of history, this
minority is the portent of changing opinions. While evidence is relatively rare
that children participated after baptismal Communion, it does exist. Though
some sources hint at postponement of Communion participation after the
baptismal Communion, participation of children still seems to be a supported
by a majority, though in all likelihood the frequency declined at the same rate
as that of adults. The second Eucharistic controversy reveals the development
of opinions regarding the sacrament and these developments provide one
explanation for the growing hesitation to serve Communion to those who
might not able to swallow it. In this light serving Communion only under the
form of wine, and the careful manner in which this was done, now reflects this
hesitation. The next step in this development is offering a substitute for wine
or bread, documented since the end of the twelfth century. The perceived
necessity of Communion originally supported the paedocommunion practice.
But the way this necessity was theologically qualified later helped to prepare
the cessation of Communion of infants.
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2.3.4. From the Fourth Lateran Council in 1215 till the Hussite Reform
The general Fourth Lateran Council, held under Pope Innocent III in 1215,
became a milestone in the history of paedocommunion, marking the
transition to a new era. The second half of the eleventh century witnessed the
emergence of scholasticism, which would strongly influence the theological
debate on the Lord’s Supper during the rest of the Middle Ages. The rise of
scholasticism as method coincided with the foundation of the first universities
in Europe and the increasing accessibility of education. Thomas Aquinas and
Thomism gave new intellectual confidence, and would have great influence on
the history of paedocommunion420. The Ritual is added to the variety of
sources that provide information about paedocommunion. The focus of the
Pontifical on services led by bishops necessitated a liturgical book containing
all the services led by a priest besides those of the Missal and Breviary421.
2.3.4.1. Fourth Lateran Council
There is great consensus that the Fourth Lateran Council of 1215 plays a
greatly significant role in the history of paedocommunion. Browe suggests
that this council for the first time raised the question whether a minimum age
or minimum use of reason should be required for the admission to
Communion422. Turner speaks of the canon of the Fourth Lateran Council
becoming the catalyst for developments such as the disappearance of
baptismal Communion for infants423. Fisher, on the other hand, suggests that
“by the time of the Fourth Council of the Lateran (1215) it could be assumed
that this had come to pass”—that is, that in many places infants ceased to be
communicated at all424. Baumgärtler emphasizes that the decision of this
council did not lay the foundation for a new praxis, but flowed forth from an
existing custom425.
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2.3.4.2. Omnis utriusque sexus
Canon 21426 of the Fourth Lateran Council, or more precisely its opening line,
matters most to us. It reads: “All the faithful of both sexes shall after they
have reached the age of discretion faithfully confess all their sins at least once
a year to their own (parish) priest and perform to the best of their ability the
penance imposed, receiving reverently at least at Easter the sacrament of the
Eucharist, unless perchance at the advice of their own priest they may for a
good reason abstain for a time from its reception; otherwise they shall be cut
off from the Church (excommunicated) during life and deprived of Christian
burial in death”427. In his commentary, Schroeder suggests that the raison
d’être of the decree, is to enforce an annual minimum of Communions and to
enforce that the faithful go their own parish priest428. The latter reason is
necessary, as Schroeder explains, because the custom of the faithful is to pay
their tithes in the church where they receive their Easter Communion, for
which reason some priests tried to lure people of other parishes to their own
churches429. But the required confession and the implied requirement of
having reached the age of discretion are key in the development of
paedocommunion. Bartels notices the emerging custom of confession from
the ninth century. Senn mentions how along with making confession came the
requirement of setting things right with one’s neighbor430.
While Canon 21 of the Fourth Lateran Council neither concluded the cessation
of infant Communion, neither started it, it did mark changing opinions and
practices, and certainly influenced further changes. Early thirteenth century
Thomas of Chobham431 writes:
“Some say that because the Eucharist gives an increase of grace it
should be given to infants in the liquid form of the blood of the Lord
or in the form of the bread softened in water, because if it were
withheld from them there would be a loss of grace and they would
enjoy a lesser reward in heaven; thus anyone who withholds the
Eucharist from them is guilty of sin. But others say that the Eucharist
should not be given to children because of the danger of their
vomiting it and because there would not be any advantage to them
426
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unless they swallowed it. But some eminent men say that in receiving
the Eucharist nothing matters but the taste, and a child experiences
the taste as when he is bidden before baptism, “Receive the salt of
wisdom”. It is clear that he does not swallow the salt, and that the
exorcism is effected in him by the tasting alone. It would therefore be
better to give the Eucharist to every child with such caution that if,
after tasting it, he rejected it, what he rejected should be burnt with
fire as it says in Exodus (Ex. 12:10.) ”432.
2.3.4.3. Continuation
On the one hand, there are indications that infants continued to receive
Communion after the Fourth Lateran, at least in some places. Baptismal
Communion was, for example, still included in the thirteenth century
Ambrosian Rite from Milan433. Early thirteenth century theologian Johannes
Teutonikus434 speaks of paedocommunion as a custom in some places,
although his words imply that he considered the custom an exception to the
rule435. The baptismal Eucharist also appeared in some other thirteenth436 and
fourteenth437 century Rituals. These may have been copies of older rituals, not
reflecting the practice at the time of publication, as Turner suggests438. The
same may or may not be true for the early fifteenth and early sixteenth
century examples provided by Balke and Stone. According to Balke, an early
fifteenth century example of baptismal Communion may be found in the
manuscript Ordo faciendi catechumenum et catechumenam439. And according
to Darwell Stone “An Amiens Missal published in 1506 contemplated the
432
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administration of Communion to infants after baptism”440. A unique example
of how the Eucharist could play a role in children’s lives in the late Middle
Ages, without implying their participation, is found in the pilgrimage epidemic
in 1456, as described by the chronicler of a German Cistercian monastery.
Hundreds of children left, without their parents’ or masters’ approval, on a
pilgrimage to the Saint Michaels monastery in Normandy, because of the
presence of a miraculous wafer441.
2.3.4.4. Decline
Even before the Fourth Lateran Council, the 1198 Parisian Canon 39 already
seems to forbid all paedocommunion, stating “Priests are strictly charged in
no way to give hosts, even though unconsecrated, to children”442. The canon is
an example of how Communion of children was forbidden as part of
regulations regarding the offering of substitutes for Communion443. Thirteenth
century canons by councils and synods of Treves, Rouen, Sisteron, Bordeaux
and Clermont fall in that same category444. Several documents give evidence
of the disappearance of baptismal Communion in places where it was
previously practiced. The Sarum Missal and York Manual445, for example, do
so by making the proper age a condition446, as does a fifteenth century Welsh
Manual447. The growing reservations against Communion of infants were also
expressed in response to the continuing practice of the Eastern Churches448.
2.3.4.5. Substitutes
Where baptismal Communion was disappearing, substitutes became part of
the ritual. Unconsecrated hosts and common blessed bread substituted the
consecrated host. Several thirteenth century councils decreed that blessed
440

Stone (1904), 303. Cp. Holloway (1901), 17, 77. Both refer to Pelliccia, Polity of the Christian Church,
respectively to page 19 and 61.
441
Peter Browe, “Die eucharistischen Verwandlungswunder des Mittelalters,” in Browe (1930/2009), 283,
fn. 79.
442
Can. 39, Dalby (2003), 21. Baumgärtler seems to refer to the same canon when he speaks about the
prohibition by Odo of Paris in 1197, Baumgärtler (1929), 106.
443
Baumgärtler speaks of “Eulogienpraxis,” Baumgärtler (1929), 105.
444
Treves/Trier (1227), can. 3, Rouen (1235), can. 19(?), Sisteron (c. 1244-1250), can. 16, Bordeaux (1255),
can. 5, and Clermont (1268), can. 6, Dalby (2003), 22.
445
Sarum Missal “Rite of Baptism, Confirmation, and Communion,” and York Manual “Order of Baptizing,”
printed in 1508 and 1509, but “representing an accumulation of material across the centuries,” Charles
Hefling and Cynthia Shattuck, The Oxford Guide to the Book of Common Prayer: A Worldwide Survey
(Oxford: Oxford University, 2006).
446
“Afterwards they are given Communion if they are of its age.” Sarum Missal “Rite of Baptism,
Confirmation, and Communion,” Turner (2000), chap. 8, CD-ROM.
447
Welsh Manual “Order for Making a Catechumen; Baptism,” Turner (2000), chap. 8, CD-ROM.
448
Baumgärtler (1929), 121f. See for example Pope Benedict XII in the Council of the Armenians and the
Armenian clarification at the Synod of Sis (1342).
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common bread instead of the consecrated host449 and even instead of the
unconsecrated host450 should be given to children. But there was opposition
to this practice. The Synod of Liège forbade giving blessed bread to anyone,
including little children451. The Synod of Clermont forbade giving children
unconsecrated hosts, but made an exception for Easter, under the condition
of eating inside church452. The 1404 Synod of Soissons explained that
otherwise they would take it home and play with it453. Browe suggests another
reason for forbidding unconsecrated hosts may have been to prevent
unintentionally offering consecrated host454. Some forbade blessed bread on
Easter and at certain feasts455. Others opposed Communion as well as giving
blessed bread as substitute456 and completely prohibited the practice457.
Consecrated wine was at times replaced by regular wine458, the unconsecrated
wine used for the ablution of the chalice at the end of the Mass, wine mixed
with water459, or the unspecified drink of our Lord Jesus460. John Peckham’s
Constitutions provide the interesting example of the combination of offering
the Eucharistic bread with unconsecrated wine to the simple-minded461. The
1512 Speyer Ritual deserves our special attention, because of the interesting
argument in defense of the use of ordinary wine for children, “lest such ones
seem to be at all outside the unity of the church.” 462 Some opposed the use of
449

“panis benedictus communis.” E.g. Council of Bordeaux, can. 5 (1255) under Archbishop Gérard de
Mallemort, Council of Bayonne, can. 16 (1300), Realencyclopädie für protestantische Theologie und Kirche,
s.v. “Kinderkommunion.”
450
National Synod of Ofen (1279), Turner (2000), chap. 8, CD-ROM.
451
Synod of Liège (1288), Peter Browe, “Der Kommunionersatz im Mittelalter,” in Browe (1935/2009), 423.
452
“Furthermore, we forbid priests to give unconsecrated hosts to children, except on Easter day in place of
blessed bread. Even then they should eat them first immediately and not carry them outside the church,”
Synod of Clermont (1268) can. 6, Turner (2000), chap. 8, CD-ROM.
453
Synod of Soissons (1404), can. 19, Browe (1935/2009), 423.
454
Browe (1935/2009), 424.
455
Council of Rouen (1235), can. 18, Turner (2000), chap. 8, CD-ROM.
456
Council of Treves/Trier (1227) , can. 3; John of Liège, Synodal Statutes 5:44; Turner (2000), chap. 8, CDROM.
457
It is noteworthy that this prohibition had to be repeated, Statutes of Bourges (1515), Karl Borromeo
(1572 & 1573), and the Rituale Ambrosianum (1645), Browe (1935/2009), 424.
458
“Wine” in the Cologne Ritual (1485), Amiens Ritual (15th century), “Then they are brought to the altar
where they are given Communion from wine,” in the Amiens Missal (1506), Turner (2000), chap. 8, CDROM.
459
And even that only in case of emergency: “However at the point of death or some other danger, wine
with water may be offered them in a cup—not because this is a sacrament, but because of the faith and
practice of the sacrament,” Synod of Cahors, Rodez, and Tulli (1289), can. 16. Turner (2000), chap. 8, CDROM.
460
“The drink of our Lord Jesus Christ,” in the Reims Ritual Baptism (14th century). Turner (2000), chap. 8,
CD-ROM.
461
John Peckham, Constitutions of the Council of Lambeth (1281) “Keeping the Eucharist,” Turner (2000),
chap. 8, CD-ROM.
462
“Since outside the unity of the church, which is signified by the Eucharist, there may be salvation for no
one, all the baptized in the early church were accustomed to be given Communion after the Communion of
the priest. But the present church forbids Holy Communion for children, since they are not able to possess
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the use of unconsecrated wine, because of the superstitious beliefs about its
benefits to infants463. Merely showing the elements of the Eucharist (to the
godparents) could also substitute participation by eating and drinking, as
Heinrich von Gorkum describes464. Gary Macy remark about the Feast of
Corpus Christi provides context to this example. He writes how the “Feast of
Corpus Christi was not widely embraced until the fourteenth century, but its
promulgation in the thirteenth century demonstrates how devotion of the real
presence was quite rapidly shifting the focus of the liturgy towards viewing
rather than receiving the consecrated bread and wine”465. To what extent
such substitutes truly replaced Communion, is reflected in the Council of
Pavia’s requirement of an offering of money and of a fast before receiving the
unconsecrated host, or some drops of blessed wine466. The 1511 Zagreb
Missal even provides an example of a reading from the Gospel of John and a
blessing taking the place of serving Communion467. The practice of offering
substitutes not only marked the disappearance of baptismal Communion, but
also would influence the age of reception. It is not unlikely that the offering of
such substitutes did not meet much objection in light of the emphasis on
spiritual or metaphorical sharing of the Lord’s body and blood, among others
by Thomas Aquinas468, or Aquinas thought that “it suffices to have it in desire,
not that it be directly obtained as such”469.
2.3.4.6. Tithing
We already mentioned Schroeder’s explanation of how Canon 21 of the
Fourth Lateran was directly related to the custom to pay tithes in the church

the real devotion required for the reception of the Eucharist; therefore, lest such ones seem to be at all
outside the unity of the church, on the first three or more days after the reception of baptism children are
thus accustomed in certain places to be carried to the priests at the altar after Communion, that at least
tasting from the wine of ablution after the Communion of the priest, they witness that they are in the unity
of the church, which is the mystical body of Christ,” Speyer Ritual, Turner (2000), chap. 8, CD-ROM.
463
“Moreover we forbid newly baptized children to be brought to the altar for the reception of wine from
the chalice at the time of Mass, or that wine from the chalice be presented to them during the celebration
of Mass, since many people rashly believe from this practice that such children become knowledgeable.
They possess a misformed faith, at which occasion dangers of the soul originate,” Synod of Passau (1470) 2,
Turner (2000), chap. 8, CD-ROM.
464
“For in some places after baptism the presbyter carries the body of Christ in a pyx to the baptized and
takes a host from it, raising it with two fingers, so that the godparents may see the host,” Heinrich von
Gorkum, Treatise on Certain Superstitious Cases, Turner (2000), chap. 8, CD-ROM.
465
Gary Macy, “The Medieval Inheritance,” in A Companion to the Eucharist in the Reformation, ed. Lee
Palmer Wandel, 15-38 (Leiden: Brill, 2014), 20.
466
Council of Pavia (1320) can. 15 & 13, Turner (2000), chap. 8, CD-ROM.
467
Zagreb Missal (1511), Turner (2000), chap. 8, CD-ROM.
468
Thomas Aquinas Summa Theologiae 4:80,9,3, once again taken from Augustine’s tract on the Gospel of
John XXVI, 11 & 15, Turner (2000), chap. 8, CD-ROM. CP. Baumgärtler (1929), 68
469
Thomas Aquinas Summa Theologiae 4:73,3, Turner (2000), chap. 8, CD-ROM.
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where Easter Communion was received470. The existence and persistence of
the custom is reflected in numerous statements against it471. But there are
also regulations in support of the custom472. Some documents reveal how this
discouraged frequent Communion and in all likelihood delayed First
Communion473. It is noteworthy that this must have especially discouraged
Communion by the poor474.
2.3.4.7. Knowledge
In the thirteenth and following centuries we find that before receiving
Communion, children seven years and older were required to study and learn
the Lord’s Prayer and the Creed, often with the Hail Mary as well475. According
to Turner that is the first time in history476, but decrees requiring the teaching
of the Lord’s Prayer and the Creed can be found earlier477, even as
requirement for the participation in Communion478. Hermans points out that
such teaching, before becoming a requirement for Communion, served as a
reminder of one’s baptism, as well as liturgical formation for the participation
in the Eucharist479. But Turner may be right that under the influence of the
Fourth Lateran this emphasis increased both in ecclesiastical instructions as
well as in practice, and in its turn, would influence the age of first reception of

470

Schroeder (1937), 262.
E.g. Robert Grosseteste (Bishop of Lincoln), Letter 22; Council of Worcester (1240) can. 29, “The Poor”;
Walter de Kirkham, Constitutions (1255); Synod of Chichester (1289) can. 22, Turner (2000), chap. 8, CDROM.
472
E.g. Maria Magdalena at Blijdensteden (1277), Record Book; King Birgers and Archbishop Nicholas
“Stockholm: 13 July 1297”; Council of Pavia (1320) can. 15; Synod of Bremen (1351) can. 6; Münster Book of
God’s House (1384); Namur Documents 2 (1406); Johann Knebel, Daybook (1474); Ludwig Pastor, History of
the Popes 7:249 (1518), Turner (2000), chap. 8, CD-ROM.
473
E.g. “Furthermore, concerning a child of a weak age, who because of the malice of parents or friends, or
of negligence of the same, did not approach the sacrament on the feast of Easter, and in sickness was not
visited with the sacraments of the church, a full funeral is to be done for that deceased child, as for an
adult, except for the fees of the holy anointing,” Maria Magdalena at Blijdensteden, Record Book; Turner
(2000), chap. 8, CD-ROM.
474
This is interesting among others in light of 1 Corinthians 11, but also considering the Hussite reforms.
475
Robert Grosseteste, from Lincoln, Statutes (1239?) 8; Synod of Mans (1247); Council of Albi (1254) , 17,
18; Henry of Segusia (+1271), bishop of Sisteron (1241–50) and later of Ostia, Manual, and Synod of
Sisteron (1245) , “The Communion of Children,” Turner (2000), chap. 8, CD-ROM.
476
Turner (2000), chap. 8, CD-ROM. Johannes Herolt (c.1380-1468), Die tafel des Kerstieliken levens (2nd half
15th century); Stefaan Lanzkrana (†1477), from Vienna, Hermans (1987), 69f.
477
E.g. Synod of Clovesho (747), canon 11, Hermans (1987), 68.
478
E.g. Regino of Prüm, who required this in his Canones of 906, Hermans (1987), 69.
479
Hermans (1987), 68f. The fact that children also had to be instructed how to consign themselves
correctly with the cross, illustrates this aspect of liturgical formation, Robert Grosseteste, Statutes, 8.
471
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Communion480. The CRCNA synodical study report of 1988 Report 26 mentions
Thomas Aquinas as an example, and his influence in this context481.
2.3.4.8. Age of discretion
The Fourth Lateran Council was the first general council to mention the age of
discretion in relation to confessing sins, and thus related to receiving the
sacrament of the Eucharist. The laws of Howel the Good482 may indicate a
prior Welsh custom in which children in the tenth century started confession
at age seven483. Unfortunately, the earliest manuscript of these laws dates
from the second quarter of the thirteenth century484. Browe points out that
Canon 21 only regulates by what time children are obligated to communicate,
and that it does not say whether children may be allowed to communicate at
an earlier age485. Yet he also notes that Canon 21, by requiring reverent
reception of the Eucharist, implicitly necessitates discernment486. In the
following centuries, discretion and reverence would be required in more than
one sense. Sixteenth century Spanish scholastic theologian Domingo de
Soto487 stated that “the Eucharist, by its own nature, requires devotion”488. His
thirteenth century teacher Thomas Aquinas489 had specified this in terms of
the use of reason490, of discretion enough to observe due caution491, and of
480

Turner (2000), chap. 8, CD-ROM.
“The Western church moved toward required training before participation. For example, Thomas
Aquinas believed that baptized children had the right to receive the body of Christ, but at the right time, not
at once. He used the analogy of an inheritance; one acquires the right to it, but one does not take
possession of it immediately,” Report 26, Agenda CRCNA 1988 Synod, 262. Unfortunately, the report does
not provide a reference.
482
Howel the Good or Hywel Dda (c. 880-950).
483
“From every person who has been baptized, the briduw may be taken, as well man as woman. Therefore
both man and woman are to give briduw, from a child of the age of seven years, which shall go under the
hand of the confessor,” Arthur West Haddan and William Stubbs, eds., Councils and Ecclesiastical
Documents Relating to Great Britain and Ireland, Volume I (Oxford: Clarendon, 1869), 273; Cp. T.E. Bridgett,
History of the Holy Eucharist in Great Britain, Vol. II. Anglo-Normans, Later English, and Scotch (London: C.
Kegan Paul, 1881), 24; Hinant (2005), 24. ‘Briduw’ appears to be a Welsh legal term referring to some sort
of oath.
484
https://www.bl.uk/taking-liberties/articles/laws-of-hywel-dda (accessed December 19, 2016).
485
Browe (1930/2009), 101.
486
Browe (1930/2009), 101.
487
Domingo de Soto (1494-1560).
488
Quoted in Browe, who gives as reference IV d. 12 q. 1, a.9, Browe (1930/2009), 101.
489
Thomas Aquino (1225-1274).
490
“But when children once begin to have some use of reason so as to be able to conceive
some devotion for the sacrament, then it can be given to them,” Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologiae 4:80,
art. 9,3. http://www.newadvent.org/summa/4080.htm (accessed January, 16, 2017). Turner (2000), chap.8,
CD-ROM, Browe (1930/2009), 101.
491
“But on the part of the recipient the greatest reverence and caution are called for, lest anything happen
which is unworthy of so great a mystery. Now this could especially happen in receiving the blood, for, if
incautiously handled, it might easily be spilt. And because the multitude of the Christian people increased,
in which there are old, young, and children, some of whom have not enough discretion to observe due
481
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devotion for the sacrament492. A subjective element, according to CRC Report
26, that was later developed by the Reformers493. Others have understood the
age of discretion as the age at which a child can distinguish right from
wrong494 or when the child is capable of deception or severe sin495.
2.3.4.9. Seven, ten, twelve, or fourteen
Bishop Henry of Sisteron496, bishop between 1240-1250 stated: “Let priests
admonish their parishioners to teach children from the age of seven and
upwards the Pater Noster and the Credo, and on Good Friday bring them with
them to the church to kiss the cross, and on Easter Day to receive the Body of
Christ, having however previously confessed”497. He may have been the only
one so explicitly suggesting Communion starting at age seven498. The
prohibition of some synods to communicate below the age of seven years
implies that Communion was allowed from age seven499. And even this implicit
permission to communicate starting at age seven, was quite exceptional500.
For others, serving Communion at age seven seemed out of the question.
Thomas of Cantimpré, for example, recounts a story in his Bee Book501 of a
seven-year-old boy requesting Communion. But in spite of being seven,
precocious, and about to die, his request was refused502. Some theologians,
such as Petrus Aureoli503 suggested determining the proper age in each
individual case, as some children could already receive Communion at age
seven, and others not even at age nine504. Turner suggests that under the
caution in using this sacrament, on that account it is a prudent custom in some churches for the blood not
to be offered to the reception of the people, but to be received by the priest alone,” Thomas Aquinas,
Summa Theologiae 4:80, art. 12, http://www.newadvent.org/summa/4080.htm (accessed January, 16,
2017).
492
“The sacrament of extreme unction demands real devotion in the one receiving it, as also the Eucharist
does. For this reason, as the Eucharist should not be given to children, so neither should this sacrament,”
Thomas Aquinas, Essay on the Sentences 4:23,2,2,4,4; “But when children once begin to have some use of
reason so as to be able to conceive some devotion for the sacrament, then it can be given to them,”
Thomas Aquinas Summa Theologiae 4:80,9,3, Turner (2000), chap. 8, CD-ROM. Cp. Browe (1930/2009), 99.
493
Report 26, Agenda CRCNA 1988 Synod, 262.
494
Cp. Quam Singulari.
495
“doli capax,” according to the Ordinary Gloss. Thomas M. Izbicki, The Eucharist in Medieval Canon Law
(Cambridge: Cambridge University, 2015), 165; Also Browe (1930/2009), 102.
496
Also known as Henry of Segusia (†1271) and referred to as Hostiensis, Browe (1930/2009), 102.
497
Synod of Sisteron (?), can. 16, Bridgett (1881), 25.
498
Browe (1930/2009), 102f.
499
“Presbyters are forbidden in any way to give hosts to children determined to be below the age of seven
years,” Council of Rouen (1235) can. 19, Turner (2009), chap.8, CD-ROM; repeated at the Synod of Bayeux
(1300) , which belonged to the Diocese of Rouen, Browe (1930/2009), 103, 98 fn. 72.
500
Browe (1930/2009), 103.
501
Bonum universale de apibus (1257-1263).
502
Browe (1930/2009), 104.
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Petrus Aureoli (†1322).
504
Browe (1930/2009), 104.
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influence of Lateran IV the community delayed children’s First Communion
until age ten to twelve505. An anonymous author wrote in the twelfth century:
“Give not the Lord’s body to boys under ten years old, for though they are
pure yet they know not what they receive. But if death is imminent
Communion may be given them, though they are only nine, or eight, or seven
years old, if they know the Our Father and are good”506. In his Sentences
commentary, young Thomas Aquinas, determined the age of ten or eleven as
the age of discretion: “When the children start to have the necessary
discernment, that is with age ten or eleven, Communion can be given to
them.”507 Thomas Aquinas had great influence in the matter of the age of
discretion508. In his 1312 Sentences commentary, Parisian theology professor
Petrus Paludanus seems to have allowed Communion as Viaticum from age
seven, but was more in line with Aquinas regarding regular Communion from
about age nine or ten, suggesting that the innocence of children compensated
for their ignorance509. John of Liège gathered that children reached discretion
of faith at about age ten, and ruled: “Children may not receive Communion
before they are discerned to have the discretion of faith, at about age ten”510.
Where age ten or eleven was often considered the terminus a quo, age
fourteen was often considered the terminus ad quem511. Communion for
children was still considered necessary, but in due time512.
2.3.4.10. Age for confirmation
Where the age of First Communion went up, it is remarkable that the age for
confirmation continued to vary513. Several British documents encourage
remarkably early confirmation – not too long after baptism514, within a year in
earlier documents515, before age five in fifteenth century documents516 – until
505

Turner (2000), chap. 8, CD-ROM.
Bridgett (1881) Vol. II, 24f.
507
Thomas of Aquinas, Super Sententiis, lib. 4 d. 9 q. 1 a. 5 qc. 4 co (my translation from German), Browe
(1930/2009), 104. Cp. Hermans (1987), 91, Baumgärtler (1929), 140-155.
508
Browe (1930/2009), 104.
509
Browe (1930/2009), 103.
510
John of Liège, Synodal Statutes 5:44, Turner (2000), chap.8, CD-ROM. Note that Calvin also spoke of
approximately (environ) age ten, in his French edition of the Institutes, see below.
511
M.H. Bolkestein, “Confessio en admissio,” Kerk en Theologie 15 (1964), 35. Bolkestein does not provide
references for this age of fourteen.
512
Archbishop Walter Reynolds (†1327) stated: "of the seven sacraments of grace five must and ought to be
duely received of all Christian men, which be baptism, confirmation, penance, Eucharist, or the body of our
Lord, in His due time, and extreme unction in the article or point of death of such as yet be in their right
mind, and have their wits, or at least with desire to receive it, while they were in their right minds and had
their wits,” Richard DeMolen, “Childhood and the Sacraments in the Sixteenth Century,” Archive for
Reformation History 66 (1975), 50.
513
Turner (2000), chap. 8, CD-ROM.
514
Archbishop Reynold’s Constitutions (1322), Holloway (1901), 42.
515
Synod of Worchester (1240), Holloway (1901), 30.
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opinions started to change in the sixteenth century517. Thomas Aquinas seems
to have allowed for early confirmation as well518. Pearcy mentions the Council
of Cologne (1280) as the one which reversed the rule of confirmation "not
later than seven" to confirmation "not before seven" years old—a rule which
would become widespread by the time of the sixteenth century519.
Rylaarsdam describes how confirmation had become a practice looking for a
theology; by the time that theology was developed, it supported the exclusion
of children520.
Often the disintegration or dismembering of the threefold rite of initiation is
mentioned as a major development bringing about the decline and
disappearance of infant Communion521. Initially the Episcopal privilege or
prerogative to confirm broke the initiatory rite down into three separate
elements, though baptism and baptismal Communion remained closely
connected for a long time. After the Fourth Lateran Council people began to
promote the reception of confirmation prior to first Communion522. Pearcy
mentions the 1281 Council of Lambeth under the leadership of John Peckham
as the one establishing the new regulation that no person could be admitted
to the Eucharist unless they had received confirmation 523.
2.3.4.11. Constance and Trent
I have chosen to start the next section with the sacramental reforms of the
Hussites, as they could be considered the forerunners of the Reformation. At
516

John Mirk or Myrc of Lilleshall Abbey in Shropshire (1450); The Diocese of Lichfield (15th century),
Holloway (1901), 40f.
517
Holloway recognizes a first indication of such changing opinions in the protestation of the Lower House
of Convocation in 1536, Holloway (1901), 44.
518
Regarding Confirmation he states: "man is spiritually advanced by this sacrament to perfect age ... and
just as it [the soul] can in old age attain to spiritual birth, so can it attain to perfect (spiritual) age in youth or
childhood; because the various ages of the body do not affect the soul. Therefore this sacrament should be
given to all,” Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologica, ed. Fathers of the English Dominican Province (New
York: 1947), II, 2430. Cp. DeMolen (1975), 55.
519
Pearcy, David L. “Infant Communion – Part I: The Historical Practice,” Currents in Theology and Mission 7
(1980): 44f. Pearcy refers to the explanation that this may have been due to the large size of the diocese.
520
The fifth out of five developments that led to the disappearance of paedocommunion according to
Rylaarsdam (2007), 6.
521
Nathan D. Mitchell speaks of the “Dissolution of the Rite of Christian Initiation,” in Made, Not Born: New
Perspectives on Christian Initiation and the Catechumenate (Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame, 1976),
50-82. He explains the process of dissolution as the problem of ‘accumulated symbolism’, that is that a
cluster of symbols will begin to split apart when people fail to understand its cohesiveness. Mitchell (1976),
70f.
522
E.g. Turner (2000), chap. 8, CD-ROM. The prescribed order for reception of the seven sacraments
became: Baptism, Confirmation, Penance, the Eucharist, Matrimony or Orders, and Extreme Unction.
DeMolen (1975), 52.
523
Pearcy (1980): 44f.
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the same time the response at the 1415 Council of Constance and the further
decrees of the Council of Trent (1545-1565) could be considered the
conclusion of some of the developments that I have described above. The
Council of Constance rejected the grounds for offering the chalice to the laity.
The Council of Trent almost completely banned the practice of offering the
chalice to the laity.
2.3.4.12. Summary
In conclusion, I would say that developments preceding the end of infant
Communion preceded the Fourth Lateran Council and that paedocommunion
continued for some time afterwards, but that the Fourth Lateran certainly
both marked and influenced those changes. Three elements of Canon 21—the
requirement of confession, the requirement of discretion and reverence, as
well as the related tithing—led to the end of infant Communion, and the delay
of first Communion. This development was further encouraged by initially
providing substitutes and afterwards prohibiting the same. In many of these
developments the emerging theology of transubstantiation was one of the
underlying causes. The range of ages interpreted as the age of discretion
coincided with the whole second stage of life between seven and fourteen,
with Aquinas’ suggestion of ten or eleven having great influence. After the
disintegration of the threefold rite of initiation, and after a long period in
which Communion directly followed baptism, confirmation now became
required prior to first Communion. With the change of the nature of
confirmation through the centuries, it now required some maturation. Though
this did not cause the end of infant Communion, it did support that
development and prevented an easy return to the old tradition of infant
baptism.
2.4. Paedocommunion from Hussites and Reformation to World War II
2.4.1. Introduction
In this section I intend to describe the history of paedocommunion in the
Reformed tradition until approximately World War II. The choice to focus on
the history of paedocommunion in the Reformed tradition follows my
ultimate focus on the paedocommunion debate within the Dutch Reformed
tradition in the second half of the twentieth century. I will start this section
with the Hussites, as they may be considered the forerunners of the
Reformation. As time progresses, my focus will be more and more on the
Netherlands and the Protestant traditions in its neighboring countries.
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Therefore, I intend to describe how the Reformed tradition is further shaped
in Great Britain, Germany and the Netherlands. I will pay attention to a few
Roman Catholic developments, such as the Roman Catholic response to the
Hussite Reformation at the Council of Constance, the conclusion of medieval
paedocommunion developments at the Council of Trent and to the Quam
Singulari of Pope Pius X as it helps one to understand the Reformed
developments and discussions later in that century.
2.4.2. Hussites and Sacramental Reform in Bohemia524
The Hussites are the first after the Fourth Lateran Council to reintroduce
infant Communion.
2.4.2.1. The first step
Though the Hussites are named after John Hus525, there is a sense in which
Hussitism precedes Hus526, and it is John Milíč527, who could be considered the
father of this Czech or Bohemian Reformation. After his resignation in 1363,
Milíč starts a ministry among the prostitutes of Prague’s Old Town quarter.
The initial conversion of one prostitute leads to the transformation of the
Venice brothel into the Jerusalem community. Convinced that moral and
spiritual decay is related to infrequent celebration of the Eucharist, Milíč
reintroduces regular celebration of this sacrament528, the first step of this
sacramental reform.
2.4.2.2. The next two steps
Matthew of Janov529, disciple of Milíč, could be considered the theologian par
excellence of the Hussite church. Matthew’s theological essays Regulae are “a
524

On Hussites, paedocommunion and children: David R. Holeton articles “The Communion of Infants and
Hussitism,” Communio Viatorum XXVII (1984): 207-225, and “The Communion of Infants: The Basel Years,”
Communio Viatorum ΧΧΙΧ (1986): 15-40, and Thomas A. Fudge, “Hussite Infant Communion,” Lutheran
Quarterly Χ (1996): 179-194, and Noemi Rejchrtová “Hussitism and Children,” Communio Viatorum 22
(1979): 201-204. On the Bohemian Reformation in general: Thomas A. Fudge, The Magnificent Ride: The
First Reformation in Hussite Bohemia (Aldershot: Ashgate, 1998), and Religious Reform and Social
Revolution in Bohemia (London: I.B. Tauris, 2010).
525
Jan Hus (c. 1379 - 1415).
526
Fudge (1998), 47.
527
Jan Milíč Z Kroměříže (c. 1305 - 1374).
528
It is interesting to note that according to J.L. Klink the motive for the reinstitution of children’s
Communion (from the age of seven) by the Roman-Catholic Church in 1910 was the depravity of the world
and the necessity for children to receive an antidote as early as possible. J. L. Klink, Geloven met kinderen:
Verkorte uitgave van de driedelige kleine theologie voor ouders en opvoeders: Kind en geloof / Kind en leven
/ Kind op aarde, 4th ed. (Baarn: Ambo, 1976), 201.
529
Matěj of Janov (c. 1350 – c. 1393).
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systematic reflection on his experience as a member of the Jerusalem
community”530. These essays echo Milíč’s plea for frequent Communion.
Matthew’s further plea for general reception of the Eucharist broke with the
dominant practice of Communion of the clergy, which excluded laity. It also
broke with the practice of Communion of the privileged, which excluded the
poor, the simple and the unlettered. The latter he called parvuli in Christo:
children in Christ. With this plea, Matthew paved the way for the next two
steps in the sacramental reform: re-institution of the lay chalice and
paedocommunion.
The revival of the practice of distributing both elements, called utraquism,
began in the fall of 1414. Jacob of Mies531 could be considered the prime
mover. The remarkable success of utraquism in the two following years may
have given Jacob the courage to take the next step and restore general
Communion, including infants and very young children532. This happened in
1417. Jacob also presented the first extensive argument in favour of infant
Communion in his Littera. Regarding the practice of paedocommunion Fudge
states: “Undoubtedly Václav Koranda was the first to implement the
practice”533.
2.4.2.3. Hussite arguments
Innovation of sacramental practice and recalibration of sacramental theology
are interwoven in this movement as we see in Matthew’s Regulae. The
Hussites argued that in the Bible, children share with adults as equals534.
Children are even presented as ideal inheritors of the Kingdom535, ideal
citizens of the Kingdom who cannot be denied access to its banquet536. The
Hussites recognized a strong corporate sense in the Bible537, rediscovered the
Eucharist as consummate expression of the corporate life of the Christian
community538, and experienced how the Eucharist community could transcend
barriers in a world with clear social divisions and forge a new social order.
Early church history provided the Hussites with a patristic case for
paedocommunion. Medieval texts provided them with more witnesses to
530

Holeton (1984), 209.
Jakoubek ze Stříbra (1372 - 1429).
532
Holeton (1984), 212.
533
Fudge (1998), 245-256, fn.275.
534
Cf. Isaiah 49: 22-23, Jeremiah 16: 5-7, Joël 2: 14b-16, 19. Holeton (1986), 21.
535
Cf. Matthew 18:3, Luke 18:16-17. Holeton (1986), 21.
536
Holeton (1984), 213. Hussites saw a strong relationship between Eucharist and the eschatological
banquet. Holeton (1986), 21.
537
Holeton (1986), 21.
538
Holeton (1984), 218.
531
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Communion of infants. Just like the theologians of the early church the
Hussites linked John 6:53-54 with John 3:5, read both sacramentally539, and
emphasized the importance of participation in the sacraments540. Along
similar lines they argued that if a child can receive the Holy Spirit in baptism, a
child can receive Christ in the Eucharist541.
2.4.2.4. Participation in church and society
Noemi Rejchrtová has shown how the Hussites did not only reform
sacramental theology and praxis, but also challenged medieval ideas about
children, thus changing their participation in church and society. Children
acquired their own dignity; besides participating in the Eucharist, they sang542
and taught adults to sing new songs in church, they were actively involved in
the war, and they were found among the first martyrs543.
2.4.2.5. Summary
The Hussite sacramental reform may be summarized in three steps: first, the
reintroduction of regular celebration of the sacrament, second, the
reintroduction of the lay chalice, and third, the reopening of the table to
infants and little children. Some of the main arguments used by the Hussites
in favor of paedocommunion are the biblical equality of children and adults,
the corporate understanding of Christian community and of Communion, the
link between John 6:53-54 and John 3:5, as well as the link between baptism
and Eucharist, and the support of the early and medieval church. Hussite
children participated both in church and in society.
2.4.3. The Council of Constance
As mentioned above, the Council of Constance, at its thirteenth session of
June 15, 1415, made the practice of administering Communion under one
species into canon law, outlawing the lay chalice544. As indicated, this practice
had contributed to the end of Communing infants and small children who
received Communion under the form of wine. It is interesting to note that
according to Fudge the matter of infant Communion had arisen among the
Hussites by the beginning of that same year, and was mentioned by the
539

Holeton (1984), 213.
The Lord’s Supper should be common to all since it is essential to all.
541
Holeton (1984), 213.
542
Fudge mentions the “double or complete inversion of tradition. Not only are songs sung in Czech, but the
usual priestly singers have been replaced by women and children,” Fudge (1998), 255.
543
Fudge (1996), 183. Rejchrtová (1979), 201-204.
544
Denzinger, Enchiridion, 626/585. The fifteenth session, July 6, 1415, condemned the ‘errors’ of John Hus.
Denzinger, Enchiridion, 627f. /522f.
540
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Hussites in the context of a narrative on the ban of the lay cup by the Council
of Constance545. The fact that other churches who were not part of the Hussite
movement were tempted to imitate the practice of Communing infants may
have encouraged the further rejection of the practice546. In the spring of 1418
Pope Martin V demanded complete renunciation of the Bohemian Eucharistic
developments547. The Wenceslas Day Synod, September 28, 1418, seemed to
respond by passing twenty-three articles of which the first one advocated
Communion of infants at baptism548. The 1433 Council of Basel condemned
Communion of infants immediately after their baptism with reference to 2
Corinthians 13:5 (!) and 1 Corinthians 11:29549. The Council of Prague
permitted Communion under both kinds, but repeated the requirement of
having reached the age of discretion550. In 1465 those who still continued the
practice were reminded by their opponents of the actions of the Council of
Constance551. Even as late as 1513 Pope Leo X felt the need to criticize the
Hussite practice in a letter to his legates in Bohemia552.
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Fudge (2010), 160.
Turner (2000), chap. 8, CD-ROM. Turner distinguishes the Hussite movement from the Roman Church,
but it remains unclear whether he has the Western Schism in mind, or considers the Hussites a separate
church altogether.
547
Fudge (2010), 160.
548
“Following baptism, children must receive the Eucharist in the proper manner which is the form of the
body and blood of the Lord. If the child is not able to receive the sacrament without spitting it out, then it
will be necessary to wait before communing. If the child is able to receive, a small piece of the sacrament
should be placed in his or her mouth. After the mouth has been closed for a time, place a drop of the blood
of Christ in his or her mouth taken from the chalice with one’s finger taking care to keep the paten under
it,” Art. 1, Fudge (2010), 160. Cp. Turner (2000), chap. 8, CD-ROM.
549
“These two texts of St. Paul the Apostle are noteworthy: “Examine yourselves to see whether you are
living in the faith. Test yourselves” (2 Cor. 13:5); and “For all who eat and drink without discerning the
Lord’s body, eat and drink judgment against themselves” (1 Cor. 11:29). These condemn those who, with
great irreverence for the most divine sacrament, give Communion to infants immediately after their
baptism,” Council of Basel (1433), Tuner (2000), chap. 8, CD-ROM.
550
“The sacred council will grant to the priests of Bohemia and Moravia the faculty of giving Communion
under both species to the people, namely to those persons determined to be in the years of discretion who
ask reverently and devoutly,” Compact of Prague (1443), 3, Turner (2000), chap. 8, CD-ROM.
551
“When the Council of Constance learned that the Bohemians were giving Communion to children, the
council wrote immediately to the emperor, ordering him and demanding that he make them eliminate the
Communion of children in the kingdom of the Bohemians and in no way allow them to practice it,”
Disputation with Rogkyzana (1465), Turner (2000), chap. 8, CD-ROM.
552
“Regarding children not able to prove themselves and not having clear differences from the mentally
impaired, it seems most serious that they are given Communion because of the danger of irreverence and
spilling or spitting up or vomiting. Even the people of Basel wanting much to please the Bohemians did not
dare to permit it. Therefore it does not seem safe to grant anything about this,” Leo X, Letter to Legates,
Turner (2000), chap. 8, CD-ROM.
546
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2.4.4. The Reformers
The Reformers did not follow the example of the Hussites553. Luther agreed
with them on many points554, but did not side with the Bohemians in
communing little children555. Regarding the age of admission, the Reformers
stayed within the age range that was common in contemporary Roman
Catholic practice556. Luther welcomed children to the table from the age of
seven557. Calvin indicates the second stage of life, from seven to fourteen558,
553

Calvin for example writes in his commentary on John 6: “Nor were the Hussites in the right, when they
proved from this passage that the cup should be given to all indiscriminately,” John Calvin, The Gospel
According to St. John: Part One 1-10, trans. T.H.L. Parker. Vol. 4 of Calvin’s New Testament Commentaries,
ed. David W. Torrance and Thomas F. Torrance. (Repr. Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1988), 169.
554
In 1521 Luther said: “I said” (at the Leipzig disputation of 1519) “that the Council of Constance
condemned some propositions of Huss that were truly Christian. I retract. All his propositions were
Christian, and in condemning him the Pope has condemned the Gospel,” Owen Chadwick, The Reformation,
Vol. 3 of The Pelican History of the Church (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1965), 55. Luther’s theological
relationship to the Bohemians or Hussites was a recurring theme. See for example J.P. Boendermaker,
Luther: Brieven uit de beslissende jaren van zijn leven (Baarn: Ten Have, 1982), 95, 137, 141, 151-154, 157f.,
165f., 176, 189.
555
“Right now I do not think badly about the Bohemian Brethren, having heard from their own
representatives their faith concerning the Sacrament of the Eucharist. I do not approve of the Bohemians
who commune little children, although I do not regard them as heretics in this matter,”
Martin Luther, Letter to Nicholas Hausmann (second half of October, 1523) English translation from Johann
Gerhard, “Whether the Eucharist Should be Given to Children?” Lutheran Forum 30, no. 4 (Winter 1996),
13. For Latin original, see WA, Br. 3, 182-183 (Letter no. 678).
556
Contra W. Verboom who suggests a break with century old Roman Catholic tradition and who presents
the age limit by Calvin of 12 and by Luther of 14 as significant movement upwards: W. Verboom, “Kinderen
op weg naar het avondmaal: Een reaktie n.a.v. de thematiek Doop-Belijdenis-Avondmaal,” Kontekstueel,
(March 1989): 17-21.
557
F. H. Kuiper, “Kinderkommunie in protestantse kring: een stap terug?” Praktische Theologie 1, no. 2
(1974): 104. Fodor states “Luther used age seven as the general rule, as also did most Lutheran Churches
until the period of Rationalism in the 17th century,” Patrick S. Fodor, “Should Baptized Infants Be
Communed?: A Case for Infant Communion in the Lutheran Church (Missouri Synod),” 7,
http://www.scribd.com/doc/18759332/A-Case-for-Infant-Communion-in-the-Lutheran-Church-MissouriSynod (accessed 2012). In his Large Catechism Luther writes: “Therefore let every father of a family know
that it is his duty by the injunction and command of God, to teach these things to his children, or have them
learn what they ought to know. For since they are baptized and received into the Christian Church, they
should also enjoy this Communion of the Sacrament, in order that they may serve us and be useful to us;
for they must all indeed help us to believe, love, pray, and fight against the devil,” Martin Luther, “Large
Catechism,” in Concordia: The Lutheran Confessions, ed. Paul T. McCain et al. transl. William H.T. Dau and
Gerhard F. Bente, 2nd ed. (Saint Louis: Concordia, 2006), 440. Luther mentions the participation of children,
without specifying age, in his The Private Mass and the Consecration of Priests, Luther’s Works, Volume 38
(Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1971), 208, and in the context of his argument in favor of distributing the
elements to the deaf and dumb in his Treatise on New Testament, Luther’s Works, Volume 35 (Philadelphia:
Fortress Press, 1960), 110-111, and mentions children as well as the Bohemians in an argument in favor of
celebration in both kinds in his The Babylonian Captivity of the Church, Luther’s Works, Volume 36
(Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1959), 25. In On the Councils and the Church Luther writes regarding the holy
sacrament of the altar “the question whether you are male or female, young or old, need not be argued –
just as little as it matters in baptism and the preached word,” On the Councils and the Church, 1539,
Luther’s Works, Volume 41 (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1966), 152.
558
By speaking of children up to those almost reaching adolescence: “Qua pueri aut adolescentiae proximi
fidei suae rationem coram ecclesia exponent,” John Calvin, Institutes, Book IV, chap. 19, 13. Compare
Institutes, Book IV, chap. 19, 4.
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as the appropriate stage for profession of faith and consequently admission to
the Lord’s Supper. In the same section, he mentions the specific age of ten559.
The Dutch Refugee Church in London started teaching the smaller catechism
at age five560, teaching the larger catechism at age eleven561, and expecting
children of thirteen to do profession of faith562. The Reformers seem almost
unanimous in requiring catechism teaching 563 and profession of faith prior to
admission to the Lord’s Supper564. Profession of faith focused on catechetical
knowledge and knowing by memory the Ten Commandments, the Lord’s
Prayer, the Creed565, and the catechism teaching on the Lord’s Supper566.

559

John Calvin, Institutes, bk IV, chap. 19, 13. Contra B. Kamphuis, J. Plomp, M.B. van ’t Veer, and C. van de
Velde who suggest an age of 15. They seem mistaken to take the age of 10 as terminus post quem, whereas
it would be more logically understood as the average age of the stage of life which lasted from 7 to 12 for
girls and 7 to 14 for boys. This also fits with Calvin’s French translation of “puer decennis” as “l’enfant de
dix ans, ou environ.” They also think of (years of) continued catechism teaching when Calvin speaks of
“siquid ignoraret, aut minus intelligeret doceretur” whereas translators of Calvin’s Institutes such as C.A. de
Niet seem to think of extra explanation on the spot. The latter would be more in line with the contemporary
Church Order of the Palatinate. The Dutch refugee church in London may have had different standards than
the church of Geneva, but the regulation that children “totten xiiij. iaren byna ghecomen syn, belijdenis
zullen doen” (=children who have almost come to the age of 14, will do profession of faith) from their 1554
Christlicke Ordinancien fits well with Calvin’s “pueri aut adolescentiae proximi” as terminus ante quem, and
does not support an average age of 15 for profession of faith. B. Kamphuis, “Kinderdoop en
kinderkommunie I,” De Reformatie (February 6, 1982): 284-287. Marten Micron, De Christlicke ordinancien
der Nederlantscher Ghemeinten te London 1554: Opnieuw uitgegeven en van een inleiding voorzien door
W.F.Dankbaar. Vol. VII of Kerkhistorische Studiën. Edited by J. Lindeboom, M. van Rhijn, J.N. Bakhuizen van
den Brink (’s Gravenhage: Martinus Nijhoff, 1956). J. Plomp, De kerkelijke tucht bij Calvijn. (Kampen: Kok,
1969), 68f. M.B. van ’t Veer, Catechese en catechetische stof bij Calvijn (Kampen: Kok, 1942), 310f. C. van de
Velde, “Kinderen aan het avondmaal?: Een vraag waar we geen “ja” op kunnen zeggen,” Credo (June 1982):
4. M. Woudstra, De Hollandsche Vreemdelingen-Gemeente te Londen: gedurende de eerste jaren van haar
bestaan (Groningen: Wolters, 1908).
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Micron (1554-1956), 67.
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Woudstra (1908), 49.
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Micron (1554-1956), 68. Micron further regulate the teaching or disciplining of those baptized children
who had not professed their faith by the age of 14, and excommunicating the unrepentant by the age of 18
or 20, Micron (1554-1956), 70f.
563
Several Reformers wrongly assumed that the early church treated children of believers as catechumen.
See for example John Calvin, Institutes, bk. IV, chap. 19, 4 (see also J. Plomp (1969), 69 fn.48), and Beza in
his Confession, Geloofsbelijdenis van Theodorus Beza, M. Te Velde, ed. Confessies: Gereformeerde
geloofsverantwoording in zestiende-eeuws Europa (Heerenveen: Groen, 2009), 292.
564
Regarding Luther, see: M. H. Bolkestein, “Confessio en Admissio,” Kerk en Theologie 15 (1964): 36.
565
In the preface to his Small Catechism (1529) Luther writes: “But with the young people stick to one,
fixed, permanent form and manner. Teach them, first of all, these parts: the Ten Commandments, the
Creed, the Lord's Prayer, and so on, according to the text, word for word, so that they, too, can repeat it in
the same way after you and commit it to memory. But those who are unwilling to learn the catechism
should be told that they deny Christ and are not Christians. They should not be admitted to the Sacrament,
accepted as sponsors at Baptism, or practice any part of Christian freedom. They should simply be turned
back to the pope and his officials, indeed, to the devil himself. Furthermore, their parents and employers
should refuse them food and drink, telling them that the prince will drive such rude persons from the
country,” Martin Luther, “Small Catechism,” in McCain et al. (2006), 315. The Ten Commandments, the Lord
’s Prayer, the Creed and the Hail Mary had been considered the minimal Christian education for several
centuries. Hughes Oliphant Old, The Shaping of the Reformed Baptismal Rite in the Sixteenth Century (Grand
Rapids: Eerdmans, 1992), 185.
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Profession of faith focused less on a testimony of a personal relationship to
God567. Similar to Calvin’s regulations, the Church Order of the Palatinate
suggests that the pastor should help those children whose knowledge
failed568. In his Latin liturgy for the church of Wittenberg of 1523 Luther
suggests a yearly repetition of this interrogation for all participants569. In
addition, Luther seems to require confession of sin just as much as profession
of faith570.
Many Reformers did explicitly reject Communion of infants and very young
children. John Calvin, for example, rejected infant Communion in his
Institutes571, his commentaries on Exodus572 and on the Gospel of John573 and

566

In the preface to his Large Catechism (1529) Luther writes: “This sermon is designed and undertaken to
be an instruction for children and the simple folk. Therefore, in ancient times it was called in Greek
catechism (i.e., instruction for children). It teaches what every Christian must know. So that a person who
does not know this catechism could not be counted as Christian or be admitted to any Sacrament, just as a
mechanic who does not understand the rules and customs of his trade is expelled and considered
incapable,” Luther (1529/2006), 356.
567
G.P. Hartveld, “Kindercommunie,” Centraal Weekblad (January 31, 1971).
568
Kirchenordnung der Kurpfalz 1563, in Wilhelm Niesel, Bekenntnissschriften und Kirchenordnungen der
nach Gottes Wort reformierten Kirche, 2nd ed. (Zürich: Evangelischer Verlag A.G. Zollikon, 1938), 187, 188.
569
Bolkestein (1964), 36, who refers to W.A. XII, 215. Calvin wanted a similar yearly examination of faith in
the context of pastoral visiting. H.A. Speelman, Biechten bij Calvijn: Over het geheim van heilig
communiceren (Heerenveen: Groen, 2010), 6.
570
Article IV of the Augsburg Confession (1530) reads: “Confession is not abolished in our churches. For it is
not usual to communicate the body of our Lord, except to those who have been previously examined and
absolved. And the people are taught most carefully concerning the faith required to absolution, about
which before these times there has been a deep silence. Men are taught that they should highly regard
absolution, inasmuch as it is God's voice, and pronounced by God's command,”
http://www.ccel.org/ccel/schaff/creeds3.iii.ii.html (accessed September 17, 2012). For the relation
between confession and Communion in Calvin’s thought, see Speelman (2010).
571
“At length they object, that there is not greater reason for admitting infants to baptism than to the
Lord’s Supper, to which, however, they are never admitted: as if Scripture did not in every way draw a wide
distinction between them,” John Calvin, Institutes of the Christian Religion, bk. 4, chap. 16, 30. “When he
(Servetus PGS) objects that it is strange why the infant does not partake of the Supper, I answer … etc.” and
“Moreover he alleges that all Christians are brethren, and that infants cannot belong to this class, so long as
we exclude them from the Supper, but I …etc. ,” Institutes, bk. 4, chap. 16, 31.
572
“Since, then, the Paschal Lamb corresponds with the Holy Supper, we may gather from hence, that none
can be duly admitted to receive it, but those who are capable of being taught,” John Calvin, Commentaries
on The Four Last Books of Moses: Arranged in the Form of a Harmony; Volume First. (Grand Rapids:
Christian Classics Ethereal Library, n.d.), 450.
573
“The ancients made a bad mistake in supposing that little children were deprived of eternal life if they
were not given the Eucharist. This sermon does not refer to the Lord’s Supper, but to the continual
communication which we have apart from the reception of the Lord’s Supper. Nor were the Hussites in the
right, when they proved from this passage that the cup should be given to all indiscriminately. As far as
young children are concerned, Christ’s ordinance forbids them to participate in the Lord’s Supper, because
they cannot yet try themselves or celebrate the remembrance of the death of Christ. The same ordinance
makes the cup common to all as well as the bread, for it commands us to drink of it,” John Calvin. The
Gospel According to St. John: Part One 1-10. Trans. T.H.L. Parker. Vol. 4 of Calvin’s New Testament
Commentaries. Ed. David W. Torrance and Thomas F. Torrance. (Repr. Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1988), 169.
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indirectly in a sermon on Deuteronomy 16574. In what has been called the first
Reformed Dogmatics of the Netherlands we find a very similar rejection575.
The Reformers distanced themselves from the infant Communion practice of
church fathers such as Cyprian and Augustine576. This is remarkable
considering that Augustine’s influence on, for example, Calvin’s Eucharistic
thought has been called pervasive577. But their overriding concern seems to
have been to refute the Anabaptist accusation578 that Reformed sacramental
theology and practice was inconsistent579.
2.4.4.1. Reformed Catechisms and Confessions
Several Reformed Catechisms580 and Confessions explicitly reject participation
of infants or young children in the Lord’s Supper celebration. Calvin’s
successor Theodore Beza581 did so in his 1560 Confession582 and his other
574

John Calvin’s 98th sermon , on Deuteronomy 16:5-8, held on Wednesday November 6, 1555: “And truly if
it be not lawful to admit young children to the Lord’s Supper, until they know what is meant by that
Sacrament, and wherefore it was ordained: Should such as have lived a forty and threescore years come to
it like dogs and swine?” John Calvin, Sermons on Deuteronomy (1583; repr., Oxford: University Printing
House, 1987), 607.
575
Joannes Anastasius Veluanus, Wegwijzer voor gewone gelovigen, translated by William de Boer (1554;
Barneveld: Nederlands Dagblad, 2012), 120, 137.
576
Calvin for example adds the following remark to his 1543 edition of the Institutes “In the early Church,
indeed, the Lord’s Supper was frequently given to infants, as appears from Cyprian and Augustine, but the
practice justly became obsolete.” John Calvin, Institutes of the Christian Religion, bk. 4, chap. 16, 30.
577
Keith A. Mathison, Given for You: Reclaiming Calvin’s Doctrine of the Lord’s Supper (Phillipsburg, P&R
Publishing, 2002), 6. Compare: Old, Hughes Oliphant, The Patristic Roots of Reformed Worship. Zürcher
Beiträge zur Reformationsgeschichte, Band 5. (Zürich: Theologischer Verlag, 1975).
578
Much later and to a lesser degree the Eastern Orthodox Church challenged the Reformed theology on
this point as well. Dalby mentions Jeremiah II of Constantinople responding to the Augsburg Confession in
1582 and Metrophanes Kritopoulos of Alexandria fifty years later. Mark Dalby, Infant Communion: PostReformation to Present-Day; Joint Liturgical Studies 67 (Norwich: Canterbury Press, 2009), 4. Metrophanes
Kritopoulos of Alexandria was answered by the Dutch Reformed theologian Herman Witsius in his book The
Economy of the Covenants Between God and Man: Comprehending a Complete Body of Divinity, Vol. II
(1677; repr., Edinburgh: John Turnbull, 1803), 457f.
579
See for example Ulrich Zwingli’s 1522 Refutation of the Baptist Tricks in Selected Works Of Huldreich
Zwingli: 1484-1531; The Reformer Of German Switzerland, S. Macauley Jackson, reprint (Philadelphia:
University of Pennsylvania Press, 1901), 172 f. John Calvin, Institutes of the Christian Religion, bk. 4, chap.
16. J. van Genderen “De doop bij Calvijn,” in Rondom de doopvont: Leer en gebruik van de heilige doop in
het Nieuwe Testament en in de geschiedenis van de westerse kerk, ed. W. van ‘t Spijker and W. Balke, and K.
Exalto and L. van Driel, 263-295 (Kampen: De Groot Goudriaan, 1983), 283, Guido de Brès’ Oorsprong en
weerlegging van de wederdopers, ed. R. Pieterman. (1595; Barneveld: Stichting Heruitgave Werken Guido
De Brès, 2011), 542.
580
The existence of Reformed catechisms in itself does not prove that Reformers emphasized knowledge as
a requirement more than the Roman Catholics did. Richard DeMolen for example mentions how both
Protestant and Catholic reformers turned to the catechism as the principal instrument of persuasion to win
the support of children: Richard DeMolen, “Childhood and the Sacraments in the Sixteenth Century,”
Archive for Reformation History 66 (1975), 51. See also J. Hermans, Eucharistie vieren met kinderen: Een
liturgiewetenschappelijke studie over de deelname van het kind aan de eucharistie in het verleden en
volgens de huidige kerkelijke rechtlijnen (Brugge: Tabor, 1987), 123f.
581
Theodorus Beza (1509-1605).
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short Confession583. The Scottish Confession of Faith (1560) speaks in similar
terms584. The 1647 Westminster Larger Catechism excludes young children
from the Lord’s Supper in question and answer 177585. The 1563 Heidelberg
Catechism does not mention young children in this context586, but co-author
Zachary Ursinus does exclude them from the Lord’s Supper in his commentary
on the Heidelberg Catechism587. Nor does the 1561 Belgic Confession deal
582
“The declaration of the death of Jesus Christ and consequently of all that He did for us, with thanksgiving
for the benefits received and examining and proving ourselves, are the substance of the Supper (1 Cor.
11:25-26). Therefore, they cannot be left out, nor perverted or altered without great sacrilege. Therefore, it
follows that the Supper of the Lord ought not to be communicated to those who cannot prove or examine
themselves because they do not have the use of reason, as young children and such (1 Cor. 11:28).” James
T. Dennison Jr., ed., “Theodore Beza’s Confession (1560) ” in Reformed Confessions of the 16th and 17th
Centuries in English Translation: Volume 2 1552-1566 (Grand Rapids: Reformed Heritage Books, 2010), 297298. See also Te Velde (2009), 210.
583
“It is also necessary that we test ourselves and proclaim the death of the Lord in the supper, that means
publicly profess with thanksgiving. This shows sufficiently that those who are not capable of that, ought not
celebrate the sacrament, namely small children, who nevertheless will be saved, as they are included in the
covenant of salvation with their fathers.” My translation. Art. 33 of Theodore Beza’s Confession:
Geloofsbelijdenis van Theodorus Beza, Te Velde (2009), 350.
584
“Chap. XXIII. To Whom Sacraments Appertain. We confess and acknowledge that baptism appertains as
well to the infants of the faithful as unto those that be of age and discretion. And so we damn the error of
the Anabaptists who deny baptism to appertain to children before they have faith and understanding. But
the supper of the Lord, we confess to appertain to such only as be of the household of faith, can try and
examine themselves as well in their faith as in their duty towards their neighbors. Such as eat and drink at
that holy table without faith or being at dissension and disunion with their brethren do eat unworthily. And,
therefore, it is that in our kirks our ministers take public and particular examination of the knowledge and
conversation of such as are to be admitted to the table of the Lord Jesus,” James T. Dennison Jr., ed., “The
Scottish Confession (1560),” in Dennisson Jr. (2010), 204. See also Te Velde (2009), 432.
585
“177. Q. Wherein do the sacraments of baptism and the Lord’s Supper differ? A. The sacraments of
baptism and the Lord’s Supper differ, in that baptism is to be administered but once,, with water, to be
assign and seal of our regeneration and ingrafting into Christ, and that even to infants; whereas the Lord’s
Supper is to be administered often, in the elements of bread and wine, to represent and exhibit Christ as
spiritual nourishment to the soul, and to confirm our continuance and growth in him, and that only to such
as are of years and ability to examine themselves,” Johannes G. Vos The Westminster Larger Catechism: A
Commentary, ed. G.I. Williamson (Phillipsburg: P&R Publishing, 2002), 509f.
586
Gallant rightly notes that the Heidelberg Catechism only mentions three categories of people: 1, those
who are believing and repentant, 2- those who are secretly unrepentant, and 3- those who are openly
unrepentant, and that covenant children do not fall into any of these categories. Tim Gallant, Feed My
Lambs: Companion Study Guide; 7 lessons on Paedocommunion; With a postscript on Paedocommunion and
the Three Forms of Unity (Grande Prairie: Pacta Reformandum, 2003), 26.
587
“Those unto whom the things signified belong, unto them the sign also belongs, unless there be some
condition in the way of using it which would forbid it, or unless there be some circumstance connected with
the institution which would not admit the observance of the rite, as females formerly were debarred from
circumcision on account of their sex, and as infants at this day are excluded from the Lord’s Supper because
of their incapacity of showing the Lord’s death, and proving themselves,” “They are to be admitted to the
Lord’s supper by the church, 1. Who are of a proper age to examine themselves, and to commemorate the
Lord’s death, according to the command: “This do ye in remembrance of me.” “let a man examine himself,
and so let him eat of that bread.” “Ye do shew the Lord’s death till he come.” (1 Cor. 11:24, 25, 28.) The
infant children of the church are, therefore, not admitted to the use of the Lord’s supper, even though they
are included among the number of the faithful.” “Infants are not capable of coming to the Lord’s supper,
because they do not possess faith actually, but only potentially and by inclination,” Zacharias Ursinus, The
Commentary of Zacharias Ursinus on the Heidelberg Catechism, translated G.W. Williard, 2nd ed.
(Columbus: Scott & Bascom, 1852), 366-367, 425, 429.
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explicitly with admission of young children at the Lord’s Supper, but its author,
Guido de Brès, does reject paedocommunion in his book against the
Anabaptists588.
Considering the importance of infant Communion in the early Bohemian
Reformation, it is noteworthy that the later Bohemian Confessions of 1535,
1573 and 1575/1609 speak of infant baptism, but not of infant Communion589.
The 1535 Confession states that faith must precede the use of sacraments in
order for the sacraments to do any good590. It also states that none are
admitted until they have examined themselves as much as lies in them and
behave reverently toward this sacrament591. The 1573 Confession states that
after baptism, presumably of children, “when they do desire to be partakers
of the Lord’s Supper, they may with their own mouths, and of their own
accord, make profession”592. Though Jan Hus’ name is mentioned in the
foreword of the 1575/1609 Bohemian Confession593, the legacy of the first
Bohemian reformation is foremost preserved in utraquism594, and not in infant
Communion. Children are not even mentioned in the context of the Lord’s
Supper595.
2.4.4.2. Reformed Church Orders
Several Reformed church orders regulate the admission to the Lord’s Supper
and the requirements to participate. In the 1561 Church Order of Geneva,
articles 142 and 143 state that children should be allowed at the Lord’s Supper
only after proper catechism teaching and profession of Christian faith 596. In
588

De Brès (1595/2011), 543. De Brès’ arguments are almost identical to the arguments of Calvin.
Bohemian Confession (1535), art. 12, James T. Dennison Jr. Reformed Confessions of the 16th and 17th
Centuries in English Translation: Volume 1: 1523-1552 (Grand Rapids: Reformed Heritage Books, 2008), 320.
Bohemian Confession (1573), art. 12, James T. Dennison Reformed Confessions of the 16th and 17th Centuries
in English Translation, Volume 3: 1567-1599 (Grand Rapids, Reformation Heritage Books, 2012), 364.
Bohemian Confession (1575/1609), art. 14, Dennison (2012), 422.
590
Art. 11, Dennison (2008), 319. But the text explicitly speaks only of adults.
591
Art. 13, Dennison (2008), 324.
592
Art. 12, Dennison (2012), 365.
593
Dennison (2012), 402.
594
Utraquism is even mentioned in the subtitle of this confession: “The Second Bohemian Confession of
Faith: Confession of the holy Christian Faith, of all three estates of the Kingdom of Bohemia, thus professing
the Testament of the Body and Blood of our Lord Jesus Christ and its use in both species,” Dennison (2012),
402.
595
Art. 15, Dennison (2012), 422f.
596
Les Ordonnances Ecclésiastiques de l’Eglise de Genève 1561 in Niesel (1938), 48, 59, 60. Article 40
mentions the catechism of little children, articles 141–147 deal with the order toward children. The text of
142 reads: “Quand un enfant sera suffisamment instruict pour se passer du Catechisme, qu'il recite
solennellement la somme de ce qui y sera contenu: et ainsi quíl face comme une profession de sa
Chrestienté en presence de l'Eglise, et que pour ce faire on reserve les quatre dimanches devant la Cene.”
And of 143: “Devant qu'avoir faict cela, que nul enfant ne soit admis a recevoir la Cene: et qu'on advertisse
589
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the 1563 Church Order of the Palatinate597, profession of faith is also required.
In the Dutch Reformed tradition, the 1618-1619 Church Order of Dordt is most
significant. Article 61 of this church order requires prior profession of faith and
proof of a Christian lifestyle598.
2.4.4.3. Reformed Arguments
We can easily summarize the arguments against infant Communion as
articulated by the Reformers. First of all, they were aware of infant
Communion in the early church, but felt that it was justly abolished599. In
answer to the Anabaptists, most Reformers argued that there was a clear
distinction between baptism and the Lord’s Supper, and they based that
distinction mainly on their interpretation of 1 Corinthians 11. Children could
not do this in remembrance, they could not proclaim the death of Christ, nor
could they examine themselves, and they are unable to distinguish the body
of the Lord600. Based on verse 29 some Reformers even spoke of the Lord’s
Supper as deadly poison when administered to children601. Luther distanced
himself from this interpretation of 1 Corinthians 11, explaining that Paul spoke
of adults, those who were quarreling among themselves602. However,
Lutheran theologians in this era did not necessarily follow Luther’s
interpretation of 1 Corinthians 11603. The Reformers saw a similar distinction
between the Old Testament institution of circumcision and the Passover,
assuming that all boys were circumcised whereas children who participated in

les parens de ne les amener devant les temps. Car c'est chose fort perilleuse tant pour les enfans que pour
les peres, de les ingerer sans bonne et suffisante instruction: pour laquelle cognoistre il est de besoin d'user
de cest ordre.”
597
From which context and year the Heidelberg Catechism originates.
598
Dordt Church Order (1618-16-19), art. 61: “None shall be admitted to the Lord's Supper except those
who, according to the usage of the Church to which they unite themselves, have made Confession of
Religion, besides being reputed to be of a godly conversation, without which also those who come from
other Churches shall not be admitted,” http://www.ccel.org/creeds/neth-ref-order.txt (accessed September
17, 2012).
599
See for example. Calvin Institutes, bk. 4, chap. 16, 30, and De Brès (1595/2011), 542.
600
Conform 1 Corinthians 11:24-29. See for example Calvin Institutes, bk. 4, chap. 16, 30, Anastasius
Veluanus (1544/2012), 137, Zacharias Ursinus (1602/1852), 366-367, 425, 429,
De Brès (1595/2011), 543, art. 33 of Theodore Beza’s Confession, the Scottish Confession (1560).
601
Calvin Institutes, bk. 4, chap. 16, 30, Anastasius Veluanus (1544/2012), 137 and De Brès (1595/2011),
543. One wonders whether this would constitute a negative example of ex opere operato.
602
“When in 1 Corinthians (11:28) Paul said that a man should examine himself, he spoke only of adults
because he was speaking about those who were quarreling among themselves. However, he doesn’t here
forbid that the sacrament of the altar be given even to children,” Luther’s Works, Volume 54 (Philadelphia:
Fortress Press, 1967), 58.
603
In his 1559 Pastorale the Lutheran theologian Erasmus Sarcerius, for example, rejected Communion of
children on the basis of their inability to examine themselves conform 1 Cor. 11 , C.T. de Groot, Erasmus
Sarcerius’Pastorale 1559 en de vorming van predikanten in de zestiende eeuw (Apeldoorn: Labarum
Academic, 2016), 134.
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the Passover were only those of sufficient age to inquire into its meaning604.
Zwingli’s argument centers around the figure of speech called synecdoche in
which a part represents the whole and vice versa, and he focuses not on 1
Corinthians 11, but on Acts 2 and 1 Corinthians 10, which speak of both
baptism and breaking of bread605. This is not a complete surprise, considering
that infant Communion was only discussed in the context of the debate with
the Anabaptists, who felt baptizing infants without allowing them to
participate in the Lord’s Supper was inconsistent. Anastasius Veluanus, who is
willing to consider the existence of faith in infants when discussing infant
baptism, rules out the possibility of this infant faith being of such nature that
it would be ground for participation in the Lord’s Supper606. Guido de Brès
adds the interesting remark that the souls of children are fed with Jesus as the
Bread of Life in a different way than by eating the bread of the Lord’s
Supper607. A similar paradoxical view was previously expressed by Calvin608,
and is later found with Herman Witsius who denies children sacramental
union with Christ, while granting them spiritual and mystical union609.
2.4.4.4. Reformed exception
Wolfgang Musculus (1497-1563) seems to have been the only significant
Reformer who, according to his 1560 Commonplaces of Christian Religion,
favored infant Communion610. Like other Reformed theologians whom we
meet later, he was hesitant to push the issue and advocate a reintroduction of
the practice. But he did believe that the practice and theology of the Early
Church Fathers was firmly based on Scripture. Musculus believed that children
were admitted to the Passover and recognized the connection between
Passover and Lord’s Supper. He disagreed with the interpretation of 1
Corinthians 11 which considers self-examination as prerequisite for
participation and did not believe that children could eat or drink judgment
604

i.e. Zwingli (1522/1901), 175, Calvin Institutes, bk. 4, chap. 16, 30 and De Brès (1595/2011), 543.
Zwingli (1522/1901), 173f.
606
Anastasius Veluanus (1544/2012), 120.
607
“Yes but, they say, it is a complete counter natural case that those who are born, don’t eat. Little
children are being reborn in a heavenly and spiritual life. Why shouldn’t they eat spiritual food? We answer
that the souls are being fed in another fashion than by eating the visible bread of the Supper. And we say
that, though little children don’t eat the sacrament, Jesus Christ is the Bread of Life for them, just as much
as for grownups,” De Brès (1595/2011), 543 (my translation).
608
“I answer, that souls are fed by other food than the external eating of the Supper, and that accordingly
Christ is the food of infants, though they partake not of the symbol,” Calvin, Institutes, bk. 4, chap. 16, 31.
609
Herman Witsius (1677), 458. Compare Joseph Bingham, mentioned below.
610
Wolfgang Musculus, Loci communes in usus sacrae Theologiae candidatorum parati (Basel: Johann.
Herwagen, 1560), 469-173. English translation of these pages:
http://www.paedocommunion.com/articles/musculus_common_places.php (accessed September 17,
2012).
605
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upon themselves by their mere inability to examine themselves. As Gallant
notes, Musculus seemed to understand the church as Eucharistic
community611.
2.4.4.5. Frequency
In light of the possible relationship between frequent celebration of the Lord’s
Supper and paedocommunion practice, it is significant that Calvin strongly
favored weekly celebration of the Lord’s Supper, but was overruled by the
Genevan council612. Others encouraged monthly celebration of the Lord’s
Supper613. It was in 1525 that Zwingli took the significant step of pulling apart
the two high points of the enduring structure of liturgy of word and sacrament
and allocating them in a separate weekly preaching service and a Lord’s
Supper service, which was held only four times a year. This quarterly
frequency of Lord’s Supper celebration did become dominant practice within
the Reformed tradition. It is important to note that this was intended as a
measure to improve church discipline: “the table could now easily be fenced
without driving those lax in discipline away from the services of the
church”614.
2.4.4.6. A Dynamic Process
In Calvin’s theology, more than in the theology of other evangelicals,
Communion was not merely a single act repeated over the course of a
lifetime; rather it was an essential ongoing dynamic in a process in which the
ability to “discern” the Lord’s body deepened and grew greater over a lifetime
of faith615, deepening faith, just as Christ grows more one with us over time,
through the eating of his flesh and the drinking of his blood616. Remarkably
611

http://www.paedocommunion.com/articles/musculus_common_places.php (accessed January 7, 2013).
Calvin, Institutes, bk. 4, chap. 17, 44. See also: T. Brienen, De liturgie bij Johannes Calvijn (Kampen: De
Groot Goudriaan, 1987), 44f and 214f. Calvin settled for monthly celebration or celebrating as frequently as
the capacity of people would allow. See the Articles concerning the Organization of the Church and of
Worship at Geneva proposed by the ministers at the Council: January 16, 1537 and his 1540 Short Treatise
on the Holy Supper of our Lord and Only Saviour Jesus Christ: John Calvin, Calvin: Theological Treatises,
edited by J.K.S. Reid (Philadelphia: The Westminster Press, 1954), 50, 152.
613
See for example the Palatinate Church Order, Niesel (1938), 187.
614
Nicholas Wolterstorff, “The Reformed Liturgy,” in Major Themes in the Reformed Tradition, ed. Donald K.
McKim, 2nd ed. (Eugene: Wipf & Stock, 1998), 294. He also writes: “There is, in my judgment, no more
fundamental liturgical issue facing the Reformed churches today than this ancient dispute within the
tradition over the place in the liturgy of the Eucharist: ought the liturgy of the Reformed churches to exhibit
the enduring structure of word and sacrament, and ought the people of God to eat the Supper weekly?”
Wolterstorff (1998), 295.
615
Lee Palmer Wandel, The Eucharist in the Reformation: Incarnation and Liturgy (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 2006), 140, 171.
616
Wandel (2006), 160. Calvin, Institutes, bk. IV, chap. 17, 10.
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enough, Calvin could conceive this process of growing understanding in
relation to baptism for infants and children who age 617, but in relation to the
Lord’s Supper only from the second stage of childhood and for consequent
stages of life. Regarding baptism this sense of a process over a lifetime of faith
may have been captured in the Belgic Confession article 34 which speaks of
lifelong profitability of the baptism we receive only once618.
2.4.4.7. Summary
I conclude that in many ways the Reformation meant a continuation of Roman
Catholic practice and theology in its rejection of Communion of infants and
the smallest children, with the Reformer Wolfgang Musculus being the
exception. The Reformers stayed with the age limits of the Roman Catholics,
Luther’s seven years being in line with Bishop Henry Sisteron and Calvin’s ten
years being in line with Thomas Aquinas. All, including the Dutch Refugee
Church of London with age thirteen, considered the second, seven-year-long
life stage the proper stage in life to start participating in the Lord’s Supper.
The Reformed requirement of knowing the Ten Commandments, the Lord’s
Prayer, and the Creed was also in line with Roman Catholic practice; this is
what had been considered minimal Christian education for several centuries
and also what had been encouraged or required before Communion. It is
remarkable that the Bohemian Confessions do not even mention infant
Communion. The Reformers considered the question regarding
paedocommunion primarily an issue in the debate with the Anabaptists about
infant baptism. In the argument of the Reformers the inability of children to
fulfill the perceived requirements of 1 Corinthians 11 plays a prominent role.
Luther rejects this interpretation and one wonders and it remains unclear how
strongly he rejected infant Communion and on what grounds. The arguments
of several Reformers reveal the wrong assumptions that only those children
participated in the Passover who were of sufficient age to inquire into its
meaning, and that the early church treated children of believers as
catechumen. I noted how several of the Reformed theologians deny children
sacramental union, while granting them spiritual or mystical union, believing
617

Calvin, Institutes, bk. 4, chap.. 16, 21. “Should they reach an age when they can be instructed in the
meaning of baptism, …” (…) “And though, in adults, the receiving of the sign ought to follow the
understanding of its meaning, yet, (…), a different rule must be followed with children.” (…) “Wherefore,
nothing more of present effect is to be required in pædobaptism, than to confirm and sanction the
covenant which the Lord has made with them. The other part of the meaning of the sacrament will follow at
the time which God himself has provided.” In his translation of the Institutes De Niet summarizes this
section under the heading ‘Het kind groeit toe naar het begrip van zijn doop.” (The child grows towards the
understanding of its baptism).
618
“Yet this baptism is profitable not only when the water is on us and when we receive it but throughout
our entire lives,” Belgic Confession, art. 34.
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that children are spiritually fed with Jesus as the Bread of Life. At the level of
practice, the fact that Calvin’s desire for a weekly frequency of Lord’s Supper
celebration was overruled by the Genevan council and that the Reformed
tradition would follow in the footsteps of Zwingli who made an end to the
enduring structure of liturgy by separating the weekly preaching service from
a quarterly Lord’s Supper celebration, would help fencing the table in more
than one way. I also noted how Reformed sacramental theology contains
dynamic elements regarding, for example, a growing understanding of
sacraments already received and lifelong profitability of baptism once
received, which could be fruitful for the development of paedocommunion
theology.
2.4.5. The Council of Trent
At this point in my historic overview it is good to mention that meanwhile the
Council of Trent, at its twenty-first session on June 16, 1562, concluded or
solidified the medieval disappearance of Communion of infants and small
children with an anathema: “If any one shall say that the Communion of the
Eucharist is necessary to little children before they come to years of
discretion, let him be anathema”619. The Catechism of the Council of Trent
explains the rationale behind this anathema:
“Although this law, sanctioned by the authority of God and of the
Church, concerns all the faithful, yet it must be taught that those are
excepted who because of tender age do not yet possess the use of
reason. For these neither know how to discern the sacred Eucharist
from profane and common bread, nor can bring to the reception of it
piety of mind and religion. And this also seems most alien from the
institution of Christ; for he says: "Take and eat." And it is quite clear
that infants are not fit to take and eat. It is true that in some places
the custom of giving the Holy Eucharist even to infants was ancient;
but nevertheless this has now been long discontinued by the authority
of the same Church, both for the reasons which have been mentioned
and for other reasons which are most consonant to Christian piety”620.
This Roman Catholic anathema had almost no influence on Reformed position
on paedocommunion, except perhaps for the fact that it would later
strengthen some Reformed paedocommunion advocates in their conviction
that rejection of paedocommunion was typical for Roman Catholic theology.
619
620

Council of Trent, Sess. XXI, Stone (1904), 196.
Catechism of the Council of Trent, II. iv. 60, Stone (1904), 197f.
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2.4.6. Further developments in the Reformed tradition of Great Britain
David Holeton’s study on the Question of Infant Communion in Seventeenth
Century English Baptismal Controversies has created special awareness of
British Reformed proponents of infant Communion. The Anglican churchman
William Bedell621, bishop of Kilmore, expresses his support for
paedocommunion in a letter written to Dr. Samuel Ward round 1630622. In
1633 George Herbert pleaded for a lower age limit for communicants623.
Though in the early days the historic practice of paedocommunion had been
mentioned by Reformed theologians to embarrass the Roman Catholics, soon
it became part of the baptismal controversies, as Reformed theologians tried
to refute the Baptist charge of inconsistency624.
2.4.6.1. Deepened discussion
Discussion of paedocommunion in this context deepened when in 1647 bishop
Jeremy Taylor625 defended paedocommunion in his The Liberty of
Prophesying626 concluding that is was neither prohibited nor commanded. In
his 1653 book The Life of Christ, he states that there is more reason for infants
to be communicated than for infants not to be baptized627. In the second
volume of this book, Taylor states: “The primitive church gave the holy
sacraments to infants immediately after baptism,' and by that act transmitted
this proposition—that nothing was of absolute necessity, but innocency and
purity from sin, and a being in the state of grace”628. Taylor gave the most
extensive defense of the infant Communion practice of “the Greeks, the
621

William Bedell (1571-1642).
“So Children were circumcised, which could not understand the reason of it; and the same also did eat
the Passover. And so did also Children baptized in the Primitive Church communicate in the Lord’s Supper.
Which I know not why it should not be so still,” “Lastly: by this Doctrine, you must also maintain that
Children do spiritually eat the Flesh of Christ, and drink his Blood, if they receive the Eucharist (as for divers
Ages they did, and by the Analogy of the Passover they may, (perhaps ought): since they do not ponere
contraria cogitationis aut prave operationi: And since the use of this Sacrament toties quoties must confer
Grace; it seems it were necessary to let them communicate, and the oftener the better, to the intent they
might be stronger in Grace,” Richard Parr, ed., The Life Of the Most Reverend Father in God, James Usher:
Late Lord Arch-Bishop of Armagh, Primate and Metropolitan of all Ireland. Letter 163 (London: Kings-Arms
in St. Pauls Church Yard, 1686), 442, 445.
623
Holeton in Müller-Fahrenholz (1981), 89.
624
Dalby (2009),9.
625
Jeremy Taylor (1613-1667).
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Jeremy Taylor, A Discourse of the Liberty of Prophesying, Edited by R. Cattermole ed., (1648; London:
Joseph Rickerby, 1836), 96, 97, 123, 200, 216, 330 etc.
627
Jeremy Taylor, The History of the Life and Death of the Holy Jesus (a.k.a. The Great Exemplar), Volume I
(London: James Flesher, 1653), 206.
628
Jeremy Taylor, The Great Exemplar or the Life of our Ever Blessed Saviour Jesus Christ, Volume II, Third
part, (1655; New York: Robert Carter & Brothers, 1859), 257.
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Ethiopians, the Bohemians and Moravians” 629 in his 1660 treatise The Worthy
Communicant. To avoid contention, he still concluded that communing infants
is lawful, but not necessary, and “therefore, in this case, the present practice
of the church is to be our rule and measure of peace, and determination of
the article” 630.
In his 1659 Epilogue, Herbert Thorndike631, Canon of Westminster Abbey,
denied that the primitive church had deemed infant Communion necessary
for salvation632 and concluded, like Taylor, that infant Communion was neither
necessary nor unlawful. He believed that the contemporary church deferred
far longer than it ought, and, again like Taylor, concluded that “he, that
contents himself with the practice of the Church for unity’s sake, will prove
the best Christian”633. James Peirce634, born and raised in a Congregationalist
Church, who later served both Congregationalist and Presbyterian churches,
wrote a more extensive treatment of 183 pages on paedocommunion, which
was published posthumously in 1728 as An Essay in Favour of the Ancient
Practice of Giving the Eucharist to Children635. Daniel Waterland636 mentions
James Peirce in his 1737 book A Review of the Doctrine of the Eucharist,
writing that his suggestions bear plausibility; still he chooses to acquiesce to
William Wall637. In his posthumously published 1742 book An Inquiry
concerning the Antiquity of the Practice of Infant Communion, Waterland
distanced himself more from Peirce’s position638.
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Jeremy Taylor, The Worthy Communicant, Volume XV of The Whole Work of the Right Rev. Jeremy Taylor,
D.D, Lord Bishop of Down, Connor, and Dromore, Edited by. Reginal Heber, (1661; London: Ogle, Duncan
etc., 1822), 503. Section II of Chapter III deals with the question whether infants are to be admitted to the
Holy Communion. Section III of Chapter III deals with the question whether innocents, fools and madmen
may be admitted to the Holy Communion.
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Taylor (1661/1822), 508.
631
Herbert Thorndike (1598-1672).
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Herbert Thorndike, An Epilogue to the Tragedy of the Church of England …, Volume II part II of
Theological Works of Herbert Thorndike, (1659; Oxford: John Henry Parker, 1846), 456-457.
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Herbert Thorndike, An Epilogue to the Tragedy of the Church of England …, Volume IV of Theological
Works of Herbert Thorndike, (1659; Oxford: John Henry Parker, 1852), 182-183.
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James Peirce (c. 1674-1726).
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James Peirce, An Essay in Favour of the Ancient Practice of Giving the Eucharist to Children (London: J.
Noon, 1728).
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Daniel Waterland (1683-1740).
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Daniel Waterland, A Review of the Doctrine of the Eucharist: With Four Charges to the Clergy of
Middlesex Connected with the Same Subject, Volume IV and V of his collected works (1737; Oxford,
Clarendon, 1880), 121 fn. i. William Wall (1647–1728) wrote his 1705 book The History of Infant Baptism in
answer to the Seventh Day Baptist theologian Joseph Stennett (1663 – 1713) and later expanded versions of
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2.4.6.2. The Restoration ending the debate
Holeton suggests that the Restoration (of the monarchy), beginning in 1660,
meant the end of this debate within Anglican circles639. He also suggests that if
the Restoration of the British monarchy had not made the Anglican Church
into national church or state church again, that those Anglicans with a high
view of the sacraments would have reintroduced the practice of infant
Communion640. The party of the usagers within the movement of the
nonjurors, though marginal, may be seen as an indication of how infant
Communion could have been reintroduced in the Church of England had it not
been for the restoration. Infant confirmation and Communion was sanctioned
in bishop Thomas Deacon’s641 1734 A Complete Collection of Devotions642.
Deacon gave a more detailed explanation of his position in his 1747 A Full,
True and Comprehensive View of Christianity643.
2.4.6.3. A new stimulus from the East
According to Dalby, infant Communion is only of interest to antiquarians for
the next century644. From about 1850 he registers a new stimulus in the
debate from the East. But it is around the turn of the century that new
significant publications appear. In his 1899 book Holy Baptism the Anglican
theologian Darwell Stone645 expresses the hope for restoration of “the
primitive custom of administering Confirmation and First Communion, in the
case both of infants and of adults, immediately after Baptism”646. In his 1904
book Holy Communion, Stone dedicates a chapter to the subject647. Stone
disputes the distinction between “necessity of the means” and “the necessity

paedocommunion. Infants had not been actual, literal, communicants, but spiritual partakers, partaking in
the mystical banquet, communicants in right, in effect, in real enjoyment, but not in reality.
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of the precept” as ground to baptize, but not to commune infants648. He
argues against the postponement of confirmation till age fifteen or higher649.
He remains unconvinced by the arguments against infant Communion of
Joseph Bingham650. Stone argues that every scriptural and historical reason651
for the baptism of infants applies to their Communion as well, and the need
for grace, derived from reception of the elements, does not begin at age
nine652. He does not desire rash change, but well-considered restoration of the
practice653.
Meanwhile, in 1901, the Anglican Henry Holloway had written The
Confirmation and Communion of Infants and Young Children654 in favor of
infant Communion. Holloway finds no support in Scripture for the required
confirmation to participate in Communion655. The confession of sacraments as
necessary for salvation656 and ordained by Christ657, and the administration of
both elements to all Christians658 conflicts with a practice which is, according
to Holloway, the effect of an evil rationalistic notion659. He points out that
confirmation and Communion immediately following the baptism of infants is
found in the early church660 up to the late Middle Ages, until a change starts
round 1536661, an era in which the separation of baptism, confirmation and
Communion is completed662. Only after the Reformation663 does the age for
confirmation become seven664, with yet many examples of earlier
648
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confirmation and a trend towards the upper limit of age fourteen665. The
Council of Constance666 implicitly deprived children of the Lord’s Supper667,
and the Council of Trent668 and its Catechism explicitly forbade the
administration of the Eucharist to children who are not yet come of the use of
reason669. Holloway, who cannot foresee that in the near future a pope will be
the first to lower the age of first Communion, considers these councils proof
of the popish nature of raising the age of admission. He highlights the
continued paedocommunion practice of the Russian Church670. He further
registers eight objections to infant Communion671 and responds to each with
criticism for their popish nature and late origin. He emphasizes the parallels
between Passover, baptism, preaching, and prayer on the one side and Lord’s
Supper on the other. He compares the biblical invitation of the penitents with
the invitation of the innocents. He suggests a communal rather than individual
approach, puts the emphasis on God’s act instead of man’s, and suggests that
God’s Holy Spirit operates instead of ex opere operato. Passover is connected
with the Eucharist672, and manna was a type of it673. The baptized, such as
babies, should be taught all that Christ commanded, including the Lord’s
Supper674. The baptized are in communion with Christ, and should therefore
receive Communion675. All who are baptized by one Spirit have been made to
drink into one Spirit676. Lambs should be fed677. If children do not participate,
the unity of Christ’s mystical body is not signified678. Holloway further
challenges the age of admission by comparing it to the legal age of marriage,
the age children can give legal testimony, and the age at which Royal persons
undergo certain rituals679.
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We take note of the fact that these books with their plea for infant
Communion were published a few years before the Roman Catholic Church,
under the leadership of pope Pius X, took an important step towards lowering
the age of first Communion with the publication of Quam Singulari in 1910. It
would take another half century before similar Reformed theologians in
Germany and the Netherlands would do similar proposals.
2.4.6.4. Summary
In summary, initially the British Reformed theologians refer to the historic
practice of paedocommunion to embarrass the Roman Catholics. Considering
that most Reformers dealt with the question of paedocommunion in the
context of the debate with the Anabaptists, it is interesting to see how in the
case of the British Reformed tradition that discussion continued and
deepened in response to the Baptist charge of inconsistency. As the discussion
deepens, the positions of several Reformed theologians shifted towards
acceptance of paedocommunion. The political reality of the Restoration
seems to have ended the chances of the reintroduction of the
paedocommunion practice within the mainstream of the British Reformed
tradition. The introduction of paedocommunion by the marginal party of the
Usagers may indicate what alternative futures may have looked like. After a
century in which paedocommunion was merely a matter of antiquarians’
interest, new pleas are heard from within Reformed circles. Now the impulse
for the debate also came from the Eastern Church. The British Reformed pleas
for paedocommunion preceded the lowering of the age of first Communion in
the Roman Catholic Church by a couple of years, and preceded similar pleas in
the German and Dutch Reformed tradition by almost half a century.
2.4.7. Further developments in the Reformed tradition of Germany
When describing what was written by German Reformed and Lutheran
theologians after the Reformation, two historical works should be mentioned
first. In 1673 the German Lutheran theologian J.F. Mayer680 publishes a
treatise of 73 pages681 on infant Communion682. Mayer denies that infant
Communion was an apostolic tradition, explaining its later existence as
flowing forth from a wrong sacramental interpretation of John 6, and supports
the arguments of the Lutheran Quenstedt in opposition of infant Communion.
680

J.F. Mayer (1650-1712).
Approximately 15.000 words.
J.F. Mayer, Commentarius Historico-Theologicus de Eucharistia Infantibus olim Data (Leipzig: J.E. Hahn,
1673). A second edition mentioned by Dalby was printed in Jena in 1734. Mayer also wrote a book titled
Würdiger Communicant, a book I was not able to obtain.
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Dalby notes how Mayer was marred by his concern to lambast the Romans683.
In 1736 another German Lutheran theologian, Peter Zorn684 published a book
of more than six hundred pages on the history of infant Communion685.
Though Zorn had written his book dissatisfied with Mayer’s work, Dalby’s
summary shows that Zorn was convinced that the practice was not apostolic,
but wrongly based on a notion of necessity from John 6. Zorn does argue his
case, but, as Dalby notes, he primarily presents a history of infant
Communion686.
2.4.7.1. Twenty German theologians
Regarding information on the issue of infant Communion in the writings of
German Reformed and Lutheran theologians I further depend mostly on
Eberhard Kenttner’s overview in his dissertation Abendmahl mit Kindern687.
Kenntner summarizes the position of twenty Lutheran and Reformed German
theologians between 1700 and 1959688. Kenntner concludes that his overview
provides no evidence of any paedocommunion debate or the existence of
proponents of this practice in Germany until a first statement in 1957 by Otto
Haendler689. He also concludes that the interpretation 1 Corinthians 11 is
crucial in the Lutheran and Reformed position against infant Communion. He
suspects that the relationship between confession of sin and Lord’s Supper
and not between knowledge and the Lord’s Supper is most crucial as verse 28
of this chapter about worthiness is referred to most often, and not verse 29
about discerning the body. Likewise the German Calvinist theologian Heinrich
Heppe690 considers self-examination of 1 Corinthians 11:28 so crucial, that in
his Reformed Dogmatics he classifies children who are unable to examine
themselves with the insane and the unrepentant sinners, while stating on the
same page that the Lord’s Supper was given to strengthen those weak in
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faith691. The underlying anthropology of the child is defined in terms of
becoming mature and becoming Christian and not of being. Unlike the AngloSaxon seventeenth century debates as researched by Holeton, neither the
relationship between infant baptism and the Lord’s Supper nor that between
infant baptism and confirmation cause much discussion. Though his sources
provide few explicit examples, Kenntner suggests that controversial theologythat is, the need to distance oneself from the practice and theology which was
perceived as typically Roman Catholic -- might have played an implicit role.
2.4.7.2. The age of admission
The age of fourteen as proper age for confirmation and first Communion is
mentioned most often by the German Reformed and Lutheran theologians in
Kenntner’s research692. The Lutheran theologian Karl Immanuel Nitzsch
mentions that the church order forbids confirmation before the age of
fourteen693. The age of fourteen corresponds with what we find in other
predominantly Lutheran countries such as Norway and Denmark694. As Nitzsch
indicates it is the age at which most German children are finished with their
school education and start their working life695. Claus Harms also allows age
fifteen, an age which Alfred Krauss suggests as most proper696, but remarkably
enough no bigger age deviations are suggested by these theologians697.
Though Kenntner does mention that the age of fifteen to seventeen was more
common in Reformed areas in earlier days698. Theology and praxis may have
differed, as many parents urged for earlier confirmation. Philipp Jakob Spener
even speaks of a common misuse in the countryside to allow children to do
their first Communion earlier, partly due to the parents who apparently
691

Heinrich Heppe, Die Dogmatik der evangelisch-reformierten Kirche, (1861; Neukirchen, Buchhandlung
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depend on the labor and financial contribution of their children699. Claus
Harms seems to suggest similar economic grounds when he suggests in
response that God has supported the parents thus far and that they should
trust God to support them for one more year700. Spener also mentions
parents’ ambition as possible other ground for this practice701.
2.4.7.3. The German Confirmation Debate
Kenntner, who did not find traces of a paedocommunion debate until 1957,
does point to the existence of a confirmation debate which according to
Kenntner started in 1845 and lasted for about 130 years702. The first stage of
this debate is characterized by proposals to increase the age for confirmation,
or for aspects such as Lord’s Supper celebration or the right to vote. This
debate demonstrated the possibility of a division between confirmation and
admission to the Lord’s Supper. A second stage in this debate which started
just before the Second World War and found a culmination in the 1960s
suggested, on several grounds, the possibility of lowering the age of certain
aspects of the confirmation.
The first stage of the debate is opened by Johann von Hofman703 in 1845, who
pleads for a more biblical confirmation at a higher age704. From a church policy
perspective Johann Höfling705 distinguishes admission in the sacramental
community and admission in full and active ‘civil’ right of the congregation. He
wants the former to remain at age fourteen and suggests the latter could take
place at an older age.
A similar distinction is proposed by Gerhard von Zezschwitz706. Johann
Wichern707 regards confirmation praxis as marking the transition from
childhood to adolescence. He suggests that confirmation remain at the same
age, but admission to the Lord’s Supper be at an older age for the sake of
worthiness. Adolf Stoecker708 agrees with Wichern, but from a church order
perspective, as does Ernst Christian Achelis. From a the perspective of the
699
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pedagogy of religion and child psychology Leopold Cordier709 criticizes the
absurdity of the high point of confirmation being at the cutting line of two age
groups. Erich Stange710 wants to increase the age of confirmation but wants to
grant the right to Communion at an earlier celebration when the child’s
education is finished. Ground for his opinion is his equal treatment of Word
and Sacrament711.
The second stage of this German confirmation debate can be considered the
first stage of the paedocommunion debate in Germany. Though Kenntner
locates the start of this debate in the early 1940s, his quotes are all from the
50s and 60s. With that we enter the era that is the subject of other chapters
of this dissertation. Here I summarize that this second stage of the
confirmation debate is the stage in which pleas are heard to lower the age of
first Communion712, in which requirements for admission other than baptism
are questioned713 and in which the point of discussion is whether admission is
an individual or collective issue, a church or a family issue714.
2.4.7.4. Summary
I conclude that, in spite of Luther’s alternative interpretation of 1 Corinthians
11, both German Reformed and Lutheran theologians were rather unanimous
in their rejection of children’s Communion on the basis of 1 Corinthians 11.
German theologians also seem to have been rather unanimous in considering
age fourteen or fifteen the proper age for confirmation and admission.
Though earlier we quoted Fodor who suggested the age was lower until the
period of Rationalism in the seventeenth century715. It is noteworthy that this
also seems to have been the case for the fathers of German pietism. It is also
noteworthy that, possibly under Lutheran influence, there is no evidence of a
significant increase of this age during the nineteenth century. I note that the
age of fourteen coincides with the conclusion of the second life stage of seven
years, and for a long time approximately with the conclusion of education.
Economic circumstances even seem to have pushed the age slightly
downward in practice. I have not found evidence of extensive debates with
709
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other traditions, such as took place in England. Pleas to raise the age were
heard in the ‘internal’ German Confirmation debate. The disconnection of
confirmation, the right to vote, and first participation in the Lord’s Supper,
may have prepared the second stage of this debate in which the first pleas to
lower the age of admission were heard.
2.4.8. Further developments in the Reformed tradition of the Netherlands
When reading what over a dozen significant Dutch Reformed theologians716
have written on infant Communion in the four centuries since Anastasius
Veluanus wrote the first Dutch Reformed Dogmatics, we can conclude that the
Dutch Reformed theologians were unanimously following the Reformers in
their rejection and in the reasons given for such rejection, and that not many
words were wasted on the issue717. In 1554 Anastasius Veluanus speculates
about children’s faith like Luther, but is sure that such faith can never be of
such nature that it could be grounds for admission to the table718. Instead he
rejects infant Communion based on the requirements of 1 Corinthians 11, like
his contemporary John Calvin719. In 1595 Guido de Brès presents only a few
arguments, and all identical to Calvin’s720. Three centuries later the same
rational is still found. In 1890 Abraham Kuyper writes that in theory the elect
should be invited to the Lord’s Supper, but that in practice those who are
baptized, able to discern, and not censured by their conscience or the church
should be invited721. In 1859, the Ware Hollandsche Gereformeerde Kerk or
Holland Reformed Church, had continued the practice of allowing only those
confessing members who are orthodox in belief and blameless in life722. In
1905 Kuyper explains that infants are physically and spiritually unable to
716
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communicate, as they cannot act as required by the Lord’s Supper, and as
their self-awareness has not awakened yet723. Round 1907-1909 the Reformed
ethicist W. Geesink mentions the requirement of baptism, the use of reason,
and self-examination, as justification for the exclusion of young children724. In
1911 Herman Bavinck argues against infant Communion based on the
Passover pilgrimage to Jerusalem which excluded the youngest children, the
passive nature of baptism over against the active nature of the Lord’s Supper,
the institution and other New Testament reports which describes a
celebration by adults only, the self-examination, discernment and worthiness
required by 1 Corinthians 11, and the thought that the Lord’s Supper has no
added value for children who are already baptized725. By claiming that the
early church only allowed those who had professed their faith, Anthonie
Honig seems to prove that even some of the wrong assumptions of the
Reformers regarding infant Communion were taken for granted726. In 1938,
the same year as Honig’s publication, Louis Berkhof, representative for the
Dutch Reformed tradition in North America at that time, published his
Systematic Theology. He follows the traditional interpretation of 1 Corinthians
11 and requires self-examination, discernment of the body and therefore the
age of discretion727. Gerrit Berkouwer’s Dogmatic Studies illustrate how hardly
any words were wasted on the issue, as I could not find any treatment of
infant Communion in this work of over 10,000 pages728.
2.4.8.1. No significant debate with other traditions
The Dutch Reformed associate infant Communion with other traditions. Honig
knows that infant Communion is a Greek and Eastern Orthodox practice729.
Bavinck makes it sound as if exclusion of children from the Lord’s Supper was
a conscious break away from the Roman Catholic past730. And Honig suggests
that allowing young children at the Lord’s Supper was introduced by the
Roman Catholic Church731. There is some debate with other traditions. De Brès
723
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touches on infant Communion as part of his argument against the
Anabaptists, Witsius answers Metrophanes Kritopoulos of Alexandria732,
Bavinck responds to the arguments of Musculus and so does Honig733. But as
far as I can see the issue of infant Communion has not caused extended
debate in the Netherlands over all those centuries, neither with the
Anabaptist, nor with the East, nor within Reformed circles.
2.4.8.2. Ages of admission
In the Dutch refugee church in London the age of admission was set at 13734.
Approximately two centuries later not much had changed in the Netherlands
considering the church order stating that “children of 12, 13 and 14 years,
having been baptized, able to examine themselves, and professing their faith,
should be admitted to the Supper with consent of the Church Council”735. The
age of admission seems to have gone up over the course of the nineteenth
century736. In 1878 F.L. Rutgers repeats Voetius’ plea not to finish catechism
teaching with the age of fourteen737. In 1900 Rutgers supports the practice of
waiting till age eighteen, or twenty and beyond, though he acknowledges that
the Reformation considered children between age ten and twelve in Southern
countries and at age fourteen in Northern countries ‘susceptible’ for
profession and celebration of the Lord’s Supper, while it is rare for a child of
fifteen to be admitted in the Netherlands738. In 1890 Abraham Kuyper states
that the age of admission used to be fourteen739 and that it was raised to
eighteen or twenty unjustified because of the rise of intellectualism740. Kuyper
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allows for differences per region, but discourages intellectualism by
encouraging the invitation of children rather at a younger than at an older
age741. Later Kuyper suggest the age of sixteen742. Kuyper’s suggestion does
not cause significant change. In 1916 T. Hoekstra mentions a practice of doing
profession of faith round the age of twenty743. In 1990 A.N. Hendriks speaks of
an average age of eighteen for profession of faith744.
Church orders and synodical decisions give some insight in what issues were
at stake. Until the age of twelve, for example, children would be baptized as
included in their parents. But there was some uncertainty whether children
between the age of twelve and fourteen could be baptized without any
profession of faith. Therefore, the 1592 Frisian Synod of Leeuwarden ruled
that it would be edifying to recite the Creed, the Lord’s Prayer, etc., before
baptism745. I note that the Dutch church order was considerate of those who
were not yet able to recite word by word, just like in the Palatinate 746.
2.4.8.3. Participation and marriage
Regarding the question whether children between the age of twelve and
fifteen should be admitted to the Lord’s Supper right after their baptism, the
1591 Frisian Synod of Dokkum ruled that this would be left to the minister and
the church council747. The Synod of South Holland dealt with this same
question several times748. Bouwman explains that the context of this rule was
that young people wanted to get baptized in order to be able to get married,
but were not willing to participate in the Lord’s Supper. The Synod of South
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Holland chose for patience with such encumbered members749. The 1595
Synod of North Holland or Amsterdam was stricter ruling that none shall be
baptized but those who promise beforehand that they will go to the Lord’s
Supper at once750.
2.4.8.4. Participation and school laws
School, where catechism was primarily taught, generally ended at the age of
thirteen or fourteen, which was also the age of admission to the Lord’s
Supper. When new school laws of the Netherlands determined in 1806 that
school education should only be of general Christian purport and not tied to
the teachings of a particular church, the consequent disconnection of school
education and catechism teaching gave room for the rise to a higher age for
ecclesiastical maturity751, approximately at the age of eighteen. Kuiper
suggests that this could happen without significant resistance in the context of
a poor Lord’s Supper perception752. But Kuiper also mentions those who
looked back gratefully believing that the time between fourteen and eighteen
can hardly be missed to gain a solid knowledge of the truth753.
2.4.8.5. Participation and an agricultural economy
Related to a more agricultural economy and its seasons of labor is the fact
that according to the Acts of the 1830 Synod of the Reformed Church, many
congregations only taught catechism classes in winter754. This suggests that a
similar need for young laborers led to parents asking for earlier confirmation
in Germany while it may have led to a delay in catechism teaching and a
subsequent rise in the age of profession of faith in the Netherlands755. In 1911
Kuyper still mentions winter catechisms as caused by the conflict with school
and employment in spring and summer756.
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2.4.8.6. Participation in the Nadere Reformatie
We mentioned encumbered believers who requested baptism, or profession
of faith while hesitant to celebrate the Lord’s Supper. Separation of baptism,
profession of faith and Lord’s Supper participation happened as many felt that
only those who could be certain about their participation in Christ could also
participate in the Lord’s Supper celebration. The Dutch Reformed Voetius, key
theologian within Dutch Pietism or Dutch Puritanism, supported this
separation757. Cornelis Graafland writes about the development that takes
place within this Dutch Puritan movement called Nadere Reformatie 758 under
three representative theologians: Voetius, Wilhelmus à Brakel and Johan
Verschuir. He summarizes that the movement causes a shift from a focus on
Christ and His salvation to the Christian and his status and worthiness, a shift
from attention on the celebration to the preparation of the Lord’s Supper, in
which the attention on the unrepentant and the hypocrite and on barring
those from the table, dominates. This movement creates a growing hesitance
to celebrate the Lord’s Supper759. Willem Teellinck, who has been called the
father of the Nadere Reformatie, has certainly contributed to this hesitance,
yet remarkably enough he did encourage those who celebrate in an unworthy
manner, not to refrain from the Lord’s Supper, but to attend in the right
manner760. Lee Palmer Wandel seems to trace this approach to the Lord’s
Supper back to the Belgic Confession, which as Wandel claims “approaches
the Supper through the lens of the division between the elect and the
damned”761. Wandel makes the observation “No longer is the Eucharist seen
primarily as the means of nourishing faith. It has become that site where the
true Church is made visible” and “The process of faith was to precede the
actual participation in the Supper.”762 An indication of the influence of this
movement may be found in a remark made by Abraham Kuyper who speaks of
hundreds and hundreds who wait for ten or more years after their profession
757
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of faith before attending the Lord’s Supper and often enter eternity without
ever having sought the strengthening of their faith in the Lord’s Supper763.
Also indicative of the influence of this movement is the problem that even
office bearers refrain from celebrating the Lord’s Supper764.
2.4.8.7. The first to raise the issue
Who was the first to raise the question of infant Communion in this Dutch
Reformed context? My impression is that not theologians, but children are
first, followed by other lay members. In 1898 we find the question of
paedocommunion asked by some children, and answered in a special section
for children of De Heraut, a weekly periodical of the Reformed Churches in the
Netherlands765. In 1953, still before any church reintroduced children at the
Lord’s Supper or any synod dealt with the question, a similar question is asked
and answered in De Saambinder, a denominational periodical of the
conservative and pietistic Reformed Congregations766. Another example of
such a question by a reader is found in 1946, worth mentioning as the
question is answered by the Reformed theologian Kornelis H. Miskotte767. In
his answer Miskotte suggests that he would sooner choose in favor of
believer’s baptism than in favor of infant Communion768.
In 1949 the Dutch Reformed theologian Jan Koole suggests that the praxis of
children’s Communion in the apostolic church is not completely unthinkable,
but that remark hardly qualifies as raising the issue769. Late 1961, early 1962,
Hendrik Jonker770 seems to be one of the first Netherlands Reformed (NRC)
763
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theologians to suggest that children should be included in the sacrament of
the Lord’s Supper771. He speaks of the personal renewal aspect and the
communal aspect of the sacraments. In light of the latter he states that
because children belong to the congregation they should not be excluded.
Jonker seems to be thinking of the Lord’s Supper as well, but the remark is not
clear enough to conclude this beyond reasonable doubt. The story goes that
Jan van Katwijk consulted professor Jonker before welcoming children at the
Lord’s Supper in Rijsbergen early 1962772, which does support my
interpretation. In October 1961, the same month that Jonker started his radio
lectures, newspapers report that some Reformed pastors spoke in favor of
allowing children at the Lord’s Supper at a meeting of Synod of the Reformed
Church in the Netherlands (NRC) 773.
2.4.8.8. Summary
I conclude that Dutch Reformed theologians were almost unanimous in
following the Reformers in their rejection of paedocommunion, and in the
reasons given for that rejection. 1 Corinthians 11 remained the key text in this
rejection. Not many words were wasted on the issue. Communion of infants
and little children is associated with other traditions, but I found no significant
debate with those traditions on this matter. The underlying theology did not
show any significant development during those centuries. The original age of
admission, set in the Dutch Reformed Church of London, was thirteen. The
age seems to have gone up during the nineteenth century, remarkably
simultaneous with the rise of the age of confirmation in the Roman Catholic
Church. The original age of admission was influenced by the length of school
education, and the age of marriage. The increase of the age of admission was
influenced among other things by changing school laws and economic
circumstances and possibly by the rise of intellectualism. The earlier
indications of a higher age of first participation come from within the
movement of Nadere Reformatie, in which participation is postponed for
years if not for life. In that light the encouragement to participate from the
father of this movement is remarkable. Children and lay-members seem to
have been the first to raise the question within the Dutch Reformed tradition.
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Dutch Reformed theologians only started to give the question serious
consideration after the Second World War.
2.4.9. Reformation within the Roman Catholic Church
In my study I focus on the Reformed tradition. As Pope Pius X774 may have had
great influence on the paedocommunion practice within the Reformed
tradition, he deserves some attention at the end of this chapter. Regarding my
information on Pope Pius X and his decree Quam Singulari, I depend mostly on
the impressive dissertation of the Roman Catholic liturgist Jo Hermans775.
Against common practice, the later Pope Pius X already allowed first
Communion of children younger than twelve years old, when he was Patriarch
of Venice776. He also encouraged participation of especially boys in the church
choirs777. In his 1905 encyclical Letter Acerbo nimis Pope Pius X first
encouraged catechetical preparation of boys and girls for their first
Communion, encouraged uniformity in catechetical teaching and provided a
new catechism for his purpose778. In 1905 he also encouraged more frequent
participation in the Eucharist in his decree Sacra Tridentia Synodus which
raised the question at which age this frequent participation was proper779. In
1906 Pius X states that children should be prepared for first Communion as
soon as they were capable. In the same year the decree Romana et aliarum is
published in which frequent celebration by children is allowed. At what age is
a decision left to the discretion of the father and confessor of the child780. At
an international Eucharist conference in 1907 lots of pleas were heard for
lowering of the age of first Communion and for an increase in the frequency of
participation, but no decisions were made. In March 1910, the congregation of
the sacraments rules that children should be allowed to the table as soon as
they have reached the years of discretion781. The decree Quam Singulari made
the move to an earlier age for first Communion official. No longer were
different ages of discretion used for confession and first Communion.
Interesting is the remark that Jansenistic error had made had made the
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Eucharist into a reward instead of a medicine for human weakness782. No
complete knowledge of the catechism is required, before first Communion,
but children will continue to learn gradually and according to their
capability783. Quam Singulari specified the age of discretion as approximately
age seven784.
Though the worldwide implementation of Quam Singulari did not happen
without some resistance and problems785, it did lower the age of first
Communion, a change of praxis with such an impact that the consequences
would be experienced in the Reformed tradition. With Quam Singulari Pope
Pius X did not only influence praxis, but also gave an important impetus to the
study of and scientific publications on paedocommunion. I mention Louis
Andrieux’s study La première communion, published one year after Quam
Singulari786. Two decades later we find significant publications in Germany,
among which we find Johann Baumgärtler’s Die Erstkommunion787, Peter
Browe’s publications on Communion788, and Heinrich Heiser’s study Die
Kinderkommunion im Geiste der Kirche.
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2.5. Summary
At the end of this chapter I want to draw some preliminary conclusions and
answer some of the guiding questions that I mentioned at the beginning of
this chapter. The final and more detailed and nuanced conclusions and
answers will be part of chapter 6.
I conclude that the historical documents of the ‘undocumented’ period before
251 only provide circumstantial evidence for the existence of a
paedocommunion practice. I will elaborate on this circumstantial evidence in
the final chapter. I hold that Cyprian’s words in 251 imply that at that moment
the paedocommunion practice was as widespread and as old as Cyprian could
oversee. I concur with the consensus that by the time of the fifth century the
paedocommunion practice was certainly widespread. Children received
Communion directly after their baptism, just before dying and in between.
Documents between 251 and 500 proof the existence of paedocommunion,
they provide regulations and defense for the practice. I conclude that
paedocommunion continued to be a universal practice for many centuries.
Then, just before the Fourth Lateran Council of 1215 it became the practice of
the majority. After the Fourth Lateran Council all three forms of
paedocommunion disappeared rapidly. In the final chapter I will further
elaborate on the reasons for this cessation. After this decline in the Western
church, paedocommunion in its strictest form is continued in the Eastern
Orthodox traditions, is temporarily reintroduced by the Hussites, and only
reappears in the West in the twentieth century. The Reformation in many
ways continues the Roman Catholic practice, and welcomes children at the
Lord’s Supper between the age of seven and fourteen.
In the early church paedocommunion practice preceded and assumingly
shaped paedocommunion theology. My historical overview provides multiple
examples of ways in which practice further shaped and changed the
paedocommunion theology. The practice of infrequent celebration, the
practice of serving children and the sick Communion only wine, both
contributed to the cessation of paedocommunion. In several cases
reintroducing a more frequent celebration led to the reintroduction of
paedocommunion. But theology also shaped the Communion practice, with
the doctrine of transubstantiation providing the clearest example.
There is consensus that nothing in the earliest documents suggests a major
discontinuity with the practice and theology of the apostolic church. My
conclusion is that they corroborate most with the interpretation that the
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apostolic church practiced paedocommunion, especially because the
document do not register a major change from no paedocommunion to
paedocommunion as widespread practice. My preliminary conclusion is that
there is significant continuity between the Roman Catholic and Reformed
Communion practice as far as paedocommunion is concerned. I will elaborate
on the elements of this continuity in chapter 6. Theologically there is great
continuity between Reformers such as Calvin and the Dutch Reformed
tradition, as exemplified in the similarity of arguments rejecting
paedocommunion. But over the centuries the changes in practice have been
so significant that I suggest we should speak of a discontinuity in this respect.
The age of first participation has almost doubled, the required prior
catechetical training and knowledge, as well as the required personal faith
have changed so significantly that reintroduction of the original Reformed
practice would be considered intolerable in many Reformed churches of the
twentieth and even twenty first century. Under the influence of Dutch Pietism
the participation in the Lord’s Supper was often postponed even longer.
From a practical theological perspective it is interesting to observe how
several external factors seem to have influenced the paedocommunion
practice. The political Restoration (of the monarchy) in England may have
prevented the restoration of a paedocommunion practice. The political fact of
the French occupation of the Netherlands contributed to the rise of the age of
first participation in the Dutch Reformed tradition. Economical realities
influencing the paedocommunion practice are for example the influence of
the required tithing on participation of the children of the poor, child labor or
seasonal labor influencing the age of participation in different ways in
Germany and the Netherlands. In several ways education has influenced the
age at which children or youth were admitted to the Lord’s Supper. For
several centuries first Communion coincided with the age at which the
average child finished its education, and the age of first participation rose
when secondary education became more common.
The earliest document suggests that admission to the Table is viewed in terms
of the words of Jesus in Matthew 7:6 “Don't give that which is holy to
the dogs.” Cyprian seems to think in terms of 1 Corinthians 8 and 10; one
either has part in the Table of the Lord or in the table of demons. For many
centuries, under influence of Augustine, the central text used in relation to
paedocommunion is John 6:53, often in combination with John 3:5.
Paedocommunion is viewed in terms of necessity; the necessity of receiving
the sacraments is closely related to the necessity of salvation. Since the
Reformation 1 Corinthians 11 has been the central text in relationship to (the
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rejection of) paedocommunion, though the text is already used in that way at
the 1433 Council of Basel.
As mentioned above, I intend to draw more final conclusions after the more
integral analysis which will conclude this dissertation.
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Chapter 3 Children and childhood in society and church
3.0. Introduction
In this chapter I want to provide an overview of the history of children and
childhood in society and church. The focus of my larger study is on
paedocommunion in the theology and praxis of the church. This chapter aims
to provide some context to that study with an overview of the following
concepts: childhood in society, the child within the theology of the church,
significant ages and stages in childhood, the actual treatment of children, and
the nature of their participation within these social and ecclesiastical spheres.
Using this as a basic framework, each section and some of the smaller
subsections will present the information in the order of these four subjects: 1)
concepts and theologies, 2) ages and stages, 3) treatment, 4) participation in
society, and in the church789.
3.1.1. Guiding Questions
With this overview on the history of children and childhood in society and
church, I seek a better understanding of the history of children at the Lord’s
Supper during those same twenty centuries. I will also explain some of the
major differences in how this history is presented by various authors. These
different presentations reflect the developments in the historiography of
childhood. Researching twenty centuries of social and church history will help
us to understand and evaluate twentieth century paedocommunion praxis
and debate, and to trace their developments within the Dutch Reformed
tradition. Questions that have come to the surface in my study on the
twentieth century paedocommunion praxis and discussion will guide me in
shaping this chapter. For example, to what extent can claims about history be
sustained? And to what extent can claims about the twentieth century be
sustained? What does social history reveal about the discovery and
disappearance of childhood and about the existence of unique epochs or
centuries of the child? How uniform were concepts and theologies of children
and childhood, how uniform was the treatment of children in society and
church and how monolinear have developments in all of these been? What do
minimum or average ages reveal about the length of childhood, the
awareness of children’s development, stages of life and faith, and a conscious
age-and-ability-appropriate approach of children? To what extent can the
spheres of society and church be distinguished? Were theological and other
789
Distinguishing cultural concepts from theologies is more complex than distinguishing participation in
society from participation in church.
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concepts differentiated? If so, to what extent did they mutually influence each
other? Is there a correlation between more positive concepts of children and
greater participation of children in society, in church, or in religious ritual?
Though careful reading of this chapter will provide many of the answers to
these questions, I will wait with drawing conclusions and explicitly answering
these questions until chapter 6.
3.1.2. Geographical Scope
My focus on the Dutch Reformed tradition in both the Netherlands and NorthAmerica determines the geographical scope of my research, starting in the
Mediterranean world of the Roman Empire with special focus on Judaism and
the ancient Christian church as they spread from Israel. As the history of the
church progresses, the focus of my overview moves towards Europe, the
countries of the Reformation, slowly zooming in on Northern Europe and the
Netherlands, while trying to provide enough information about North America
and the Anglo Saxon world to understand what world the Dutch Reformed
entered with their immigration across the Atlantic.
3.1.3. Periodization
I have chosen to divide the history of childhood into three periods: 1) from the
Ancient World until the fifth century, 2) the Medieval period-(from the fifth to
the fifteenth century), and 3) Modernity (from the fifteenth century to midtwentieth century). Although the sections of this chapter follow this
periodization, I hope the text does justice to the fact that this periodization is
subject to debate. Included within the period of the Ancient World is the
Roman Empire, the subculture of First century Judaism, and the Ancient
Church. Within the period of Modernity the Reformation is treated separately.
I have chosen to conclude with a section on the twentieth century, as this is
when participation of children in the Eucharist or Lord’s Supper is first
reintroduced in the Roman Catholic Church and later within the Lutheran and
Reformed traditions. It should be noted that the significance of the turn of the
century is debatable790, and that these Roman Catholic and protestant
changes occurred in periods that could be further distinguished as Late
Modernity and Post-modernity.

790
André Klukhuhn, De geschiedenis van het denken: Filosofie, wetenschap, kunst en cultuur van de oudheid
tot nu (Amsterdam: Bert Bakker, 2003), 27f.
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3.1.4. Historiography
The historiography of childhood791 as written during the last half of the
twentieth century shows a somewhat Hegelian development from thesis, to
antithesis, to synthesis792. The “black legend” of the thesis (with a dark view
on the history of children), was countered by the “white legend”793 of the
antithesis (with a more optimistic view on the position of children in history),
followed by other theories presenting a synthesis with more shades of gray794.
Philippe Ariès’ book, L’Enfant et la vie familiale sous l’Ancient Régime,
(1960)795, presents the thesis with an emphasis on discontinuity, an
evolutionary process of development within society related to Norbert Elias’
concept of the “civilizing process”796. Linda Pollock’s, Forgotten Children797
(1983), represents the antithesis; a strong critique of Ariès’ and similar
histories of children and childhood, with an emphasis on continuity based on
evolutionary sociobiology and a choice for a different use of sources. Later
books, such as Hugh Cunningham’s Children and Childhood in Western Society
Since 1500, could be viewed as the synthesis trying to do justice to both
continuity and discontinuity in the developing treatment of children and
perception of childhood.

791
Meyers notes that “Historical research tends to be carried out from the top down, by first examining the
largest sociopolitical structures and only later, if at all, attempting to recover the smallest units of society,”
Carol Meyers, “The Family in Early Israel,” in Families in Ancient Israel, Perdue, Leo G. et al. (Louisville:
Westminster John Knox Press, 1997), 1-2. This turn toward social history was led by historians of the
Annales School in France and the Cambridge Group for the History of Population and Social Structure. The
study of “forgotten people,” such as subaltern classes, women and children, was initiated in the 1960s and
1970s. Joanne M. Ferraro, “Childhood in Medieval and Early Modern Times,” in The Routledge History of
Childhood in the Western World, ed. Paula S. Fass , 2nd ed. (London: Routledge, 2015), 61.
792
See for the historiography of childhood for example Hugh Cunningham, Children and Childhood in
Western Society Since 1500. 2nd ed. (Harlow: Pearson Education, 2005), 3f. , Rudolf Dekker, Uit de schaduw
in ’t grote licht: Kinderen in egodocumenten van de Gouden Eeuw tot de Romantiek (Amsterdam:
Wereldbibliotheek, 1995), Jeroen J. H. Dekker, Het verlangen naar opvoeden: Over de groei van de
pedagogische ruimte in Nederland sinds de Gouden Eeuw tot omstreeks 1900 (Amsterdam: Bert Bakker,
2006), 21f., Nelleke Bakker, Jan Noordam and Marjoke Rietveld-van Wingerden, Vijf eeuwen opvoeden in
Nederland: Idee en praktijk 1500-2000, 2nd ed. (Assen: Van Gorcum, 2010), 97-103.
793
The terms ‘black legend’ and ‘white legend’ were first used in the historiography of Spain, and imported
into the historiography of children and childhood by Rudolf Dekker, Dekker (1995), 12f., 226.
794
Bakker (2010), 103, Dekker (2006), 22f.
795
Translated into English as: Centuries of Childhood (New York: Random House, 1962). I used the Dutch
translation: Philippe Ariès. De Ontdekking van het Kind: Sociale Geschiedenis van School & Gezin, trans. L.
Knippenberg and J. Tielens (Amsterdam: Bert Bakker, 1987).
796
Cunningham (2005), 4f. Similar theories can be found in the work of Edward Shorter, Lawrence Stone,
Simon Schama, Loyd Demause, and the Dutch J.H van den Berg and Lea Dasberg. Dekker (2006), 21.
797
Linda A. Pollock, Forgotten Children: Parent-child relations from 1500 to 1900, 6th ed. (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1996). Similar reactions to Ariès can be found in the work of Alan Macfarlane,
Harrie Peeters, Shulamith Shahar, Emmanuelle Roy Ladurie, Jacques Gélis, Jan Baptist Bedaux. Dekker
(2006), 22.
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Both thesis and antithesis are products of evolutionary theories798; the thesis
being evolutionary in its stress on discontinuity and development; the
antithesis being evolutionary in its argument that parental care is so
fundamental for the survival of species such as human beings that it must
have developed much earlier in the evolution of humankind. I lean toward
Pollock’s position that “evolutionary theory and sociobiology suggest that
living things should be concerned with the production and rearing of
offspring”799. Creatures, such as human beings, with low birth and death rates
tend to have an engrained800 survival strategy of increased parental care and
attention801. Biological studies of primates and anthropological or ethnological
studies have found evidence that parents in general give at least adequate,
and often more than adequate, care to their children802. Furthermore, biology
must have some relevance to the maturation and acculturation process, as
Barbara Hanawalt argues803.
I recognize, with Pollock, that Ariès and authors with similar theories about
the history of childhood and children are strongly influenced by the nature of
their sources: child rearing literature, evidence from art such as paintings,
fictional literature, travelers’ accounts, newspaper reports, biographies, and
legislation. Pollock suggests that primary sources such as diaries, memoirs,
and letters804 might provide us with more trustworthy evidence805. I realize, as
others have pointed out, that even Pollock’s primary sources have limitations
as they mostly reflect views and practices of the higher classes806.

798

Though some distinguish them as evolutionary and structuralist. Dekker (2006), 21f.
Pollock (1983), 34.
800
If not genetically determined, then genetically influenced. Pollock (1983), 36.
801
Pollock refers to David Barash, Sociobiology and Behavior (New York: Elsevier, 1977) and Edward O.
Wilson, Sociobiology (Cambridge: Belknap Press, 1975). Their theory of R – and K- selected species has been
revisited in David Reznick, Michael J. Bryant, and Farrah Bashey. “r- And K-Selection Revisited: The Role of
Population Regulation in Life-History Evolution,” Ecology 83, Issue 6 (June 2002): 1509–1520.
802
Pollock (1983), 38, 39. Bakker does no justice to the relevance of this notion, though she might be right
that Pollock does not do enough justice to the influence of social and cultural circumstances, and the
possibility of historical change. Bakker (2010), 102.
803
She also writes “It is also hard to suppress the disruptions of puberty, so that awareness of adolescence
must have existed” and “biology plays a very basic role in shaping the cultural parameters of childhood,”
Barbara A. Hanawalt, Growing Up in Medieval London: The Experience of Childhood in History (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 1993), 6,9.
804
Others mention tombstone inscriptions.
805
Pollock (1983), 22f.
806
Bakker (2010), 102.
799
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3.2. Ancient World – the Roman Empire
3.2.1. Concepts or theologies
I want to start my overview in the Ancient World of the Roman Empire, in
which context the church originated. There were concepts of childhood and
youth in Roman society as well as recognition of children’s and youths’ needs
and distinctiveness807. After all, an estimated third of the population of Rome
was under the age of sixteen, and an even larger part of the population
outside the city of Rome808. Children were seen as human beings809, flesh and
blood of their parents810, in spite of, for example, the metaphor of taming
animals for education and the emphasis on children’s inarticulate, unfinished
and imperfect nature in pedagogical literature811. Parental love, by both
mothers and fathers, was considered a law of nature812. In many sources, such
as letters and tombstone inscriptions, parental love, tenderness, affection,
care, and warmth are expressed813. A sentimental ideal of the family in which
children were increasingly prized, possibly originated and certainly flourished
807

Beryl Rawson, “Adult-Child Relationships in Roman Society,” in Rawson (1991), 7. Emiel Eyben, “Fathers
and Sons,” in Marriage, Divorce, and Children in Ancient Rome, ed. Beryl Rawson, 114-143. (Oxford:
Clarendon, 1991), 142.
808
Some estimates go as high as fifty percent of the population. Reidar Aasgard, “Uncovering Children’s
Culture in Late Antiquity: The Testimony of the Infancy Gospel of Thomas,” in Children in Late Ancient
Christianity, Studien und Texte zu Antike und Christentum 58, ed. Cornelia B. Horn and Robert R. Phenix
(Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2009), 1,3.
809
A very clear example is found in Pliny Letters 9.12 “Remember that he is a boy and you have been a boy
yourself, and use your rights as a father without forgetting that you are only human and so is your son,” (et
hominem esse et hominem patrem) quoted in Eyben (1991), 127 and Peter Müller, In der Mitte der
Gemeinde: Kinder im Neuen Testament (Neukirchen: Neukirchener Verlag, 1992), 81.
810
Dio has Augustus say: “And is it not a delight to acknowledge a child who shows the endowments of both
parents, to nurture and educate it, at once the physical and the spiritual image of yourself, so that in its
growth another self lives again? Is it not blessed, on departing from life, to leave behind as successor and
heir to your blood and substance one that is your own, sprung from your own loins, and to have only the
human part of you waste away, while you live in the child as your successor, so that you need not fall into
the hands of aliens, as in war, nor perish utterly, as in a pestilence?” Dio Cassius, Roman History, bk. LVI,
chap. 3. 4-5, trans. Earnest Cary Vol. VII (London: William Heinemann, 1955), 7, 9.
811
W.A. Strange, Children in the Early Church: Children in the Ancient World, the New Testament and the
Early Church (Eugene: Wipf and Stock, 2004), 37. Similar metaphors are used regarding training or
educating adults. For example by Cicero, quoting Africanus: "As, when horses have become mettlesome and
unmanageable on account of their frequent participation in battles, their owners put them in the hands of
trainers to make them more tractable; so men, who through prosperity have become restive and over selfconfident, ought to be put into the training-ring, so to speak, of reason and learning, that they may be
brought to comprehend the frailty of human affairs and the fickleness of fortune," Marcus Tullius Cicero, De
Officiis Book I. XXVI trans. Walter Miller (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1913).
812
Emiel (1991), 116f. See for example Cicero, Rhetorica Ad Herennium, Book II, chap XIII. 19, Loeb Classical
Library 403, trans. Harry Caplan (London, William Heinemann, 1964), 92-93. “To the Law of Nature belong
the duties observed because of kinship or family loyalty. In accordance with this kind of Law parents are
cherished by their children, and children by their parents.” (Natura ius est quod cognationis aut pietatis
causa observatur, quo iure parentes a liberis et a parentibus liberi coluntur).
813
Müller (1992), 162; Eyben (1991), 118; Strange (2004), 37; Rawson (1991), 7.
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in the late Republic and early Empire814. Overbeck speaks of the discovery of
the child in the first century A.D.815
3.2.2. Ages and stages
Both minimum legal age of marriage – twelve for girls, fourteen for boys816 -and normal age of marriage – late teens for girls, early twenties for boys -indicate when children were eligible to make the transition into adulthood817.
3.2.3. Treatment
All was not well. In the ancient world a high infant mortality rate indicates
how childhood was endangered from the outset818. A young child in the
Roman world had no legal status of its own, but derived that legal status from
its father, the paterfamilias819. The paterfamilias had the right to expose,
scourge, sell, pawn, imprison and even kill his child. That right had become
largely theoretical at the beginning of the Empire820, though for example
exposure of children still took place and the killing of an infant child was only
considered parricide by law in 374821. Though the legal status of free children
was equal to slaves, the core family virtue of pietas normally prevented free
children from being exploited, abused and corporally punished to the same
degree as slaves822. Even as adults, children of the paterfamilias could have an
inferior legal status. In day to day reality, however, they enjoyed considerable
independence823.
814

Suzanne Dixon, “The Sentimental Ideal of the Roman Family,” in Marriage, Divorce, and Children in
Ancient Rome, edited by Beryl Rawson, 99-113 (Oxford: Clarendon, 1991); Eyben (1991), 142.
815
Johannes Overbeck. “Die Entdeckung des Kindes im I. Jahrhundert n. Chr.,” in Neue Jahrb cher f r das
klassische Altertum, Geschichte und deutsche Literatur und f r P dagogik Vol. 54 (Leipzig Berlin: B. G.
Teubner, 1924), 1-8. Note that Overbeck is not unaware of the importance of the 19th century for our
understanding of the child: “Das vorige Jahrhundert hat uns dann das Verständniss des Kindes gebracht,”
Overbeck (1924), 7.
816
Rawson (1991), 27.
817
Emperor Augustus set the minimum age for betrothal at ten. Strange (2004), 36. Other indicators are the
ceremony marking a boy’s arrival at the age of adult citizenship – usually at age fifteen or sixteen – the
beginning of military service – age seventeen, eighteen – the termination of guardianship for children
without pater familias – age fourteen for boys – and reaching full financial autonomy for those same
children – age twenty-five -. Rawson (1991), 28.
818
Müller (1992), 161.
819
In the Greek world the son was subject to his father’s authority for a comparably short time. Eyben
(1991), 115.
820
Eyben (1991), 115.
821
Eyben (1991), 123.
822
Richard Saller, “Corporal Punishment, Authority, and Obedience in the Roman Household,” in Marriage,
Divorce, and Children in Ancient Rome, ed. Beryl Rawson (Oxford: Clarendon, 1991), 144-165. Contra
Strange’s suggestion Strange (2004), 37.
823
Beryl Rawson, “The Roman Family,” in The Family in Ancient Rome: New Perspectives, ed. Beryl Rawson,
1-57 (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1986), 8.
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3.2.4. Participation
High esteem for the child was certainly found in cult824. Children actively
participated in choirs and performed religious roles at home, such as declaring
whether the family sacrifice offered during a meal was received favorably by
the household gods. This high esteem and significant role in cult was related
to their marginal role in society and their supposed innocence which fitted
them to be intermediaries between the world of the gods and the world of
humans. Several rituals centered on children such as those of the dies
lustricus, the omen taking of schoolchildren before setting out from home,
and the coming of age celebrations825.
3.3. Ancient World – First Century Judaism
3.3.1. Concepts or theologies
For our understanding of children and childhood in society and church the
context which first century Judaism provided is relevant. First century
Judaism826 had concepts of children and childhood827. Cohen suggests that
structure, ideals, and dynamics of the Jewish family in antiquity were virtually
identical with those of its ambient cultures828, though we will come across
some more exceptional features as well. Judaism had a strong sense of
collectivity829 and a long history of family solidarity. This meant that a child
existed at the center of at least three concentric circles of kinship: the nuclear
and extended family, the clan, and the tribe. Adding time as a third dimension
to the two dimensional image of concentric circles would do justice to the
824
Müller acknowledges this high esteem for children in cult and in the expectation of a Child Savior. Müller
(1992), 122. With Lenzen, Müller points to the possibility of a created hyper reality of high esteem for
children and childhood coexisting with a cruel reality of child abuse and infanticide or even mass
destruction. Müller (1992), 122. Dieter Lenzen, Mythologie der Kindheit: Verewigung des Kindlichen in der
Erwachsenenkultur; Versteckte Bilder und vergessene Geschichten (Reinbek: Rowohlt Taschenbuch,1985),
210 f.
825
Strange (2004), 36
826
It is often difficult to establish beyond debate what time periods are reflected in the Bible books and to
what extend their theology determined first century Judaism. Some beautiful essays on the child and
childhood in the Old Testament are found in The Child in the Bible, ed. Marcia J. Bunge, Terence E. Fretheim
and Beverly Roberts Gaventa (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2008) and Richard S. Hess, and M. Daniel Carroll R.
Family in the Bible: Exploring Customs, Culture, and Context (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2003).
827
Though Blenkinsopp gives Ariès’ theory some credit regarding the First Temple period. Joseph
Blenkinsopp, “The Family in First Temple Israel,” in Families in Ancient Israel, Perdue, Leo G. et al., 48-103
(Louisville: Westminster John Knox Press, 1997), 66f.
828
Shaye J.D. Cohen, The Jewish Family in Antiquity: Brown Judaic Studies 289 (Atlanta: Scholars Press,
1993), 2.
829
Though the sense of collectivity may have been stronger the more marginal the family’s economic status
was (cf. Meyers (1997), 22), yet with Dooyeweerd in mind, it seems wise not to reduce the several aspects
of this sense of collectivity, such as the economic, political and religious, to another.
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perceived connection with past and future members of the kinship network,
the dead and those not yet born830.
3.3.2. Ages and stages
Childhood was short-lived. Out of economic necessity, children would have
tasks by the age of five, and juveniles would work like adults by the age of
twelve or thirteen831, the age of maturity832. Physical maturity and or
biological age833 determined the age a girl was considered marriageable and
subsequently married834. Boys could be slightly older835.
3.3.3. Treatment
The Jewish community considered procreation a divine blessing as much as a
religious obligation. It was also deemed necessary for economic survival836,
perpetuation of the parents837, and protection of national identity838. Infant
life was highly appreciated839. There is, for example, no reference in scripture
of intentional abortion or infanticide840. Jewish writers841 condemned exposing
unwanted children842, an exceptional position in those days843. Philo calls birth
830

Blenkinsopp (1997), 50.
Meyers (1997), 27.
832
Strange (2004), 17. The rite of passage at this age is bat mitzvah for girls age 12 and bar mitzvah for boys
age 13. No formal bar mitzvah ritual exists before the Middle Ages, bat mitzvah celebrations became
popular only over the last decades. Elisheva Baumgarten, “Judaism,” in Children and Childhood in World
Religions: primary Sources and Texts, ed. Don S. Browning and Marcia J. Bunge (New Brunswick: Rutgers
University Press, 2009), 50.
833
Baumgarten (2009), 55f.
834
Marriageable in her early teens. Blenkinsopp (1997), 77. Actual marriage probably mid teens. Strange
(2004), 17.
835
According to Collins “the rabbinic tradition regarded twenty the terminus ante quem for marriage,” but
Collins also quotes the apparent minority position taken in the Messianic Rule which prescribes that a man
“shall not [approach] a woman, to know her by lying with her before he is fully twenty years old, when he
shall know [good and evil],” Collins (1997), 130. An age requirement possibly based on Ezra 3:8, or similar
texts in Ex. 30:14, 38:26, Num. 1: 3,18, 20, 22, where the age of twenty is linked with the ability to go to
war. Comp. Baumgarten (2009), 56.
836
See for example Meyers (1997), 27. Blenkinsopp refers to the laws about miscarriage, which clearly took
into account children’s value as economic resource, in establishing penalties. Blenkinsopp (1997), 69.
837
See for example Baumgarten (2009), 26f.
838
Especially after the return from exile in Babylon “children conceived within purely Jewish marriages, and
brought up strictly within the ancestral tradition, guaranteed a future for a community whose survival
depended on loyalty to their covenant faith,” Strange (2004), 11.
839
Strange (2004), 37.
840
Leo G. Perdue, Joseph Blenkinsopp, John J. Collins and Carol Meyers, Families in Ancient Israel, Perdue,
Leo G. et al. (Louisville: Westminster John Knox Press, 1997), 189.
841
Collins mentions Josephus and Philo. John J. Collins, “Marriage, Divorce, and Family in Second Temple
Judaism,” in Perdue et al., (1997), 140.
842
Blenkinsopp notes that “In spite of some “texts of terror” (…) daughters were therefore not expendable,
and we hear of no exposure of newborn females, a custom prevalent in ancient Greece and Rome. In fact
831
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and breast milk the two gifts of nature, reflecting the two main responsibilities
of parents towards their children: giving birth and providing nurture844.
Mutual love between parent and child was considered to be natural845.
Parental love is recorded and assumed in the Old Testament846, though the
emotional display of it was not emphasized. The actual care for small children
and the education of girls was primarily a maternal role847, the education of
older boys a paternal one848. Care was also provided through supportive
structures not always recognized as such by our contemporaries849.
3.3.4. Participation
Circumcision of boys, possibly originally a rite of passage from boyhood into
manhood min other cultures850, took place at the eighth day and had
increased in importance as an identity marker since the second century BC851.
A naming ceremony was part of that ritual852. Later rabbinical opinion may
the only case of exposure in the Hebrew Bible is that of the male Hebrew infants in Egypt,” Blenkinsopp
(1997), 77.
843
Recognized for example by the Roman historian Tacitus, who wrote about the Jews: “It is a crime among
them to kill any newly-born infant,” Tacitus, Histories, 5.3. http://classics.mit.edu/Tacitus/histories.5.v.html
(accessed January 13, 2012). Jona Lendering puts Tacitus’ value for historians in perspective in Tacitus, In
moerassen & donkere wooden: De Romeinen in Germanië, translated into Dutch by Vincent Hunnink,
foreword by Jona Lendering (Amsterdam: Athenaeum – Polak & Van Gennep, 2015), 7-27.
844
Adele Reinhartz, “Parents and Children: A Philonic Perspective,” in The Jewish Family in Antiquity: Brown
Judaic Studies 289, ed. Shaye J.D. Cohen. 61-88 (Atlanta: Scholars Press, 1993), 69.
845
“And it is for this reason, as it appears to me, that some most affectionate fathers disown and disinherit
their sons, cutting them off from their homes and from their kindred, when the wickedness which is
displayed in them has over-mastered the exceeding and all-pervading love which is implanted by nature in
parents.” Philo, On Virtues, 192. “It is not probable that both the parents will agree about putting their child
to death unless his iniquities are very grievous, and weigh down by a certain undoubted preponderance
that firm affection which is firmly implanted in the parents by nature.” Philo, The Special Laws, 2.232. “The
law says, "Let each man fear his father and his Mother," [Leviticus 19:3] enjoining fear rather than affection,
not as being more advantageous and profitable with reference to the present occasion, for the first of these
feelings affects foolish persons when they are being instructed or reproved, and folly cannot be cured by
any other means than fear. But the second feeling, namely, affection towards their parents, it is not fitting
should be inculcated on children by the injunctions of a lawgiver, for nature requires that that should be
spontaneous. For it has implanted it so deeply from very infancy in the souls of those who are so completely
united by blood, and by the services done by the parents to the children, that it is always self-taught and
spontaneous, and has no need of commandments to enforce it,” Philo, The Special Laws, 2:239. Reinhartz
(1993), 75, 82.
846
Perdue mentions 2 Sam. 21: 8-14; Isa. 49:15; Isa. 66:13; and Jer. 31:15-22. Perdue (1997), 182. R.
Menahem Ibn Zerah refers to Ez. 16:4 regarding the care for newborns. See Baumgarten (2009), 38.
847
Meyers (1997), 25.
848
Reinhartz (1993), 74.
849
Blenkinsopp (1997), 74.
850
David L. Gollaher, Circumcision: A History of the World’s Most Controversial Surgery (New York: Basic
Books, 2000), 1f.
851
Strange (2004), 15.
852
Naming originally happened at birth (cf. Gen. 35:18, 1 Sam. 1:20) , but probably influenced by Greek
practice the naming ceremony had become part of circumcision ritual (cf. Luke 1:59, 2:21). Strange (2004),
15.
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reflect the first century belief that a child was ready to study scripture at age
six and Mishnah at age twelve853. Children, especially boys, began
participating in religious rituals and practices at a very early age. According to
tradition, first century Jewish rabbis Hillel and Shammai linked this obligation
to the ability to travel to the temple854. Later sayings, which also seem to
reflect first century Jewish sentiment, suggest a gradual course of initiation855.
Whole families participated in the Passover celebration856. Yarbrough points
out that “aside from the festivals, however, minors were not allowed to enter
the Temple court, except when the Levites were singing.”857 Children were
allowed to participate in more significant ways in the synagogue. Cases are
known of a young boy being allowed to read and interpret Torah and of young
children holding offices in the synagogues858, though it is assumed that
children most often played a less prominent role859. Children participated in
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Kethubot 50a. Yarbrough (1993), 44, also mentions tractate Abot 5:21: “He used to say: five years is the
age for the study of Scripture, ten for the study of Mishnah, thirteen for becoming subject to
commandments, fifteen for the study of Talmud, eighteen for the bridal canopy, twenty for pursuing etc.,”
http://www.halakhah.com/pdf/nezikin/Avoth.pdf (accessed November 18, 2013).
854
Hillel said that a boy who could take his father’s hand and walk to the temple hill was obliged to keep the
major feasts. Shammai said that the obligation began when a boy could ride on his father’s shoulders.
Strange (2004), 17. Strange refers to Strack and Billerbeck, who comment that from these examples the rule
can be extracted that Jewish boys were obligated to follow specific individual commandments as soon as
they were able or capable, though the obligation to follow all the commandments when the first signs of
pubescence appear. Hermann L. Strack and Paul Billerbeck, Kommentar Zum Neuen Testament aus Talmud
und Midrasch: Zweiter Band. 6th ed. 1974 (München: Oscar Beck, 1924), 146, 142.
855
“A minor who knows how to shake a lulav (palm branch) is obliged to observe the laws of the lulav; a
minor who knows how to wrap himself in the tallit (prayer shawl) is obliged to observe the law of the zizit
(threads on the corners of the tallit),” Tosephta, Hagigah 1.2 quoted in Strange (2004), 17.
856
See for example Josephus, Antiquities 11.4.8., but also Pesachim 10, and Pisha 3. The participation of
children in the Passover is a detail of great importance in the Reformed paedocommunion debate.
857
O. Larry Yarbrough, “Parents and Children in the Jewish Family of Antiquity,” in The Jewish Family in
Antiquity: Brown Judaic Studies 289, ed. Shaye J.D. Cohen (Atlanta: Scholars Press, 1993), 47. Yarbrough
adds that children were not permitted to play instruments but only to sing to add spice to the music,
referring to Arachin 2.6: “No minor could enter the court of the sanctuary to take part in the service except
when the Levites stood up to sing. Nor did they join in the singing with harp and lyre, but with the mouth
alone, to add flavor to the music,” http://www.halakhah.com/pdf/kodoshim/Arachin.pdf (accessed
November 18, 2013).
858
Yarbrough (1993), 47.
859
Yarbrough (1993), 48, suggests some questioned whether children should come to the synagogue at all,
and Yarbrough refers to the answer of rabbi Eleazar ben Azariah in Tosefta Sota 7:9: “Once R. Johanan b.
Beroka and R. Eleazar Hisma came from Yavneh to Lod and paid their respects to R. Joshua at Peqi'in. Said
R. Joshua to them: What new teaching was there at the College today? They replied: We are thy disciples
and thy waters do we drink. Said he to them: Even so, it is impossible for a college teaching to pass without
some novel teaching. Whose Sabbath was it? It was the Sabbath of R. Eleazar b. Azaria [they replied]. And
what was the theme of his Haggadic discourse? "Assemble the people, the men and the women and the
little ones (Deut. 31:12) . He said to them: What did the rabbi teach on this? They said to him: Rabbi taught
thus: If the men came to learn, the women came to hear, but wherefore have the little ones to come? In
order to grant reward to those that bring them,” http://www.biu.ac.il/JH/Parasha/eng/haazinu/zol.html
(accessed November 18, 2013).
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religious family gatherings and in the ritual acts of the congregation860.
Participation in rituals would evoke questions and thus create strategic
moments for education861. Torah teaching was an important reason for the
institution of a kind of primary education862 in the first century, for which the
Talmud credits Yehoshua Ben Gamla863.

3.4. Ancient World – Early Church
3.4.1. Concepts and theologies
I continue my overview by turning to the era of the early church864, realizing
that the boundaries between the culture of the Roman Empire and of Judaism
are fluid. Jerome Berryman865 distinguishes four traditions regarding children
in the gospels866: a low view867, a high view868, an indifferent view869, and a
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“In regard to virtually all the regular festive occasions, the text in one way or another, explicitly or
implicitly, prescribes a family gathering across the generations,” Patrick D. Miller “That the Children May
Know: Children in Deuteronomy,” in The Child in the Bible, ed. Marcia J. Bunge, Terence E. Fretheim and
Beverly Roberts Gaventa, 45-62 (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2008).
861
Miller (2008), 50-51.
862
The Jews spoke of a Beth-ha-sefer, House of scripture, R. Bijlsma, “Geschiedenis van de catechese,” in
Kleine Catechetiek. 6th ed. 37-100. (Nijkerk: Callenbach, n.d), 40.
863
Baba Bathra 21a, http://www.come-and-hear.com/bababathra/bababathra_21.html (accessed March 2,
2015).
864
I have chosen not to include a separate section in this chapter on children in the New Testament. Besides
the many works quoted and referred to in this chapter I consulted Carolyn Osiek and David L. Balch,
Families in the New Testament World, Perdue, Leo G. et al. (1997), Abraham J. Mahlherbe, “God’s New
Family in Thessalonica,” and O. Larry Yarbrough, “Parents and Children in the Letters of Paul,” in The Social
World of the First Christians: Essays in Honor of Wayne A. Meeks, edited by Michael L. White and O. Larry
Yarbrough, 116-125 and 126-141 (Minneapolis: Augsburg Fortress, 1995).
865
Jerome W. Berryman, Children and the Theologians: Clearing the Way for Grace (New York: Morehouse,
2009), 8.
866
Similar to the four perspectives on Jesus that the four gospels provide
867
Low view, according to Berryman, found in a cluster of six sayings from the synoptic gospels: 1- Matt.
19:29, Mark 10-29-30, Luke 18: 29-30, 2- Mark 13:12-13, 3- Luke 9:59-62, 4- Matt. 10:34-36, Luke 12, 51-53,
5- Matt. 10:37-38, Luke 14:26 and 6- Matt. 19:10-12. Berryman (2009), 9-12.
868
High view, according to Berryman, found in the synoptic gospels: 1- “children worth healing” Matt.
13:25, Mark 5:41-42, Luke 8:54-55, “children at play” Matt. 11:16-19, Luke 7:31-35, 2- “silent child”
(becoming like and welcoming children) Matt. 18:1-5, Mark 9:33-37, Luke 9:46-48, Matt. 19:13-15, Mark
10:13-16, Luke 18:15-17, 3- “millstone texts” Matt. 18:6-7, Mark 9:42, Luke 17: 1-2, 4- “entering the
kingdom” formula Matt. 18:3, Mark 10:15, Luke 18:17, 5- “power of children’s intuition” Matt. 21:15-16,
Matt. 11:25-26 and Luke 10:21. Berryman (2009), 12-20.
869
Indifferent view of children shown in the almost complete absence of children in the Gospel of John
(with the exception of the lad from John 6:9, and possibly the implications of John 3:3-8 and rebirth,
especially if understood as “second naïveté” (Paul Ricoeur) or James Fowler’s Stage Five Conjunctive Faith,
Fowler (1981), 187-188. Indifferent view also revealed in the focus on adult concerns in the Sermon on the
Mount (Matthew 5-7). Berryman (2009), 20-23.
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graceful view870. He also distinguishes four somewhat similar key threads
emerging from church history regarding children: ambivalence or conflicting
feelings, ambiguity or conflicting logics, indifference that can be either neutral
or adversarial, and grace871. With his observations in mind we are cautioned to
harmonize different concepts of childhood in the early Church or to suggest an
improvement of children in all areas of life with the growth of Christianity. Yet
I do recognize that under the influence of Christianity significant changes did
take place in this era. Richard Schröder highlights some of these changes by
stating “the discovery of childhood belongs to Romanticism, but the ancient
Church has implemented the prohibition on exposure of children, and
founded homes for foundlings. Abortion has also been considered a sin in very
early Christian texts.”872
When listening to the church fathers’ interpretation of Jesus’ exhortation to
become like children873, the constructed ideal child874 gives us some sense of
the concept of childhood within the early church875. When promoting
childlikeness the church fathers think of qualities such as simplicity and
innocence876, gentleness, loyalty and obedience877, lack of sexual desire878,
indifference to status and wealth, lack of ambition879, truthfulness880, the
inability to remain angry881, and the unity of speech and thought882. The ideals
of the wise, virtuous, old man were also ascribed to children; in short, children

870
Interestingly enough Berryman on the one hand clearly distinguishes the Jesus Traditions from Pauline
theology, but needs Paul to highlight this fourth view in the Jesus Traditions. By referring to John 1: 12 and
14 Berryman connects grace and children, and by referring to Nicodemus and the conversation about
rebirth in John 3, Berryman locates the grace view on children in the gospels. Berryman (2009), 24.
871
Berryman (2009), 203 f.
872
As quoted in Hubertus Lutterbach, Kinder und Christentum: Kulturgeschichtliche Perspektiven auf Schutz,
Bildung und Partizipation von Kindern zwischen Antike und Gegenwart (Stuttgart: Kohlhammer, 2010), 1516 (my translation).
873
Matt. 18:1-4, Matt. 19:13-14.
874
Though Clement emphasizes that Jesus is talking about real children, O. M. Bakke, When Children
Became People: The Birth of Childhood in Early Christianity, trans. Brian McNeil (Minneapolis: Fortress Press,
2005), 59f.
875
Bakke (2005), 57f.
876
For example Clement, see Bakke (2005), 59; Hermas, Jerome, Bede, Chrysostom and Leo the Great, see
S. Légasse, Jésus et L’Enfant: Enfants, Petits et Simples Dans la Tradition Synoptique. (Paris: Librarie Lecoffre,
1969), 270-271.
877
For example Clement, see Bakke (2005), 59.
878
For example Clement and Origen, see Bakke (2005), 61, 63; and Bede, see Légasse (1969), 270.
879
For example Origen, see Bakke (2005), 63,64; and Chrysostom and Cyril of Alexandria, see Légasse
(1969), 270, 271.
880
For example Clement, see Bakke (2005), 59; and Bede, see Légasse (1969), 270.
881
For example Bede, see Légasse (1969), 270.
882
For example Jerome, see Légasse (1969), 270.

154

Chapter 3 Children and childhood in society and church
embodied positive moral and religious values883. Chrysostom views children
predominantly in relation to their parents. They are the image of God waiting
to be revealed, restored and refined by their parents884, wax for forming
proto-monks885. In these processes of revelation, refinement and formation,
he acknowledges age appropriateness886.
The relationship which church fathers saw between the fall and children or
childhood would be influential for many centuries. Chrysostom represents
“the consensus of Greek patristic writers who interpret the fall as an
inheritance essentially of mortality rather than sinfulness, sinfulness being
merely a consequence of mortality.”887 Augustine, on the other hand, greatly
influenced the Western Church with his perspective on original sin, as
illustrated in his Confessions888, where he emphasizes the universal implication
of Job 14:4-5, “None is pure before you, not even a child of one day upon the
earth.”889 Martha Stortz suggests that Augustine chose a position between
innocence and depravity by emphasizing children’s non-innocence, their
inability to harm890. Margaret Miles argued that Augustine saw his conversion
through the lens of childhood891. Stortz adds: “Unfortunately the reverse is
also true: Augustine saw his childhood through the lens of conversion.”892
To nuance the perceived pessimistic view of Augustine and the Western
church and the optimistic view of Chrysostom and the Eastern Church, it must
be noted that, in an earlier stage, Augustine was able to appreciate even nonbaptized babies as martyrs893. And in spite of Augustine’s doctrine of original
sin, he showed great care for his son and spoke against harsh punishment of
children894. Chrysostom acknowledged sin in children, as expressed in his
883
Jo Hermans, Eucharistie vieren met kinderen: Een liturgie-wetenschappelijke studie over de deelname van
het kind aan de eucharistie in het verleden en volgens de huidige kerkelijke richtlijnen (Brugge: Tabor, 1987),
36.
884
Vigen Guroian, “The Ecclesial Family: John Chrysostom on Parenthood and Children,” in The Child in
Christian Thought, 61-77, ed. Marcia J. Bunge (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2001), 64, 66-68
885
Berryman (2009), 49. The metaphor of children as wax is found earlier in Plutarch’s The Education of
Children, “And as soft wax is apt to take the stamp of the seal, so are the minds of children to receive the
instructions imprinted on them at that age,” http://legacy.fordham.edu/halsall/ancient/plutarcheducation.asp (accessed March 9, 2015).
886
Guroian (2001), 75.
887
Guroian (2001), 67.
888
Augustine, Confessions, 1.VII.11. NPNF 1 1:48.
889
Job 14:4-5 LXX, Martha Ellen Stortz, “Where or When Was Your Servant Innocent? Augustine on
Childhood,” in Bunge (2001), 78.
890
Stortz (2001), 82.
891
Stortz (2001), 100. Stortz refers to Margaret R. Miles, “Infancy, Parenting, and Nourishment in
Augustine’s Confessions,” Journal of the American Academy of Religion 50 (September 1983): 349-64.
892
Stortz (2001), 87.
893
Stortz (2001), 78.
894
Stortz (2001), 86.
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Homilies on Colossians: “For all passions are tyrannous in children (for as they
have not that which is to bridle them), vainglory, desire, irrationality, anger,
envy.”895 The absence of original sin in Chrysostom’s view on newborn babies,
and the presence of sin in children makes Bakke conclude that Chrysostom’s
positive view is restricted to small children under the age of one896.
3.4.2. Ages and stages
Life, including childhood, was divided in stages. Hippocrates was influential
among theologians with his division in seven stages of seven years: small child,
boy, youngster, young man, man, old man, graybeard897. Irenaeus of Lyon
divided life into slightly different groups: infans, parvulus, puer, iuvenus and
senior898. Boswell, who deals with the era from late antiquity to the
Renaissance, indicates that civil and religious laws show even more varieties
and nuances of this concept of life stages899.
3.4.3. Treatment
How were children treated in the days of the ancient church? Many point to
the changes that took place since Emperor Constantine’s conversion and the
313 Edict of Milan. Under Christian influence, Constantine turned against child
exposure as early as May 315900, without directly forbidding it901. He did forbid
parricide in 318/319902, established asylums for foundlings, and prohibited the
abduction of girls903. But Constantine also dismantled the protections
provided by law to freeborn children, and may have unintentionally increased
abandonment by his tax on commerce and by ruling that no one could inherit
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Chrysostom, Homilies on Colossians, Homily IV. NPNF 1 13:279.
Bakke (2005), 82.
897
Παιδιον, παις, μειρακιον, νεανισκος, ανηρ, πρεσβυτης, γερων. Hermans (1987), 35.
898
Hermans (1987), 35. Augustine recognized six stages: infancy, childhood, adolescence, young adulthood,
middle age and old age, see Stortz (2001), 83-85.
899
Boswell (1988), 30f.
900
Manfred Jacobs, Zugänge Zur Kirchengeschichte 2: Das Christentum in der Antiken Welt von der
frühkatholische Kirche bis zu Kaiser Konstantin (Göttingen, Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1987), 177.
901
Lutterbach (2010), 15. But continuing what other emperors, had tried regarding exposure and started
regarding the emancipation of children, slaves and women, under the influence of Stoicism; Catholic
Encyclopedia, s.v. “Constantine,” http://www.newadvent.org/cathen/04295c.htm (accessed November 11,
2013).
902
Justinian, Codex Justinianus, 9.17.1. ed. Frank-Michael Kaufmann, trans. Gottfried Härtel (Leipzig:
Reclam, 1991), 200, and Darrel W. Amundsen, “Medicine and the Birth of Defective Children: Approaches of
the Ancient World,” in On Moral Medicine: Theological Perspectives in Medical Ethics, ed. Stephen E.
Lammers and Allen Verhey, 2nd ed. (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1998), 691.
903
Catholic Encyclopedia, s.v. “Constantine.” By the fourth century care for orphans was provided in every
diocese and parish, by the end of the fifth century, the first orphanage of Constantinople, the
Orphanotopheion, was founded. Margaret L. King, “Children in Judaism and Christianity,” in Fass (2015), 47.
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from an unmarried mother904. Emperor Valentinian ruled killing an infant to be
a capital offense in 374905, and exposure was in the end also explicitly
forbidden906. Regarding the sexual treatment of children Bakke concludes
“that the Christian sexual ethic brought a dramatic decline in the number of
children – especially boys – who were involved in sexual relations with
adults.”907 Theodosius I established Christianity as the official religion of the
state, which, as Guroian points out, meant increased influence from church on
state and society, but also vice versa. This created “temptations of crippling
compromise”, something that was addressed by Chrysostom, who “was
especially troubled, even outraged, by the eagerness of some Christian
parents to propel their children into the secular professions, while neglecting
their spiritual and moral formation.”908
3.4.4. Participation
How did children participate in the life of the church? Horn and Martens argue
that Christian children were aware that they differed from Jews and Greeks
and that this negative identification correlated with a sense of belonging to
the Christian community. Presence and participation in liturgy were among
the more positive means to strengthen this self-identification as Christian909.
Children participated in communal hymn and psalm singing at home and in
church910. Communal singing evolved into separate singing of children as a
group, which further developed from children’s or boys’ choir singing to solo
singing of children911. When women’s voices were silenced, children’s voices
took their place912. Children also participated in communal prayer in addition
to which children were given separate roles in intercessory prayer, litanies,
and specifically praying or chanting the Kyrie Eleison913. Young people and
children as young as five years old were trained and ordained as lectors,
reading or chanting scripture914. Children sometimes even went to church as
904

John Boswell, The Kindness of Strangers: The Abandonment of Children in Western Europe from Late
Antiquity to the Renaissance (New York, Pantheon Books, 1988), 70, 72.
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Codex Justinianus, 9.16.7. Härtel (1991), 200.
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Codex Justinianus, 8.51.2. Härtel (1991), 184.
907
Bakke (2005), 151.
908
Guroian (2001), 63-64.
909
Cornelia B. Horn and John W. Martens. “Let the little children come to me”: Childhood and Children in
Early Christianity (Washington: The Catholic University of America Press, 2009), 271.
910
Hermans (1987), 53. And occasionally may have played instruments such as the flute cf. Matt. 11:16-17.
Aasgard (2009), 11.
911
Hermans (1987), 54. Originally girls participated in choirs more often, Aasgard (2009), 11.
912
Hermans refers to Didascalia CCCXVIII partum, 8 and Isidorius Pelusiota, Epistula I, 90 for the prohibition
for women to sing (1987), 55.
913
Hermans (1987), 56.
914
Cyprian is the first to mention this when writing about the ordination of the “illustrious youth” Aurelius
as a reader in 250, Cyprian, Epistle XXXII.1, ANF 5:311. Tombstone inscriptions reveal the same fact. Ages of
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substitutes for their parents, according to Basil of Caesarea’s warning during
the famine in Cappadocia of the year 368915. Stories of children re-enacting
elements of worship such as the Eucharist in their play also confirm their
presence and participation in liturgy916. Some sources indicate the existence of
play by children in or around the church service during the liturgical year917.
Horn and Martens suggest that some children in the early church had
leadership roles in conjunction with a mentor such as Paul918, and some had
prophetic roles like the four unmarried daughters of Philip919. In the ancient
church, children who had been baptized as infants received no catechism, as
catechism was considered teaching for the unconverted and recently
converted920. The inclusion of instruction for children in the New Testament
letters to the Ephesians and Colossians921, letters which were supposed to be
read in church922, suggests that children were instructed with their parents
during church gatherings923. Very soon, the tendency may have been to
delegate this instruction to the families, both fathers and mothers924.
Monastic schools, educating some of the Christian youth, started to develop
with the emergence of monasticism around the fourth century925.

19, 18, 17, 14, 13, and even 5 are mentioned. In 546 Justinian decreed eight years as the minimum age for
lectors. “We do not permit anyone to be ordained a priest who is under thirty-five years of age, or to
become a deacon or subdeacon under twenty-five, or a reader under eighteen years. A woman who is less
than forty years of age, or who has married a second time, shall not be made a deaconess in the Holy
Church,” Justinian Novella CXXIII, 13. Or The Enactments of Justinian: The Novels, Volume 17 of S. P. Scott,
The Civil Law (Cincinnati: The Central Trust Company, 1932).
915
Basil, Homily VIII, In famen et siccitatem homilia, 3. Mentioned in Hermans (1987), 43.
916
Hermans (1987), 61.
917
For example: Egeria’s Diary, 31.2-3, in Walking Where Jesus Walked: Worship in Fourth-Century
Jerusalem. Ed. Lester Ruth, Carrie Stewart, and John D. Witvliet (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2010), 53, and
Antonini Placentini, Itenerarium, 40, edited by J. Gildemeister. (Bonn: Reuthers, 1889), 58: “und Weiber mit
Kindern uns entgegenkommend, in den Händen Palmen und Flaschen mit Rettigöl, salbten, uns zu Füssen
fallend, unsere Fusssohlen und Häupter, indem sie in aegyptischer Sprache die Antiphon sangen: Gesegnet
ihr vom Herrn und gesegnet eure Ankunft: Hosianna in der Höhe.” See also Hermans (1987), 61-62.
918
Horn and Martens (2009), 267. Possibly related to their suggestion that some of Jesus’ disciples seem to
have been teenagers, who were unmarried and travelling with their mother. Horn and Martens (2009), 265.
919
Horn and Martens (2009), 267.
920
Bijlsma (n.d.), 51. Bijlsma does not refer to sources to support this claim. There is no doubt about the
existence of catechism for the unconverted or the recently converted. Of course the absence of catechism
for children in the ancient church can only be supported by an argument from silence.
921
Ephesians 6: 1-3, Colossians 3:20.
922
Colossians 4: 16.
923
Strange (2004), 74.
924
E.g. First Epistle of Clement to the Corinthians XXI 6, 8: “let us train up the young men in the fear of God;
let us direct our wives to that which is good,” “Let your children be partakers of true Christian training,”
ANF 9:235. Polycarp, Epistle of Polycarp to the Philippians, IV.2, ANF 1:33: “Next [teach] your wives (…) to
train up their children in the knowledge and the fear of God,” Strange (2004), 77.
925
King (2015), 48.
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Several factors explain the fact that children had a more significant role in
worship than in society926. First, their participation was considered beneficial
for their own souls927. Second, in their prayer and song, children served the
whole congregation, especially because their perceived innocence qualified
them to ask for God’s mercy and grace928. Third, a more aesthetic reason may
have been that children’s voices were considered to be more beautiful and
pure. Fourth, a significant reason to employ children in liturgical functions was
that pagan practice did the same929. Fifth, learning by participation was also an
educational goal. Sixth, liturgical roles or even ordination at a young age was
considered a first step into ministry. Seventh, a form of children’s
emancipation created new equality. Bakke writes, “Christianity seems not to
have altered children’s position in the hierarchical structures of family and
society; nevertheless they were perceived as adults’ equals in their
relationship to God.”930
3.5. Middle Ages
3.5.1. Concepts and theologies
As we enter the Middle Ages, we enter into the debate started by Philippe
Ariès. I agree with his opponents that Ariès was wrong about the Middle Ages:
there was care for child rearing, and there was recognition of childhood as a
stage with its own characteristics. Ariès neglected differences among class and
place and eras within the Middle Ages, and he underestimated parental
love931. There were concepts of childhood in the earlier Middle Ages, as Janet
L. Nelson concludes, concepts which oscillated between extremes932. She
explains, “the child was channel, vessel, and sign of power beyond
him/herself.” This causes both extremes as “lack of control suggested
diabolical influence”, but “unpretentiousness suggested access to the
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Bakke (2005), 256-259.
Hermans (1987), 54.
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Chrysostom specifically indicates this: “and the third (prayer is) also (full of mercy) for ourselves, and this
puts forward the innocent children of the people entreating God for mercy. For since we condemn
ourselves for sins, for them that have sinned much and deserve to be blamed we ourselves cry; but for
ourselves the children; for the imitators of whose simplicity the kingdom of heaven is reserved. For this
image shows this, that they who are like those children, lowly and simple, these above all men are able to
deliver the guilty by their prayers,” Chrysostom, Homilies on the Gospel of Saint Matthew, chap. XXI. 4
NPNF1 10:435.
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Bakke (2005), 257.
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Bakke (2005), 257.
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Janet L. Nelson “Parents, Children, and the Church in the Earlier Middle Ages,” in Wood (1994), 81f.
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Nelson (1994), 89.
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divine.”933 The practice of exorcism before baptism assumed this diabolical
influence934. Young children and infants were being asked to open the Bible at
random, when adults were seeking divine guidance935. Infancy and childhood
were marked by physicality and willfulness, and early medieval penitentials
recognized boys’ liability to stealing, sexual play, quarrelling, and lack of
control in speaking936. In contrast, there was a notion of childhood purity,
innocence, and virtue. It was probably this purity from sexual contamination
that made Bede tell Archbishop Ecgbert that the more devout took Mass only
thrice a year, yet countless boys and girls, young men and virgins, old men and
women could without any shadow of doubt receive Communion every
Sunday937. It was their innocence that, according to Gregory the Great,
granted infants and children immediate entry into heaven at their death938.
Isidore of Seville mentioned four virtues of little boys that adult men lack: they
don’t bear rancor, they don’t persist in anger, they are not susceptible to
beautiful women, and they don’t think one thing and say another939. The
summary of these concepts of childhood already reveal that it is hard to
distinguish between the concepts of church and those of society during this
era.
Shulamith Shahar provides valuable information on the Central and Late
Middle Ages940. The central thesis of her book Childhood in the Middle Ages is
that “a concept of childhood existed”; “that scholarly acknowledgement of the
existence of several stages of childhood was not merely theoretical, and that
parents invested both material and emotional resources in their offspring.”941
Medieval culture held ambivalent thoughts on procreation942 and conflicting
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adults. There were various medical theories on infant and child development and on childcare; there were
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towards a more humane and enlightened educational theories and practices, Shahar (1992), 2f. Shahar
does also acknowledge the occurrence of infanticide. Shahar (1992), 121f.
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images of children and childhood943. Interestingly, Shahar points out that the
Romantic era, which many believe discovered childhood, derived the concept
of childhood innocence from medieval Christian commentaries on scripture.
Yet it seems equally true, according to Shahar, that Freud’s theories of
childhood sexuality were also anticipated by the belief that children were
ruled solely by their drives, as expressed in other medieval commentaries944.
Influenced by Augustine’s theology, children were considered to be born in
sin945, products of the lust of their parents, and inheritors of the sin of their
first parents, Adam and Eve946. Yet even unborn children deserved
protection947, and the rise of worship of the Virgin Mary provided a positive
archetype of pregnancy and devoted motherhood948. Religious expression of
parental care is also found in the existence of saints who were renowned as
healers of children949 and in the existence of special prayers for the
resurrection of small children950. Influenced by Aristotle’s philosophy,
childhood was considered the lowest stage of life, marked by incompleteness,
lack of control, reason, and good deeds951. Not surprisingly some biographies
describe saints as skipping this lowest stage952. On the other hand, worship of
the infant Jesus did create room for appreciation of infancy and childhood
more generally953. Children were considered harmless and innocent because
of their ignorance of both sexual lust and the meaning of death954. They were
also considered devoid of malicious intent955, incapable of bearing grudges,
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eager to forgive and forget, and more generous956. In this positive view, the
power of a child’s prayer was greater than that of an adult957. In line with
Nelson’s notion of the medieval child as “channel of power beyond
him/herself”, and the lack of control suggesting diabolical influence in
medieval thought958 Shahar mentions incessantly crying infants who were
seen as possessed by demons, or even as infants of demons, ‘changelings’,
who had replaced the human child959.
Religious processions provide a unique insight into the place of children in
relation to other groups at moments where segments of society had to be
ordered or ranked by religious status, education, age, class and gender. This
was a moment of self-representation of the local community960 shaped by all
its concepts and paradigms. At the beginning of the early Middle Ages, in 590,
Gregory the Great organized penitential processions in the following order:
clergy and priest, abbots and monks, abbesses and nuns, children, lay men,
widows, married women961. At the end of the early Middle Ages, in the ninth
century, processions at Easter and Christmas still put children in a very similar
place: clergy, sons of the nobility who attended school, noblemen and
noblewomen, the peasantry from outside the monastic centre, led by boys
and girls who could sing the Lord’s Prayer, the Creed, etc962. Placing children at
the head of many central and late medieval religious processions was a ritual
expression of faith in the innocence of the child and its atoning power963.
3.5.2. Ages and stages
Childhood was divided into three stages according to Hippocratic tradition964:
infantia, from birth to age seven, pueritia, from seven to twelve for girls, and
from seven to fourteen for boys, and adolescentia, from twelve or fourteen to
adulthood965. A child was born imperfect in body and spirit966. Laws of nature
determined physical and intellectual development. But as natural drives
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develop stronger than reason, the first control the latter, and thus sinful
inclinations grow simultaneous with natural development 967. When entering
the second stage of pueritia at age seven, a child reached the years of
discretion968. At this age, a child could gradually distinguish good from evil and
choose between them. Age seven was when a child’s sinful inclination would
commence, reaching its climax in adolescence969. This stage of childhood met
with strongest rejection and condemnation970. Ferraro notes how the age of
seven was in many ways a turning point in attitudes about childhood971. An
interesting remark regarding the age and life stages of children is Traina’s
summary of Aquinas’ view that grace is no respecter of age972.
Medieval biographies of saints confront us with the question to what extent
Christian concepts of childhood and development were determined by
concepts of salvation, sanctification, and spiritual maturation. Many lives of
saints are described according to the pattern expressed by Augustine in his
The City of God, that “no one will be good who was not first of all wicked.”973
Other saints are portrayed as perfect in every respect from childhood974.
Awareness of more gradual development is expressed by those medieval
authors who distinguish sub-stages. An age appropriate approach towards
children was advocated throughout the Middle Ages975. The adolescent was
given greater independence and responsibility976.
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All in all childhood had not increased in length since the days of first century
Judaism. Until the age of five, children freely engaged in play, but around age
six or seven they started to participate by fulfilling chores appropriate to their
age and physical capability977.
3.5.3. Participation
According to the 813 Council of Arles, religious education was the
responsibility of parents and godparents. At home, parents held the office of
pastor, just like bishops, priests and deacons, according to both Bede978 and
Jonas of Orléans979, and were therefore responsible for teaching the mysteries
of faith and baptism980. In the liturgical formation of children, knowing at least
the Creed, the Lord’s Prayer, and later in history the additional Ave Maria,
served as reminiscence of baptism, as preparation for the participation in the
Eucharist liturgy, and sometimes as minimum requirement for the
participation in the Eucharist981. Religious education982 at parish schools and
within the monasteries prepared children for participation in worship -especially scripture reading and singing-- and also served to recruit future
clergy983. Hermans mentions several factors that hindered the liturgical
formation of children. The schools played an important role in liturgical
formation, but only a few were privileged enough to attend those schools.
Liturgy itself has a formative potential, but this potential did not materialize
because of the increasing inability to understand the language of the liturgy,
as Roman liturgy was transplanted into the churches of the Frankish empire,
and by the increasing division between altar and clergy on one side and lay
people on the other, which made the latter into passive spectators984.
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Regarding children and the sacraments, I note that neither baptism nor
confirmation functioned as coming of age ritual985. Children were baptized as
infants986, and confirmation took place within a few years987. Some argued for
confirmation after age seven or even around age twelve988. Some theologians
believed that children should do confession and penance from age seven989.
But others in the central and late Middle Ages questioned whether children
should do confession and penance, and similarly, whether they should be
administered the Eucharist and Extreme Unction before adolescence990. It is
interesting to note that in the almost complete role reversal that took place
during the boy bishop’s feast, related to the feast of the Innocents, the boy
bishop gave the benediction and, assisted by other boys, performed all the
priest’s ceremonies, except administration of the Mass991. It was not
uncommon for a baptized child who died in childhood to be buried with a
chalice of wine in one hand and one containing the Host in the other, though
this practice was officially condemned992.
3.6. Middle Ages – Renaissance
3.6.1. Concepts and theologies
The late Middle Ages or early Renaissance deserves to be mentioned
separately because many authors have said that the Renaissance discovered
childhood and youth993. Trexler states, “the angelic putto, the blonde
adolescent, and the liveried fine young man of Tuscan Quattrocento art show
how irrevocably Florentines had unmasked the physical and psychological
stages of the pre-adult world.”994 The development from worship of the infant
Jesus to appreciation of childhood in general is reflected in the art of this
period. For example, earlier, we see depictions of the Virgin Mary with her
mother Anne in iconography995. Later, more everyday children are depicted.
Another example can be seen in the types of situations depicted on the
canvasses of this period. Earlier in this era one can observe the strong
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influence of Christian and Renaissance polite conventions. Later art portrayed
more natural subjects and settings. This is clear from the paintings of the
Dutch Golden Age996. Trexler further notices how in Florence a new positive
legal attitude toward youth and children had been put in place: the modern
foundling home was instituted; schools and confraternities developed; and
the notion of the young saving the old had emerged997.
3.7. Modern History – the Reformation
3.7.1. Introduction
Whereas Anglo-American historians use the term “early modern” for the
period between 1400 and 1800998, historians in continental Europe use the
term “modern history” for the period between the Middle-Ages and our
contemporary world999. The significance of children and childhood in the
Enlightenment period as expressed in the works of John Locke1000 cannot be
overlooked. Likewise, we cannot overlook the thought of Jean Jacques
Rousseau regarding children and childhood within the Romantic Era. But I will
start my overview of this period with specific attention to the Reformation in
the first half of the sixteenth century, focusing specifically on Martin Luther,
John Calvin and his Genevan consistory, and some of the seventeenth and
eighteenth century Dutch Pietists and Anglo-Saxon Puritans who tried to
follow in their footsteps.
3.7.2. Luther’s concept and theology
Jerome Berryman suggests the Reformation changed theologians’
perspectives on children as they started to experience children in their own
homes1001. Some speculate that it was Luther’s relationship with his father
which ultimately led to the Reformation1002. It is certain that Luther’s
996
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experience as a son and as a father1003 influenced his reflections on
children1004. Luther, who had been trained as Augustinian monk, adhered to
Augustine’s theology of original sin and believed that sin infected the child as
much as the adult1005. Luther also recognized that sin has a history in the life
of each individual1006. At the same time, Luther held a high view of children,
considering them examples of guilelessness1007, trust in God1008, and simplicity
of faith1009. He considered children’s play pleasing to God1010 and compared
playing children to jesters, whose play is filled with grace, and thereby display
the disposition of humans in paradise1011. In Luther’s defense of infant
baptism, he considered infant faith a possibility but emphasized God’s
promise attached to the sign rather than emphasizing the recipient’s faith1012.
In line with that thought, he considered infant baptism the most certain form
of baptism precisely because of the infant’s incapability of conscious
discernment1013.
3.7.3. Luther’s ages and stages
Luther divided life in seven year stages1014. He rejected the idea that certain
stages of life were religiously superior or more spiritual1015, yet some suggest
he did perceive children in terms of what they should become, and not in
terms of what they were1016.
3.7.4. Luther and treatment
Luther stressed the responsibility of parents as well as of other adults towards
children. Strohl summarizes, “No neighbor closer than one’s own children, no
recent study on Luther’s relationships by Scott Hendrix, “Beyond Erikson: The Relational Luther,” Jane E.
Strohl, “The Child in Luther’s Theology: “For What Purpose Do We Older Folks Exist, Other Than to Care for
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claim upon society more pressing than that of the young.”1017 The male
household heads were considered to be bishops in their own homes1018.
Parental responsibility involved four crucial duties: “to provide the sacrament
of baptism for infants, to form children in the true faith as they mature, to
attend to their education for vocation, and to provide them with a suitable
spouse in a timely fashion.”1019 Luther considered the duties of the fourth1020
commandment to be reciprocal1021. He advocated disciplining children with
understanding1022. Advising that “one shouldn’t whip children too hard”,
meant an improvement when compared to his own youth1023. Regarding
education, some have pointed out that the Reformation increased
opportunities for education, especially female education. Some scholars point
out that this increase was counterbalanced by the abandonment of monastic
life, the forced closure of monasteries, and the devastating effects this had on
schooling1024.
3.7.5. Luther and participation
Preaching in the vernacular increased the sense of participation of children in
church. In his preaching, Luther sought to be understood by young people and
children1025.
3.7.6. Calvin’s concept and theology
From Luther, we move on to Calvin. Calvin’s concept of children did not differ
significantly from many of his contemporaries’1026 ideas. In most of his
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writings, children functioned as symbols or metaphors1027, but with some
exceptions1028, particularly when arguing against the Anabaptists1029. His
remarks about real and metaphorical children reveal an often nuanced view.
Children, on the one hand, are a gift or benefit bestowed upon men by God,
and parenthood is an honor graciously granted by God1030. On the other hand,
“the majority of children are not always a source of joy to their parents.”1031
Infants are involved in original sin and are polluted by its stain. They bring
their own condemnation with them from their mothers’ wombs, according to
Calvin1032. However, Calvin understands that infants have not yet produced
the fruits of their own unrighteousness1033. Children who have not arrived at
the years of reason have no knowledge of good and evil and do not willfully
provoke the wrath of God1034. Calvin praises children for their innocence1035,
while acknowledging their many faults, reminding his readers more than once
of Paul’s words in 1 Corinthians 14:20 “Brothers, stop thinking like children. In
regard to evil be infants, but in your thinking be adults.”1036 While Calvin
believes we should be mature in our thinking, children’s simplicity and
ignorance of degrees of honor make them examples of humility1037. Young
men are prone to impetuous feelings and impulses, becoming heated more
quickly in controversies than those of mature age1038. By the providence of
God, infants, who in themselves are incapable of speech, can be heralds of the
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glory of God1039. In addition, by divine accommodation, enigmas and dark
sayings can be declared to children: “however high may be the majesty of the
Word of God, this does not prevent the benefits or advantages of it from
reaching even to the unlearned and to babes.”1040 Arguing against the
Anabaptists, Calvin states that it is false to apply to children what is true for
adults: that we are reconciled to God and become heirs of the adoption only
by faith; that infants “are renewed by God’s Spirit according to the measure of
their age, until by degrees and in its own time this power hidden within them
increases and shines forth openly.”1041 Pitkin states that Calvin “based his
theology of baptism on the conviction that the elect are from birth full
inheritors of God’s covenant and members in the church.”1042
3.7.7. Calvin’s ages and stages
Calvin also followed the medieval division of childhood in three stages, though
he treats the lines between these stages as fluid1043.
3.7.8. Calvin and treatment
In spite of Calvin’s theology of original sin, total depravity, and double
predestination, he did not argue for harsh treatment of children1044. He
understood that the formation of children by holy discipline would only
succeed by the special grace of God1045.
3.7.9. Calvin and participation
Participation of children in worship was encouraged by Calvin’s introduction
of Psalm singing. Calvin suggested “that children, who beforehand have
practiced some modest church song, sing in a loud distinct voice, the people
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listening with all attention and following heartily what is sung with the mouth
till all become accustomed to sing communally.”1046
3.7.10. Geneva Consistory and children
In the days of Calvin, the Geneva Consistory was entrusted with the
enforcement of Reformed morality1047 and had great influence by its authority
to grant and deny the right to participate in the Eucharist1048. Children played
a role in the consistory’s battle against remnants of Roman Catholic praxis,
such as baptism by midwives1049 and postmortem baptisms1050. The consistory
quarreled over the selection of children’s names, demanding biblical names
and trying to eliminate names of saints, interfering in what had been a
parental privilege1051. With its rulings, consistory also tried to ban
superstitious explanations for children’s illnesses, contributing to a
desacralization of mentality1052.
3.7.11. Geneva Consistory and treatment
The Geneva Consistory also dealt with generational conflicts, physical assault
of parents by children, abuse of children by parents, often siding with the
parents1053. Parents and masters were admonished to show restraint, were
rebuked about neglect, and were particularly instructed about sleeping
arrangements1054. There may have been unintended negative effects of the
Reformation on the treatment of children. Some believe that “there was an
increase in the postnatal mortality rate of bastard children, because until then
women and men who engaged in extramarital relations which produced
bastards were not severely reprobated or punished. As a result of the
Reformation and the Counter Reformation both censure and pressure
increased, and (with the exception of monarchs and nobles) people no longer
dared to rear their bastards openly.”1055
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3.7.12. Geneva Consistory and participation in society
The value of being able to read scripture and to study the catechisms
contributed to the desire to make education available to everyone1056. This
led to the establishment of the Collège de Rive in 1536. A more significant
reform of education took place in 1559 with the creation of the Genevan
Academy1057.
3.7.13. Geneva Consistory and participation in church
Religious education was deemed essential in this era of religious conflict1058. In
pre-Reformation Geneva, religious education at home had been a wellestablished practice1059. It included teaching children to recite prayers, the Ave
Maria, and the creeds. Though Calvin and the consistory tried to increase the
role of the patriarch in religious education, their emphasis on catechism as a
requirement for taking Communion caused a shift from the household to the
church1060. There was rising resistance to participation in weekend catechism,
as more boys were educated during the week1061, and as it conflicted with the
participation in traditional festivals and martial games on Sunday
afternoons1062. Regarding the participation in worship, it is interesting to note
that in the early years of the Reformation in Geneva, children were also
involved in teaching adults to recite the Our Father and the Creed in French,
as children picked up this information more easily1063.
3.7.14. Further developments regarding participation in church
There are further indications, as early as the end of the sixteenth century, of
the existence of groups of youth, boys and girls, gathering together to pray,
sing and study scripture for the sake of spiritual formation. Synods apparently
spoke with concern about these independent initiatives1064. A century later,
we come across the first example of a more officially organized youth group.
Bavinck mentions the Verein lediger Brüder that was founded by Meyenrock in
Basel in 1768 as the first official Christian youth or young adults group1065. It
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took approximately another century for youth movements to be nationally
and internationally organized.
In the early years, as the 1563 Pfälzische Kirchenordnung shows, afternoon or
evening services with catechism preaching were targeted toward the youth.
These services had the character of public catechism classes, as the discussion
at the 1618-1619 Synod of Dordt reveals1066. Beerekamp suggests that to keep
adults attending these services, those adults were targeted with more and
more, as children or youth would be sent to those services by their parents
anyway1067.
3.7.15. Pietists, Puritans and children
L.F. Groenendijk describes how, under the influence of Dutch Reformed
Pietism1068, families were transformed into “little churches” between 1600
and 18001069. Many convictions of Dutch Reformed Pietism can be traced to
the practical writings of the Puritans1070. Many Puritans and Pietists believed
that conversion of the nation depends on the transformation of families. For
that reason, parents were instructed on partner selection, marriage, the
duties of husband and wife, and the joint task of running the household.
Children first and foremost had to respect their parents. Parents had to
provide godly education by encouraging participation in religious exercises, by
corporal punishment, and by setting a good example1071. But young children
could also set examples as a Reformed version of the hagiography reveals in
books on exemplary lives of converted children1072. Interestingly, Groenendijk
remarks that bourgeois children could afford to develop early godliness as
they did not have to participate in the labor process1073. In these Pietist circles
there is emphasis on the need for children to convert, to pray for that
conversion, and to search for evidence of that conversion in tokens of God’s
grace1074. Early examples of sermons targeted at youth are found in Dutch
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Pietism in the translation of sermons by the English independent John
Jennings and his student Philipp Doddridge1075. According to Beerekamp, the
first Dutch youth sermon was preached by Jacobus Fruytier in 1724 in
Rotterdam1076. In C. John Sommerville’s Discovery of Childhood in Puritan
England1077, he argues that the English Puritans showed great interest in
children by their unprecedented quantity and variety of publications on
children. I will limit myself to two of the most well known Puritans, Bunyan
and Edwards.
3.7.16. John Bunyan and children
Although the seventeenth century Puritan John Bunyan1078 did not say much
about children1079, his famous 1678 The Pilgrim’s Progress1080 reveals the
Puritan weakness of focusing on the eight steps to personal salvation that
could come at the cost of spouse and children, as the protagonist Christian
flees without his wife and children. Six years after the publication of this
allegorical story, a sequel was published about the journey to salvation of
Christian’s family1081.
3.7.17. Jonathan Edwards and children
The early eighteenth century American preacher Jonathan Edwards1082 viewed
children as both sinners1083 and saints: children of wrath tainted with original
sin and saints, capable of genuine faith. Edwards took seriously their
humanity as well as their religious thoughts and questions and recognized
their particular needs1084. This meant that Edwards considered the conversion
of children to be a symbol of God’s extraordinary grace1085. Converts were
most often between fourteen and twenty five years old, but Phebe Bartlett
was converted at age four, and many others between age nine and
fourteen1086. For Edwards, infancy was from birth to age six or seven,
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childhood was from age seven to fourteen or sixteen, and youth was from age
sixteen to twenty five. He recognized an initial turning point in terms of ability
to reason around age seven and a second important transformation during
puberty. He organized separate religious meetings and preached specific
sermons for these age groups1087. As with other Puritans, Edwards has been
accused of creating a climate of fear in which children were raised1088. The
theoretical right to put to death children who cursed or struck their parents is
an indicator of parental power in the Puritan New England colonies1089.
Fathers tried to influence the choice of their children’s future spouse, but
children realized pregnancy was their weapon against fathers who were
strong-willed in this respect1090. An important reason for Edwards to target
children and youth in his sermons was to prevent a later disposition to evil
hardened with age1091. In his desire to purify the church Edwards excluded
many children from baptism1092 but remarkably allowed a number of children
under the age of fourteen at the Lord’s Supper for some time1093. There is no
evidence that he allowed children to testify in public about their religious
affections as other revival preachers did1094.
3.8. Modern History – Enlightenment, Romantic Era and Late Modernity
3.8.1. Discoveries of the child and centuries of childhood
As we move on from the sixteenth century Reformation, we enter the
seventeenth century. In his introduction to Ariès’ Centuries of Childhood,
Adam Phillips writes, “If the seventeenth century brought the new concept of
childhood, then hot on its heels the eighteenth century brought the new
concept of the family.”1095 As Ariès describes this transition as an evolutionary
process, it is hard to pinpoint the exact beginning1096, but in an earlier
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publication Ariès claimed that childhood was one of the great inventions of
the eighteenth century, an invention bequeathed to the nineteenth
century1097. The twentieth century writer Ariès may have been most influential
in suggesting that childhood was an invention of the Romantic Era, but that
claim had already been made in the Romantic Era itself. The nineteenth
century Romantic writer Victor Hugo, boldly claimed, “Christopher Columbus
discovered nothing but America. I have discovered the child!”1098 Without
acknowledging Hugo’s individual claim, many have credited the Romantic Era
with the discovery of the child or the invention of childhood1099. Many authors
perceive childhood as a discovery of the second half of the eighteenth
century. It is no surprise that the nineteenth century could become the
century of the child in the eyes of many1100.
3.8.2. Norbert Elias’ civilizing process
Earlier, I mentioned that the evolutionary process of development within
society described by Ariès is related to Norbert Elias’s civilizing process1101.
Elias’s book The Civilizing Process does not focus on childhood, but it does
suggest that childhood and adulthood are increasingly distinguishable and
that children and adults become segregated as a result of this civilizing
process. In Elias’s words, the civilizing process involves a growth of
psychological nuances in the stock of ideas1102, refinement of feeling1103, an
increasing consideration of what others might think1104, a rise of the shame
threshold1105, and also the internal formation of more pacified societies1106. In
the course of this process the distance in behavior and whole physical
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structure between children and adults increases1107 and, as a consequence,
people come to spend the first twelve, fifteen or even twenty years of their
lives in a segregated area1108. Elias pinpoints the starting point of the concept
of civilité in 1530 with the Erasmus’s publication of On Civility in Boys1109.
Elias’s “civilizing process” starts at the end of the Middle Ages and continues
until the early twentieth century. But Elias does not indicate the starting point
of the concept of childhood.
3.8.3. Van den Berg’s metabletica
It is worth mentioning the Dutch psychiatrist J.H. van den Berg and his 1958
book Metabletica1110. His book precedes Ariès’s Centuries of Childhood1111 but
presents a similar view of the historical changes in the concept and experience
of childhood. Van den Berg, like many others, credits Rousseau with
recognizing the child as a child1112, and with speaking of adolescence as a
moment of crisis1113. According to Van den Berg great minds of the past
generally show early ripeness, whereas contemporary great minds often
exemplify late ripeness1114. This change in the nature of the child originates
from a change in the nature of the adult, and the increasing discontinuity
between childhood and adulthood1115.The first cause for the increased
childishness of the child and of the birth, the extension and deepening of the
process towards adulthood lies in the “polyvalent pluralism”, characteristic for
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the state of contemporary adulthood1116. The second cause lies in the
invisibility of the adult1117. The third cause lies in a new rationality typical for
adulthood1118.
3.8.4. Heijboer’s metabletica
M.E. Heijboer supports Van den Berg’s claims as summarized above by
registering a change of children and childhood as portrayed in Dutch literature
between the second half of the eighteenth century and halfway through the
nineteenth century1119. Prior to the 1950s, youth was not a value in itself;
hence paradoxically children were taken more seriously1120. Beginning in the
late eighteenth century, the topics of sexuality and death were increasingly
obscured from children1121 under the influence of Locke and Rousseau,
according to Heijboer. Children were not considered “ripe” for religion.
Resistance grew against early intellectual development, thus creating a
widening gap between children and adults1122. According to Heijboer, early
Dutch literature lacks references to stages of development such as the
“Trotzphase”, the awkward age of external expansion, puberty with its
internal exploration, or adolescence with its trial and error1123. Heijboer
suggests that the ultimate explanation for this change lies in the erosion of
religious tradition by political changes, scientific development, and
industrialization, but most fundamentally by a growing rationalism begun in
the Renaissance. The erosion of religious tradition meant that, generally
speaking, pure religious life could only be reached through a period of
crisis1124.
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3.8.5. Ariès’ thesis on the discovery of the child
Ariès claimed there was no idea or concept1125 of childhood in the Middle
Ages, and there was no awareness of the particular nature of the child or of
the young adult1126. Little ones did not count because they could
“disappear”1127. Ariès suggests that personality was recognized in children
commencing in the fourteenth century1128. Ariès considered this the beginning
of an evolution that resulted in clothing children in specific children’s clothing
in the sixteenth and seventeenth century1129. In the sixteenth century a new
attitude towards the child is revealed in the coddling of children. According to
Ariès, prior to the sixteenth century, coddling was reserved for mothers and
wet nurses1130. This new attitude was met with criticism in the sixteenth and
seventeenth centuries and led to the desire to keep children apart from
adults1131. The first concept or fondness of childhood, as expressed in coddling
and amusement, evolves into a second concept or fondness that was more
psychological in nature as it was defined by moralists and pedagogues of the
seventeenth century1132. This second attitude change was related to the
growing awareness of the innocence and weakness of children1133. It was
believed that innocent little children should be formed into persons of honour
and probity1134. Ariès suggests that in the eighteenth century, concern for
health and hygiene was added to the fondness and moral and psychological
awareness of children1135. The second attitude change resulted in the
extension of childhood with the school- or college stage. Although in the
beginning school was attended by students of all ages1136. Just as school
determined childhood, adolescence crystallized as a separate stage of life with
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compulsory military service in the late eighteenth and nineteenth
centuries1137. In the seventeenth century, school was not yet a privilege of the
elite, but it was a privilege of boys1138. The introduction of discipline, the
expansion of the school program from five years, and the growing focus on
educating children and the young contributed to the extension of childhood
through the duration of the school cycle1139. After the eighteenth century, a
dual educational system was introduced in countries such as France and
England with primary education for the lower classes and secondary
education for the middle class1140. Based on iconographic sources Ariès
concludes that, until the seventeenth century, life was lived in public1141 and
though family existed, in reality it did not exist as a concept. Against the
opinion that individualism has triumphed over social constraints such as the
family, Ariès argues that not individualism but the family and the concept of
family have triumphed. Since the eighteenth century, private life was
reinforced at the expense of neighborly relations, friendships, and traditional
contacts1142. Family and school removed the child from adult society1143.
3.8.6. Pollock’s antithesis
As I suggested before, Pollock’s book could be considered the antithesis to
Ariès’. She disagrees with Ariès’s claim that there was no concept of childhood
before the seventeenth century1144. Pollock and likeminded authors
demonstrate that there were such concepts in the Middle Ages and sixteenth
century in Europe and in the early Puritan colonies, and that they may have
become more detailed through the centuries1145. She does observe an
increased emphasis on the abstract nature of childhood and parental care
from the seventeenth century onwards. Pollock notes that there are some
fluctuations in the concept of childhood with some perceiving children as
depraved in the seventeenth century, innocent in the eighteenth century, and
as both depraved and innocent in the nineteenth century1146. Her primary
sources provide clearer insight into parental care and childhood in these
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centuries than the secondary sources on which Ariès relied1147. Regarding the
treatment of children, she concludes that there have been very few changes in
parental care and child life from the sixteenth century to the nineteenth
century in the home, apart from social changes and technological
improvements. Parent to child relationships were not formal. Children were
desired. Developmental stages aroused interest and concern1148. Parents
revealed anxiety and distress over the illness and death of a child1149. Within
limits1150 child-rearing techniques differed. Pollock notes that beginning in the
eighteenth century there is greater parental concern for training children for
model citizenship than in the previous century. In addition, she sees an
intensification of adult demands for obedience and conformity, especially in
schools in the early nineteenth century. In contrast, Pollock’s study of late
nineteenth century reveals a lessening of parental control regarding marriage
and a reduction in parent offspring conflict1151. Methods of discipline varied
more per parent and child than according to time period1152. Evidence also
suggests there is no correlation between belief in original sin and physical
punishment1153. The majority of children were not subjected to brutality1154.
3.8.7. Cunningham’s synthesis
Social historian, Hugh Cunningham claims to present a synthesis between
Ariès and Pollock1155. Ariès paid little attention to the nineteenth century, and
Pollock stopped short of the twentieth century, but according to Cunningham
it is in the twentieth century that there has been most rapid change in
conceptualization and experience of childhood. Yet there has been a long
1147
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The limits of the dependency of the child and the acceptance of the responsibility for the protection and
socialization of that child by the parents. Pollock (1996), 271.
1151
Pollock (1996), 269.
1152
With the possible exception of early 19th century, Pollock (1996), 199.
1153
Pollock (1996), 199.
1154
Pollock notices diaries do not present a picture of repression or severe discipline and that child diarists
noted even less punishment than the adult diarists. Autobiographies as a genre describe stricter discipline
and greater parental authority, but only a small minority contains evidence on strict discipline and only 4
out of a sample of 121 autobiographies studied by Pollock describe actual cruelty. Pollock (1996), 263-268.
Pollock also explains how for example the term “whipping” was used for a wide range of physical
punishment, regardless of whether an implement was actually used. Pollock (1996), 200. This explanation is
challenged by Bakker (2010), 102, referring to Dekker (1995), 135.
1155
As does the Dutch Dekker (2006). Cunningham (2005), 3f.
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lead-in to this. He argues that “in the long view (…) continuity is the key to
medieval and sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, the crucial imprint being
made by Christianity”, “the beginning of a secular view of children and
childhood in the eighteenth century marks the onset of a period of significant
change both in conceptualization of childhood and in treatment of
children”1156 and “the popularity of the ideas of Locke and Rousseau, and later
of the Romantic poets, indicates the beginning of a period when children
began to cease to be seen as the embodiment of souls in need of salvation,
and became instead either like the young of domestic pet in need of habit
training or like a seed which should be allowed to grow naturally.”1157
At this point, it is helpful to move beyond the different theories on the
concepts of childhood and provide examples of the place of children in society
and church.
3.8.8. Participation in society
3.8.8.1. Children and literature
Children’s literature, in the modern sense, began to appear in the eighteenth
century. In England John Newbery1158 is often credited for publishing the first
children’s book with Little Pretty Pocket-Book, including the story Jack the
Giant Killer1159. Hieronymus van Alphen1160 is often credited as the
Netherlands’s first children’s author with his children’s poems Proeve van
kleine gedigten voor kinderen, published in 17781161. That same year, Pieter ‘t
Hoen1162 published Nieuwe proeve van klyne gedichten voor kinderen1163. The
Dutch writer Betje Wolff1164 claimed in 1779, “Our century can be
distinguished from all prior centuries in one regard, this is the century in

1156

Compare Heijboer who notices that until the 19th century the child was raised in a religious tradition.
Though opinions about religious doctrines may have been diverse, there was no fundamental doubt about
faith as value itself. Heijboer-Barbas (1956), 45.
1157
Cunningham (2005), 202.
1158
John Newbery (1713-1767).
1159
Postman (1994), 43. Newbery’s most popular story is The History of Little Goody Two-Shoes, published
in 1765. Rudolf Boon, “Child and Church, Communion and Culture,” in Omnes Circumstantes: Contributions
toward a history of the role of the people in the liturgy; Presented to Herman Wegman, ed. Charles Caspers
and Marc Schneiders (Kampen: Kok, 1990), 231.
1160
Hieronymus van Alphen (1746-1803).
1161
Heijboer-Barbas (1956), 9.
1162
Pieter ’t Hoen pseudonym for J.A. Schasz (1744-1828). Biografisch Woordenboek van Nederland , s.v.
Hoen, Pieter 't.
1163
Boon (1990), 231.
1164
Betje Wolff (1738-1804) co-authored books with Aagje Deken (1741-1804).
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which one writes for children.”1165 It should be noted that eighteenth century
children’s stories and poetry books were preceded by books for children on
etiquette, children’s catechisms, children’s Bibles, and Puritan and pietistic
children’s books on holy and exemplary lives1166. In the nineteenth century the
amount of children’s literature would further increase1167. In the midnineteenth century, Van Alphen and Wolff were criticized for their eighteenth
century view on children1168. This is indicative of the changing perspectives of
children at this time.
3.8.8.2. Children and education
In essence Ariès had defended two theses1169. Most criticism as mentioned
above was directed toward the first thesis1170; the second thesis received
more support1171. This second thesis suggested that when school started to
replace apprenticeship, and when the idea developed that schooling was for
children only, children were segregated from adult life and adult labor by a
sort of quarantine1172. Cunningham argues that the introduction of compulsory
schooling, normally in the late nineteenth century, did more than any other
factor in these (last) five centuries to transform the experience and meanings
attached to childhood by removing children, in principle, if not immediately in
fact, from the labour market, now reserved for those who were no longer
children1173.
The importance of education had already been stressed in the Greek tradition.
This can be seen in Plato’s Republic as well as in the Jewish tradition. The

1165
“Onze eeuw is in een opzicht zeer wel van alle voorgaande te onderscheiden: dit is de eeuw, waarin
men naamentlyk voor kinderen schryft,” Willem van der Meiden, ‘Zoo heerlijk eenvoudig’: Geschiedenis van
de kinderbijbel in Nederland (Hilversum: Verloren, 2009), 38.
1166
Bakker (2010), 181. On children’s books on holy and exemplary lives, see Groenendijk and Lieburg
(1991).
1167
An overview of children’s literature in the 19th century is offered in P.J. Buijnsters and Leontine
Buijnsters-Smets. Lust en leering: Geschiedenis van het Nederlandse Kinderboek in de negentiende eeuw
(Zwolle: Waanders, 2001).
1168
Van Alphen for example by De Génestet in 1849, Wolff by A. de Vletter in 1915. Heijboer-Barbas (1956),
10,16.
1169
Willem Koops speaks of the discontinuity hypothesis and the change hypothesis. Willem Koops, “Het
kind als spiegel van de beschaving,” in Het kind als spiegel van de beschaving: Een moderne antropologie
van het kind, Willem Koops, Bas Levering and Micha de Winter ed. (Amsterdam: SWP, 2007),16.
1170
In which Ariès spoke on children in traditional societies, Ariès (1973), 7.
1171
See his foreword to the 1973 edition, Ariès (1973), 5.
1172
Ariès (1973), 7f. Cunningham (2005), 5f. Compare Heijboer-Barbas who notices the examples of highly
educated young people in earlier centuries with responsibilities in society similar to adults. She suggests
because youth was not perceived as a value, a significant period in and by itself, early intellectual
development was not shunned. Heijboer-Barbas (1956), 19.
1173
Cunningham (2005), 15.
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Reformers1174 and the churches of the Reformation1175 also stimulated
education of the people. Philosophers such as John Locke and Jean-Jacques
Rousseau gave another impetus to the importance of education1176. Education
became compulsory for children of noblemen and freeholders as early as
14961177. Half a century later, in 1559, education became compulsory for all
boys1178. Under the influence of the Reformation, the German Duchy PfalzZweibrücken became the first territory with compulsory education for boys
and girls in 1592. The United States of America introduced compulsory
education between 18521179 and 19181180. England and France were relatively
late in doing so. England made school attendance compulsory in 18801181,
France in 18821182.
In the Netherlands, public schools were Reformed in nature1183 until the
French occupation1184 of 1795, followed by further changes in school laws in
the years 1801-1803-18061185. Even before the first constitution the decision
had been taken to separate church and state with direct consequences for the

1174

See Luther’s 1524 To the Councilmen of All Cities in Germany That They Establish and Maintain Christian
Schools (An die Ratherren aller Städte deutsches Lands, daß sie christliche Schulen aufrichten und halten
sollen) and his 1530 A Sermon on Keeping Children in School (Eine Predigt, daß man Kinder zur Schulen
halten solle), Luther's Works: The Christian in Society II and III, Vol. 45 and 46. School reforms were not
initiated, but supported and transformed by Calvin. Pitkin (2001), 180f.
1175
E.g. Art. 21 of the Dordt Church Order (1618-1619) reads: “De kerkenraden sullen alomme toesien,
datter goede schoolmeesters zyn, die niet alleen de kinderen leeren leesen, schrijven, spraken, ende vrije
konsten, maar ook deselve in der Godsaligheyd en in den Catechismo onderwysen,” (Everywhere, church
councils will see to it that there are good schoolteachers, who will not only teach the children to read,
write, speak and the free arts, but also educate them in godliness and the catechism. My translation). Gerrit
Schutte, “De school van de ouders: De schoolstrijd op hoofdlijnen,” in De school met de bijbel: Christelijk
onderwijs in de negentiende eeuw, ed. George Harinck and Gerrit Schutte (Zoetermeer: Meinema, 2006),8.
Contra J.M.G. Leune who suggests that the conviction that human is inclined toward all evil (H.C. Q8) made
all education and upbringing relatively meaningless (also neglecting H.C. A8: “Yes, unless we are born again
by the Spirit of God”). J.M.G. Leune, “Onderwijs en maatschappelijke verandering. Een terugblik op 200 jaar
onderwijs en onderwijsbeleid in Nederland,” in Tweehonderd jaar onderwijs en de zorg van de Staat:
Jaarboek voor de geschiedenis van opvoeding en onderwijs 2002, ed. P.Th.F.M. Boekholt et al. (Assen: Van
Gorcum, 2002), 14.
1176
John Locke, Some Thoughts Concerning Education, and Of the Conduct of the Understanding, ed. Ruth
W. Grant and Nathan Tarcov, (resp. 1693, 1709; Indianapolis: Hackett, 1996). Regarding the impetus see for
example J.M.G. Leune (2002), 14.
1177
E.g. the Education Act of 1496 in Scotland. Source Wikipedia.
1178
E.g. the South German Duchy Wuerttemberg. Source Wikipedia.
1179
Commonwealth of Massachusetts. Source Wikipedia.
1180
Mississippi. Source Wikipedia.
1181
Elementary Education Act 1880. Source Wikipedia.
1182
http://nl.wikipedia.org/wiki/Leerplicht.
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Teaching for example the Heidelberg Catechism and singing Psalms according to the Reformed hymnal.
Schutte (2006), 8.
1184
Frans-Bataafse omwenteling.
1185
Schutte (2006), 11.
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influence of the dominant church on education1186. The school law of 1801
marked the beginning of the connection between the state and education1187.
Only with the law on education in 1900 does schooling become compulsory
for children from ages six to twelve in the Netherlands1188. An indication that
school attendance had dramatically increased before it became compulsory is
the percentage of brides and grooms able to sign the marriage certificate. In
1625 49% of the brides and 70% of the grooms were able to sign in the
Netherlands. By 1800 this was respectively 75% and 92%1189.
3.8.8.3. Children and labor
Schooling of children and child labor could be seen as communicating vessels:
when the schooling became compulsory, child labor was increasingly
restricted1190. During the intermediate stage of transformation we come
across pleas1191 and initiatives to combine employment and education in
factory schools1192. Attending schools in the evening1193 or during the winter
season was an existing practice to combine both1194. Child labor was
considered necessary for the survival of poor families1195, and for that reason,
it was encouraged1196. Child labor has been called an excess of the nineteenth
century1197. In the Netherlands it increased until its decline in the last decades
of that century1198. Since 1813 working in mines was only forbidden for
children under ten in the Netherlands1199. The Factory Act of 1833 forbade
children under the age of nine to work in factories and restricted the number
of hours worked by children under the age of thirteen in England1200. Around
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P.Th.F.M. Boekholt, “De onderwijswet van 1801 en het begin van de Staatszorg voor het onderwijs in
Nederland,” in Boekholt et al. (2002), 6.
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Boekholt (2002), 3.
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Van der Meiden (2009), 88.
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Bakker (2010), 512.
1190
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1191
For example in 1861 in the Netherlands, Vleggeert, J.C. Kinderarbeid in de negentiende eeuw (Bussum:
Fibula – Van Dishoeck, 1967), 49.
1192
First in for example Prussia, Lutterbach (2010), 74f., later also in the Netherlands, for example in 1868 in
Enschede, Bakker (2010), 238.
1193
Providing minimal education. G.B. Lalleman (1855) e.g. 160 hours per year in evening schooling instead
of the 1400 of day schooling, Vleggeert (1967), 34.
1194
Attendance in winter could double, Vleggeert (1967), 48. Compare Bakker (2010), 230.
1195
Bakker (2010), 231.
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Bakker (2010), 229.
1197
Vleggeert (1967), 90.
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Vleggeert (1967), 21. Bakker (2010), 202.
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Under French influence, Vleggeert (1967), 7. J.C. Vleggeert, Kinderarbeid in Nederland 1500-1874: Van
berusting tot beperking (Assen: Van Gorcum, 1964), 21.
1200
Bakker (2010), 233.
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1840, Prussia1201 and France introduced similar laws1202. In the thirties of the
nineteenth century first protests were heard in the Netherlands1203. In 1855 a
schoolmaster by the name of Gerrit Lalleman wrote the first Dutch charge
against child labor1204. Only by 1874 would the Netherlands forbid child labor
by law1205, followed by more effective law in 18891206. Field work was not part
of the legal restriction1207. The church had mostly refrained from action
against child labor1208. There were several exceptions: Roman Catholic clergy
protested against children working in factories before their first
Communion1209; Roman Catholic factory owners forbade child labor before
first Communion1210; and the romantic and orthodox Reformed movement of
the Réveil spoke out against child labor1211. Ellen Key suggests that it was not
until the nineteenth century that the question of the rights of the child in this
respect began to be noticed1212.
3.8.9. Participation in church
3.8.9.1. Children and traditions
Just as in the Middle Ages, children and adults in the Modern Age participated
equally in the great seasonal and traditional festivals of the church in which
children often played a part reserved for them by tradition1213. On Twelfth
Night, one of the greatest festivals of the year, according to tradition it was a
1201

As Prussian and Hannoverian children were forbidden to work, Dutch children took their places.
Vleggeert (1967), 24, 47
1202
Bakker (2010), 233.
1203
Vleggeert (1967), 12f.
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the fate of Negroes and Javanese. Let us not forget that in our own factory cities, day in day out, children of
our people are literally murdered …,” “drops of blood stick to your and my clothing…,” (my translation),
quoted in Vleggeert (1967), 56f.
1205
The so-called “Kinderwetje van Van Houten.” Note that Abraham Kuyper voted against, as he desired
more radical laws, Vleggeert (1967), 86, 88f.
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Bakker (2010), 230.
1207
Bakker (2010), 230.
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Among others as classes were accepted as God’s providence, happiness was not considered a right,
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desirable, Vleggeert (1967), 62.
1209
“The devil ruled” in these mainly protestant factories. After their first Communion children were
considered spiritual mature enough to resist these influences, Vleggeert (1967), 9. See also Vleggeert
(1964), 33f.
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E.g. Petrus Regout in Maastricht in 1870, Vleggeert (1967), 73, who followed the example of factory
owners in Tilburg, Bakker (2010), 239.
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Ellen Key, The Century of the Child (New York: Putnam’s Sons, 1909), 4 (in my unnumbered copy).
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Ariès (1996), 70f.
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child who served the Twelfth-cake and it was a child who carried the candle of
the kings1214. On Christmas Eve the youngest child played an essential role in
lighting the Yule log, a ritual including intoning the sign of the cross1215. In
other festivals, such as Holy Innocents and Shrove Tuesday, the youth were
given monopoly of the active roles1216. In Reformed circles schoolchildren
would learn those parts of the Heidelberg Catechism which would be
preached the following Sunday, and were sometimes allowed to recite during
the service1217.
3.8.9.2. Children, Psalms and hymns
Children would also practice the Psalms which would be sung the following
Sunday1218. In addition to the Psalms which children sang, hymns specifically
composed for children became a common part in several Protestant
traditions. In 1715 Isaac Watts Divine Songs Attempted in Easy Language for
the Use of Children was published1219. When John Wesley1220 visited the
Moravian Brethren at Herrnhut in 1738 he recorded in an abstract of their
1733 constitution “Our little children we instruct chiefly by hymns; whereby
we find the most important truths most successfully insinuated into their
minds.”1221 It inspired both John and Charles Wesley to collect and compose
hymns for children, which in 1763 resulted in the publication of John Wesley’s
own Hymns for Children. The first thirty hymns closely followed the outline of
the 1745 catechism Instruction for Children1222. With the words of Hymn VI
children would sing about the means of grace, prayer, fasting, God’s Word,
the Supper of the Lord, and the daily feeding on Jesus body by the saints of
ancient days, singing as (if) participating and bidding never to be removed
from these “channels of Thy love.”1223
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3.8.9.3. Children’s sermons
A specific phenomenon in the history of children and childhood is the
children’s sermon. Cornelis Houtman traced 325 published Dutch children’s
sermons, the earliest dating from 1792 and the latest from 19161224. Those
children’s sermons were preached in worship services, at Sunday schools, and
later in special church services of the Dutch kinderkerk, but they were also
intended to be read individually at home or shared during family worship1225.
Considering that some of these sermons were translated from English1226 and
some were translated into French1227, the children’s sermon must have been a
more widespread phenomenon. L. Edward Phillips explains how the brief
children’s message preached by many American pastors during Sunday
morning services since the 1880s originated with the Sunday schools’ monthly
“concerts”1228. Mary Jacobs, referring to Phillips’s explanation, distinguishes
these children’s messages from those that occur under the influence of
Vatican II since the 1970’s 1229.
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C. Houtman, Kinderkerk en kinderpreek: Geloofsopvoeding in het negentiende-eeuwse protestantse
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Jonathan Edwards preached between 1739 and 1742. Brekus refers to Sermons and Discourses, 1739-42,
volume 22 of The Works of Jonathan Edwards, ed. Harry S. Stout and Nathan O. Hatch (New Haven: Yale
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1779. Afschrift, 1929 (accessed October 16, 2015). I also know that the Kinderkerk continued after 1916, but
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3.8.9.4. Children and special church services
The Dutch kinderkerk or children’s church, a relatively marginal1230 and mostly
urban phenomenon of church services targeted at children or youth. It
originated in the revival of the last decades of the eighteenth century and
faded away in the first half of the twentieth century1231. This provides an
example of children participating to a higher degree in church, but at the same
time indicates that regular church services were experienced as unfit for
children1232.
3.8.9.5. Children and Sunday school
Though most childhood experiences may have remained the same, as Pollock
concludes, the amount of religious education changed over time1233. Sunday
school would become important in providing such religious education. Robert
Raikes1234 is credited with starting the modern Sunday school movement in
Gloucester, in 17801235, although there are rival claims regarding the origin of
Sunday school1236. Sunday school provided general education, soon within the
context of Christian teaching, distinguished from catechetical teaching
methods by its direct study of the Bible, and though originally more
philanthropic than missionary in nature, it certainly contributed to faith
formation1237. Interestingly, it would become a phenomenon that for
approximately a century and a half would keep Protestant youth in the
English-speaking world and on the European continent away from full
participation in the church services1238. Young children were taught, and
1230
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Kinderkerk, Bibliotheek voor Bijbelsche opvoedkunde 15, no. 4 (Hoenderloo: Stichting Hoenderloo, 1931),
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Houtman (2013).
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Wolters, 1916), 142-155.
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advanced pupils participated as monitors or teachers of the younger
students1239. The British Sunday School Union was founded in 18031240. The
first Dutch Sunday school, new style, was founded in 1803 in Rotterdam1241,
although Dr. Abraham Capadose1242 is credited as founder of the Dutch
Sunday school movement having started a Sunday school in The Hague in
18361243. He subsequently founded the Dutch Sunday School Union in
18651244.
3.8.9.6. Children’s Bibles
Whether or not the printing press gave birth to childhood, as Postman
suggests1245, can be debated. It certainly did not take long for the first
children’s Bibles to appear. Some consider Luther’s Passional from 1529,
containing illustrations and specifically targeting children and the simple, to be
the first example1246. If a children’s Bible is defined as a book in which a large
part of the Bible is put into words accessible to children and youth, then the
first Dutch children’s Bible originates from 1703. When a broader definition is
used, one could consider De Historie, ende leere des Bybels by Pagit and Van
Breen from 1640 as the first Dutch children’s Bible1247. The Children's Bible
from 17631248 is the first one published in America. In the Netherlands the
early children’s Bibles were predominantly used at school and in catechism
classes. It is only after the French epoch ending in 1813 and the new law on
education of 1806 that the emphasis shifts toward use within families1249.
Opinions on how much revelation children can handle varies. In 1745
children’s Bibles reveal openness toward sexuality; half a century later
sexuality and death are increasingly kept away from children, as indicated
earlier1250. Around 1800 the plea not to give young children access to the Bible
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is repeatedly heard. Children were not considered ripe enough to
comprehend religion as revealed in scripture1251.
3.8.10. Immigrants and changes at the end of this era
The second half of the twentieth century saw the largest migration of the
Dutch to North America1252. Krabbendam writes that the Dutch immigrants
encountered a culture in which the modernization of the family had already
started around 1830. This modernization was characterized in part by greater
equality between husbands, wives and children and allowed children more
freedom and more significant input in families1253. The influence of American
culture on the Dutch immigrants is noticeable; daughters of the second
generation for example were more independent than those of the first
generation1254.
3.8.11. Animals and changes at the end of this era
I also note another significant development in the last quarter of the
nineteenth century or more precisely in the Victorian Era1255. Adults had
embraced the idea that the defenseless should be protected. Interestingly,
Sealander notes that it was defenseless animals that first caught their
attention1256. In that same period the publication of Darwin’s On the Origin of
Species supported the Romanticist view concerning the ties between humans
and animals. Darwinism supported others in their less romantic
acknowledgement that the weak shall perish when the fittest survive1257. The
launch of the national, American, and international child protective
movement illustrates that a connection was made between protection of
animals and protection of children. In 1873 a church worker sought help from
the Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals to stop the brutal
treatment of a twelve year old by her foster parents. As a result of this Mary
Ellen Wilson case, many other cases involving abuse and neglect of children
were brought to the attention of the SPCA. The sheer amount forced the SPCA
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to found a sister organization in 1875, the New York Society for the Prevention
of Cruelty to Children1258.
3.8.12. The place of children at the table
I want to close with a remark by Ariès on the place of children at the table. He
argues that the child played an essential role at moments of social significance
such as the family meal. “It was traditional for grace to be said by one of the
youngest children and for the meal to be served by all the children present:
they poured out the drinks, changed the dishes, carved the meat.”1259 Rudolf
Dekker seems to suggest that the presence of children at the table was
common for the bourgeois and lower classes, but not for the aristocracy1260.
3.9. Twentieth Century
3.9.1. The century of the child
In her book The Century of the Child, Ellen Key1261 quotes a character from The
Lion’s Whelp in reference to the twentieth century saying, “The next century
will be the century of the child, just as this century has been the woman’s
century. When the child gets his rights, morality will be perfected.”1262 The
title of Key’s book, The Century of the Child, more than the actual book itself,
became a vision statement that inspired reformers for most of the first half of
the twentieth century1263. However, Ellen Key’s prediction that children’s
welfare would be central to any definition of twentieth century progress did
not come true1264.
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3.9.2. Concepts and theologies
A search for the discovery of the true nature of childhood1265 resulted in
increasing expertise on children, their minds, instincts, and delinquency1266.
The same search also resulted in greatly expanded services for children1267
and in an increased volume of advice regarding the nature of childhood1268.
Trying to present an overview of a century in which not only the volume of
advice escalates, but also in which the literature, theories, legislation, and
information grow almost exponentially, forces me to paint with broad strokes
and to provide only some detail as illustration of this larger picture.
3.9.2.1. The academic study of pedagogy
Nelleke Bakker speaks of an era in which professionalization,
pedagogicalization, medicalization, and psychologization of the life of children
took place1269. The turn of the century marks the beginning of the academic
study of pedagogy in the Netherlands. Gunning would be the first academic
pedagogue at the Utrecht University with his inaugural held symbolically in
the year 19001270, more than a century after Germany’s first academic
pedagogue1271. In 1918 Casimir became the first Dutch professor in
pedagogics1272, a field of research that in North America is integrated into the
social sciences1273.
The end of the nineteenth century had given birth to a movement of
pedagogical renewal, called the New Education Movement1274. According to
some rivaled a Copernican revolution, as it adapted education to children and
not children to education1275. Within the New Education Movement, two
groups of pedagogues can be distinguished: the first group emphasized the
individuality of the child and was exemplified by educators like Maria
1265

E.g Congress of the United States stressed the need to get scientific data, and at actual facts, as well as
the results of the best scientific treatments with regard to children, in a 1909 report. Cunningham (2005),
172.
1266
Cunningham (2005), 176-178.
1267
Bakker (2010), 264.
1268
Cunningham (2005), 183
1269
Bakker (2010), 264f.
1270
Johannes Hermanus Gunning Wzn. (1859-1951). Bakker (2010), 299. Jan Lenders, “Boekbesprekingen:
Ivo van Holvoorde, Grenswachters van de pedagogiek. Demarcatie en disciplinevorming in de ontwikkeling
van de Nederlandse academische pedagogiek (1900-1970). Etc.,” Pedagogiek 2 (2004): 191-201.
1271
Trapp in 1779, Ploeger (1993), 24.
1272
Rommert Casimir (1877-1957). Philipp Abraham Kohnstamm (1875-1951) would be the most influential
in the Netherlands. Bakker (2010), 86. Jan Waterink (1890-1966). J.C. Sturm, ed., Leven en werk van prof. dr.
Jan Waterink: Een Nederlandse pedagoog, psycholoog en theoloog (1890-1966) (Kampen: Kok, 1991).
1273
Ploeger (1993), 25.
1274
Reformpedagogiek in Dutch.
1275
Bakker (2010), 73.

193

Paedocommunion in the Dutch Reformed Tradition
Montessori1276; the second group emphasized the social dimension of
nurture1277 and was typified by educators such as John Dewey and the Dutch
Jan Ligthart1278. The pragmatist John Dewey showed how children learn by
doing and practicing in direct contact with real life1279. Pedagogues of the New
Education Movement were critical of the more clinical child-studies that had
advanced since 18901280.
In the twentieth century, three major schools of pedagogy can be
distinguished in the Netherlands: geesteswetenschappelijke pedagogy with
Martinus J. Langeveld as its representative, the empiric-analytical pedagogy,
and critical pedagogy1281. Langeveld saw the child as an ‘animal educandum’,
as a social individual, and as a moral being, that needed to be raised to
become a person1282. In his book on children and religion Langeveld
encourages giving children waiting room to make their own choices and
decisions1283.
In Dutch neo-Calvinism the pedagogical works of the well-known theologian
Herman Bavinck are important1284. Bavinck marks the end of an age in which it
was considered natural for theologians to speak on pedagogy. Bavinck did not
consider this an independent field of research1285. Jan Waterink, the first Free
University professor in pedagogy, was probably most influential in the Dutch
neo-Calvinist circles1286. The typical starting point for neo-Calvinist pedagogues
was the child’s identity as a child of God1287.
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3.9.2.2. Youth as group
In my overview, concepts of childhood have largely referred to those held by
adults. There is an interesting development since 1900 in which youth present
themselves more emphatically as a group1288. In the first half of the century,
youth movements such as the German Wandervögel emerge1289. These
movements vary from red social-democratic1290 and communist1291, to blue
alcohol free1292, and to green nature or outdoor oriented youth movements,
notably, Lord Baden-Powell’s 1908 Boy Scouts and the corresponding Girl
Guides begun by Baden-Powell’s sister Agnes in 19101293. Confessional youth
organizations had already existed since at least the mid-nineteenth
century1294, but in the 1930s they began to resemble the other youth
movements1295. Attendance was encouraged as it provided a healthy third
environment in addition to that of family and school1296. After the Second
World War the significance of most youth movements dwindled with the
exception of the scout movement and possibly some confessional youth
movements1297. A new less idealistic1298 and more skeptical youth1299 culture
emerged, and participation in sports increased1300.
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3.9.2.3. Changes in the second half
These particular vicissitudes in youth movements reflect the broader changes
in the concepts of childhood and in childhood itself during the second half of
the twentieth century. Lutterbach states that the suffering of children in both
World Wars provided the momentum to legally secure child protection
policies1301. Cunningham also mentions the significance of wars impelling
nation states to focus on children as the future, while exposing the same
children to life threatening dangers. First World War created chaos, it also led
to the founding of the Save the Children Organization in 19191302. The Second
World War showed how extermination of children could be a matter of state
policy1303. Bakker speaks of moral panic after the Second World War and notes
that a department of government is instituted in the Netherlands to counter
the erosion of the family1304. Cunningham observes that others acknowledge
the difficulty of preserving the territory of childhood1305.
Cunningham registers a twist in the second half of the twentieth century. He
states, “The children began to break out of the ghetto of dependency in home
and school to which they had been assigned. Acquiring a degree of emotional,
economic and legal power in relation to their parents, they were able to
become participants in a commercial culture dominated by search for
profits.”1306 Though Bakker mentions initiatives to counter the erosion of the
family after the Second World War, it is primarily the first half of the century
which is characterized by a moral battle against anything which could
undermine the Christian family ideal.
3.9.2.4. Childhood studies as indicator of change
The publication of major works on the history of childhood initiated by Ariès’s
1960 Centuries of Childhood and Van den Berg’s 1956 Metabletica, is an
indicator of changing perspectives regarding children. Though books on the
history of children might suggest that children are now perceived important
enough to be the subject of historical treatises, Neil Postman considers the
sudden preoccupation with recording the history of childhood as a sign of the
1301
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waning of childhood1307. I note that Neil Postman wrote The Disappearance of
Childhood1308 only three decades after Ariès published on the discovery of
childhood.
3.9.2.5. Childhood and technology
Cunningham summarizes Postman’s thesis stating, “Childhood rose with one
form of communication and fell when print culture was replaced by visual
culture.”1309 Postman blames the television for the collapse of the information
hierarchy1310. What television started, the internet takes to a new level.
Willem Koops speak of a sudden jump in the uncontrollable access to
information through mass media1311. He suggests that between 1850 and 1950
the child infantilized as the gap between childhood and adulthood increased.
Both childhood and adolescence change as this gap decreases. Because of
this, early twenty-first century children tend to reach maturity earlier than in
previous decades. However, adults infantilize and try to remain childish
adolescents as long as possible1312. Cunningham disqualifies such theories on
the influence of print culture, television and mass media as technological
determinism1313.
3.9.2.6. Changes in the last quarter
According to Bakker, secularization and individualization gave birth to the
postmodern family around 19701314. Janneke Wubs also registers a change
around 1970 summarizing it as movement from focus on the family to focus
on the child1315. In 1969, the cultural anthropologist Margaret Mead speaks of
a change in culture from post-figurative, in which children learn primarily from
their forebears, to cofigurative, in which children and adults learn from their
peers1316. Bakker notices that yet another change takes place after the 1980s.
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Until then, youth culture was dominated by boys. This changed with the more
visible role of girls in the sub-cultures of punk, new-wave, and disco1317.
3.9.2.7. Theology of childhood
It would be tempting to choose Karl Rahner’s 1963 essay Ideas for a Theology
of Childhood1318 as the starting point of the emerging field of theology of
childhood, as it almost coincides with Ariès’s discovery of childhood1319.
Rahner notices the importance of our interpretation of time1320. Rahner
suggests, “In the last analysis all the stages of life have an equally immediate
relationship to God and to the individual’s own ultimate perfection”, though
he also recognizes “that man’s life advances towards God precisely through a
time-sequence consisting of a series of stages following one upon
another.”1321 Rahner defines human childhood as infinite openness1322. In the
years after Rahner children continued to play a role in theological discussions
on baptism and later on the Lord’s Supper. With increasing frequency,
children became the subject of exegetical, biblical theological1323 and church
historical works1324. Most works that qualify as theology of childhood were
published early in the twenty-first century1325.
3.9.3. Ages and stages
Along with the concept of stages of life, the twentieth century gave birth to
several theories of developmental psychology, which informed the popular
views on the development of children. I note that almost all the scientists
associated with theories of developmental psychology developed their
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theories during the twentieth century1326. Theories regarding religious
development are developed later in this century. James Fowler’s Faith
Development Theory, as presented in his book Stages of Faith has been the
most influential theory1327. The faith and stages Fowlers distinguishes are
undifferentiated faith or primal faith, between zero and three years, intuitiveprojective faith from four to seven, mythic-literal faith from seven to eleven,
synthetic-conventional faith from twelve to eighteen, individuative-reflective
faith, during the early twenties, thirties or forties, conjunctive faith during
midlife and beyond, and universalizing faith.
3.9.4. Treatment
To what kind of treatment are children entitled in the twentieth century? How
do laws and government policies affect their treatment, well-being, health
and safety, education, housing and living conditions? How does their present
treatment compare to their treatment in past centuries?
3.9.4.1. Children’s rights
Regarding the rights of children, Key’s hope or prediction came true. She and
Kate Douglas Wiggin1328 were among the individuals who played an important
role in the history that led to the 1989 United Nations Convention on the
Rights of the Child 1329. In 1923, Eglantyne Jebb1330 drafted the first Declaration
of the Rights of the Child which was adopted by the League of Nations as the
Geneva Declaration of the Rights of the Child in 19241331. Although it does not
grant legal rights, this document appeals to men and women of all nations to
acknowledge children’s human rights1332. This declaration was adopted by the
United Nations in 19461333 and evolved into the 1959 Declaration of the Rights
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of the Child1334. In 1978 and 1979, the international year of the child, Poland
suggested coming to an international legal agreement on the rights of children
by way of a convention. This suggestion materialized in the 1989 United
Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child1335. The most fundamental right,
the child’s right to life, is protected in Article 6, but there is no indication
within the document whether life starts with conception or birth1336. The
Children’s Convention provides protection, promotes children’s well-being,
and encourages their participation in community and society1337. Several
articles use the concept of age- or ability-appropriateness1338. International
protocols which further protect children and their rights would follow1339.
3.9.4.2. Laws and policies
Laws and government policies already affected children before the documents
on the rights of the children were adopted. In the Netherlands four laws
changed the condition of Dutch children from the start of the twentieth
century: regulation of compulsory education1340, intervention in the case of
child neglect1341, promoting hygiene1342 and addressing housing conditions1343.
In the Netherlands, the first half of the twentieth century is particularly
characterized by improvement of living conditions1344. In her 2009 historical
survey of America’s government policy regarding children’s welfare, work,
education and health, Judith Sealander takes a more critical stand describing
“the high aspirations and serious failures of the Century of the Child.”1345
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3.9.4.3. Child abuse
Regarding child abuse we have seen that at the end of the nineteenth century
prevention from cruelty to animals led to prevention from cruelty to children.
By 1910 all states and most large cities in the United States had taken legal
measures against cruelty to children and animals1346. Sealander speaks of “a
change in social consciousness” in which the interest in the fate of one
unprotected creature helped rouse interest in the protection of other
creatures1347. In the early twentieth century lists of saved children joined
those kept for rescued dogs1348. Between approximately 1925 and 1962 the
issue of child abuse was not high on the agenda, at least in North America1349.
But by the 1950s, X-rays started to prove what parents had denied, and
allegations of abuse surged after reporting laws were adopted in the
1960s1350. The existence of sexual abuse of minors and the trauma that ensues
began to be recognized in the mid-eighties and led to new legislation. The
Netherlands became aware of the sexual abuse of minors in the early
1990s1351. It is hard to estimate the number of children who become victims of
abuse; in research, there are many variables to consider. Definitions vary as to
what constitutes abuse1352. This adds to the complexity of the issue. Many
victims do not report the abuse1353. A significant number of claims by those
who do report being victims of abuse appear to be false, whether intentionally
or unintentionally1354. Critics charge that figures on child abuse and neglect
underestimate the number of children maimed or murdered by abusive
caretakers1355 while simultaneously overestimating cases of sexual abuse1356.
1346
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3.9.4.4. Demographic changes
In the century of the child the improvement of children’s lives becomes a
battle cry1357. Much improvement can be observed the Netherlands;
Cunningham chronicles a broader improvement of sanitation and living
conditions. Such advances contribute to a dramatic drop in infant mortality
rates during the twentieth century1358. Part of the same demographic
transition -- which takes place after 1870 -- is that people marry at a younger
age, and parents live longer. As a next step birth control is introduced1359. In
Dutch confessional circles this second phase begins around 19651360. Fewer
children per parent may mean more parental care and attention per child. In
the more recent past, medical science also contributes to that demographic
change1361. In America the elderly benefit significantly more than children
through federally sponsored programs such as retirement stipends and
medical care1362. Sealander writes about America: “A toothless codger who
shambled through the country’s streets and slept under its bridges epitomized
poverty in 1900. By 2000, that had long since changed. After 1960 a young
child, with minorities, especially African Americans and Latinos, proportionally
overrepresented, typified poverty.”1363
3.9.4.5. Poor mothers and sacred motherhood
As the twentieth century progresses, children in the Western world are valued
more purely for emotional reasons and less for a combination of emotional
and economic reasons1364. I started my historical overview of childhood by
noting that a sentimental ideal of the family, in which children were
increasingly prized, flourished in the late Republic and early Roman Empire. In
the twentieth century once again rhetoric sentimentalizes children and public
regulations chronically lengthen childhood. Meanwhile, many American
children grow up more quickly in homes where the one adult present
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struggles with the shock waves of divorce or battles poverty1365. Rhetoric
often sanctifies motherhood, yet the majority of twentieth century Americans
are convinced that poor mothers should work whenever feasible, and a
system of meager benefits compels these mothers to do so1366.
3.9.4.6. Increasing education
I have already described the introduction of compulsory primary education as
a process which finished in 1900 in the Netherlands and in 1918 in the United
States. Secondary education and preschool are nineteenth century
innovations. After 1900, participation in secondary education increases
significantly in both the Netherlands1367 and the United States1368. In the
Netherlands, enrollment in colleges and universities dramatically increases in
the second half of the century1369. The Romantic or Victorian belief that
children belong at home with their mothers determined the fate of young
children up through the first half of the twentieth century1370. After the
Second World War participation in nursery schools and kindergartens
increases in both the Netherlands1371 and the United States1372. Full
participation of disabled children in the school community remains a
challenge1373. All these developments in education result in children being
separated from their parents at an earlier age. It also results in children being
held back from entering adult life and the labor market, thus prolonging
childhood.
3.9.4.7. Children and parents
In the late sixties, Margaret Mead explained changing relations between the
generations in terms of post-figurative and cofigurative. Cunningham also
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notes that parents, and especially fathers, became less remote and
authoritarian. Wubs speaks of a change around 1970 from focus on the family
to focus on the child1374. Cunningham seems to agree, noting that parents, and
in particular fathers, became less the center of attention when present. It is
interesting how Cunningham suggests that this social change in the home is
related to improving housing conditions and the street losing some of its
attraction as children’s habitat1375. Cunningham also suggests that even
though children’s rights were acknowledged, parental rights were more highly
emphasized. Cunningham concludes that at the end of the twentieth century
society was still grasping to find some resolution to the proper relationship
between government, parents, and children1376.
3.9.5. Participation in Society
North America’s battle against child labor also started in the nineteenth
century. But at the beginning of the twentieth century child labor peaked. In
1900 for example one in every six children between the age of ten and sixteen
still worked ten hours a day, six days a week1377. During the depression, child
laborers began to be perceived as potential job-stealers, and women were
viewed as an even greater threat1378. In 1938 the Fair Labor Standard Act set
federal standards for child labor1379. Mechanization, economic change, and
the emancipation of women may have had greater influence than legislation
in decreasing the amount of child labor in the United States1380. Critics suggest
that at the end of the twentieth century both Canada and the United States
still explicitly permit forms of child labor that are banned in much of the
world1381.
Until approximately halfway through the twentieth century, working children
contributed to the family income1382. After that, growing prosperity allowed
especially older youth to keep part of their income. At the end of the century
it was more common for youth to contribute nothing to the family income1383.
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As children already had indirect economic power and acquired more direct
economic power, they increasingly become participants in a commercial
culture over the course of the century, up to the point where some believe
childhood has been spoiled by commercialism1384. Cunningham registers this
twist in the second half of the twentieth century1385. But possibly the process
was more gradual1386. Prior to 1915 there were no separate infants’ and
children’s clothing departments. In the 1920s department stores started to
welcome the bourgeois child, providing separate, modest toy departments1387.
In the 1930s, merchants, manufacturers and advertisers began to target
children directly as individual consumers1388. Television sponsors and
broadcasters began to identify children as a special target audience for
commercial messages in the mid-1960s1389.
3.9.6. Participation in Church
3.9.6.1. Neo-reformed youth organizations
Although groups of Christian and more specifically Reformed youth existed
since the sixteenth century, the neo-reformed youth organizations experience
their heydays in the earliest decades of the twentieth century1390. In the
autonomously organized1391 Dutch neo-reformed youth organizations for
youth between the age of sixteen and twenty four, youth activated, mobilized
and organized other youth1392. The members were treated as covenant
children of God1393. The youth movements’ goals were the religious,
intellectual, and moral formation of their members1394. Several leaders in
church and society perceived these youth associations as a training ground1395.
Lectures, with great emphasis on foundations1396 and discussions were the
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main instruments to reach these goals. The youth groups were sometimes
perceived as being in competition with catechism classes1397, which in turn
experienced competition from youth movements such as scouting1398.
Similar organizations such as the Knapenvereniging in the Netherlands for
younger youth ages twelve to seventeen, are a newer phenomenon. The
Dutch Bond van Gereformeerde Knapenleiders was only founded in 19121399.
Nine years later, the girls’ associations, jonge-meisjes-verenigingen, also fell
under the umbrella of this organization1400. The younger youth were not
autonomously organized1401. While Sunday schools often had missionary and
philanthropic goals, the Christian boys’ and girls’ clubs aimed at nurture and
education of believers1402 and used methods similar to the youth associations
for adolescents.
3.9.6.2. Catechetical teaching
Catechetical teaching continued to be one of the ways in which youth
participated in church life and remained one of the instruments for the
ecclesiastical socialization of new generations1403. For a long time content and
purity of what was taught were central, with a growing emphasis on clarity
and on visual appeal1404. In the second half of the twentieth century there is
an increasing attention on the student and the processes of learning1405. In the
fourth quarter of the twentieth century, dialogue as a catechetical method is
encouraged1406. Looking back on the twentieth century, Heitink paints a
somber picture of the practice of catechism teaching in the Dutch mainline
protestant churches. By the end of the century, catechism teaching beyond
the age of thirteen is practically non-existent1407.
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3.9.6.3. Sunday school and youth services
As previously stated, Sunday school began in the eighteenth century, and the
Dutch phenomenon of Kinderkerk originated toward the end of eighteenth
century and faded away in the first half of the twentieth century. In the first
half of the twentieth century, special worship services for somewhat older
youth, Jeugddiensten, started to be organized. The first of such youth services
in the Netherlands was organized by H.T. Oberman in Rotterdam in 1920 and
by M.M. den Hertog in The Hague in 19261408. In both contexts, pleas were
heard for more active participation in and for preparation for the
sacrament1409 although the sacrament was never administered in these youth
services1410. The services also functioned as stepping stone for introducing
ideas from the Liturgical Movement into regular church services1411. In the
second half of the twentieth century, kindernevendienst was introduced.
Initially, it was shaped as a separate service for children with a child oriented
sermon. Later it became more like a Sunday school and ran concurrently with
part of the main service1412. Similar developments are also found in North
America, leading to the reality that greater attention to and increased
targeting of children and youth decreases the intergenerational nature of
worship in this era1413. Eventually the pendulum swings when at the beginning
of the twenty first century a growing emphasis on intergenerational worship
counters the trend1414.
3.10. Summary
Although chapter 6 is dedicated to my final analysis and conclusions, it may be
helpful to draw some preliminary conclusions at the end of this chapter. At
the beginning of this chapter I mentioned some guiding questions, some of
which can be answered in this stage.
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My aim has been to seek a better understanding of the history of children at
the Lord’s Supper. As the Bible contains no explicit statements about the
participation of children in the Lord’s Supper, knowledge of the position of
children in the Roman Empire helps us understand the cultural and religious
context in which the apostolic church operated, as well as the cultural and
religious background of the gentile converts within that church. As far as this
cultural and religious context is concerned, one would expect a natural
tendency to include children in the Lord’s Supper.
Understanding first century Judaism may be even more crucial in forming an
opinion on the place of children within the apostolic church, and on the
inclinations of the Jewish Christians. Important elements in first century
Judaism in this respect are the strong sense of collectivity and family
solidarity, the participation in Jewish rituals from a very young age, the
gradual course of initiation in combination with religious education in the
context of participation, and the fact that such participation seems to have
taken place even before the age of maturity at age twelve or thirteen. I
conclude that the Jewish Christians in all likelihood would show the same
natural tendency towards including the children in the Lord’s Supper.
From the moment that the paedocommunion practice is documented,
understanding the broader history of children and childhood in society and
church is not needed to answer the question whether children participated.
But the history of concepts and theologies regarding children and childhood,
the division of life in ages and stages, the treatment of children, and the
participation of children in society and church, helps us understand the
paedocommunion practice and its development over time in more than one
way. An important conclusion is that an understanding of the historiography
of children and childhood – the “black legend” , the “white legend” and the
synthesis with its shades of gray – is essential for the evaluation of historical
claims about children and childhood.
I conclude that the paedocommunion practice did not exist in the context of
one uniform concept of theology regarding children and childhood. I do agree
with Berryman that different threads emerge from church history regarding
children, though I would challenge the four key threads he distinguishes.
Theology perceived children as image of God, in relation to original sin, as
innocent in relationship to those sins which emerge over time, as exhibiting
those qualities implied by Jesus’ exhortation to become like children. Theology
could perceive childhood negatively in light of conversion, more neutrally in
light of the rejection of the idea that certain stages of life are religiously
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superior or more spiritual, or gracefully in light of the notion that grace is no
respecter of age. We find theological support for hierarchical structures of for
example family, but at the same time a strong sense of equality of parents and
children in relation to God. It is also enlightening to understand how basically
one medieval concept can lead to the extremes of children being perceived as
channels with access both to the diabolical as well as the divine.
I conclude that different sorts of concepts on children and childhood –
negative, neutral or positive – can coexist with a paedocommunion practice,
though they may provide a different rationale. From the perspective of a
negative concept the necessity of receiving the sacrament may be stressed. I
think of Augustine. From the perspective of a positive concept a child may be
better qualified to receive the sacrament, for example because of its
innocence and sexual purity. I think of Bede’s remark about frequent
participation. A positive or even a more neutral concept of children may
encourage equal access to the Table.
I would conclude that phenomena such as the religious processions of the
Middle Ages provide a unique way to see what place children is given in
relation to other segments of society and church. In a sense it shows the
balance or the net result of multiple concepts and theologies on children.
I conclude that starting with the first century, many centuries, including the
twentieth have been perceived as centuries of the child. I conclude that the
discovery of childhood has been attributed to many different era’s in these
twenty centuries. Several of these centuries or eras do show a heightened
focus on children and a renewed awareness or appreciation of childhood. My
preliminary conclusion is that a simple connection between developments in
paedocommunion and a unique discovery of childhood or a unique century of
the child is not warranted by the historical data. I hope to evaluate the
possibility of a more complex or nuanced relationship between the two in my
final chapter.
Recognizing how life was divided in seven stages of approximately seven years
each, from the days of the early church well into the time of the Reformation,
helps us understand the meaning of ages and stages. The age of discretion, for
example, is viewed in terms of ability to celebrate the Eucharist, but the same
stage of life is also viewed in terms of the need to receive grace. Recognizing
life stages helps us understand how different opinions on the age of admission
to the Supper, of for example the Reformers, may reflect a rather uniform
opinion on the life stage most suitable for such admission. Another
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observation regarding ages and stages is that an age-and-ability approach of
children can be found throughout this history in both society and church.
In my overview I mention numerous examples of minimum and average ages.
I conclude that they reveal how childhood has been prolonged in more than
one way. And in a certain period of history the age of admission to the Supper
has risen accordingly. But hidden behind that simple fact lies a more complex
reality in which certain processes have accelerated, others have remained
quite stable, while others have prolonged. Children have greater access to
education. School starts earlier, but takes longer. Physically children may grow
and mature faster, but in terms of law or economic independence they
mature much later. This means, for example, there is no simple formula to
translate the age of admission of one era into the age of admission in another
era. The lack of synchrony in these processes may have created the kind
tensions that often lead to changes in practices.
The treatment of children and therefore children’s childhood experiences do
not show a monolinear development. We saw how Constantine protected
certain rights of children, while – unintentionally – undermining others. Luther
supported children’s education, but his Reformation caused the end of
education as it was provided in many monasteries. Calvin and the Geneva
consistory in several ways protected the well being of children. But
unintentionally they may have harmed the well being of bastards. My
preliminary conclusion is that the developments in the twentieth century are
also not monolinear. Chapter 6 will provide a more detailed and nuanced
analysis of these developments and their relationship to the discussion on and
introduction of paedocommunion in the twentieth century.
One important conclusion regarding the participation of children in society
and church is that a marginal role of children in society does not automatically
mean that their role and participation in church and religion is marginal.
At the beginning of this chapter I also asked the question whether claims
about history made by participants in the paedocommunion discussion can be
maintained. To find the answer to this and some other questions I will first
need to describe the introduction of and the discussion on paedocommunion
in the Dutch Reformed tradition.
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4.1. Introduction
This chapter tells the stories of introducing children at the Lord’s Supper in
three local churches1415: 1) The Reformed Church liberated, later called the
Dutch Reformed Church, Rijsbergen, The Netherlands, 2). Fourteenth Street
Christian Reformed Church, Holland, Michigan, and 3). First Christian
Reformed Church of New Westminster, British Columbia. These three local
churches represent only two of the three denominations with which our
broader research is concerned; Anna Zegwaard has undertaken similar
research in three local churches within the Protestant Church in the
Netherlands1416.
4.1.1. Pioneers
The first two local churches I examine played a pioneering role in their
contexts. In 1961/1962 the church of Rijsbergen was, in all likelihood, the first
protestant church to welcome children at the Lord’s Supper in the
Netherlands. Also pioneering, Fourteenth Street CRC’s overture to synod led
to the final breakthrough for inviting children to the Lord’s Supper at a
denominational level. A section on paedocommunion pioneers in general,
their situations and motives, will serve as an introduction to the sections on
these two particular churches. The story of pioneers who innovate is not
complete without the story of early adopters, early majority, late majority and
laggards1417. The story of New West CRC represents the majority in their
adoption of children taking Communion, and possibly still fits within the early
majority category. In all three cases I focus on the period during which the
change took place, since this is also often a period of more intense and
conscious reflection on a practice, making information on that period relevant
not only from a historical perspective but also from a practical theological
perspective.
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4.1.2. Thick description
This chapter tells the stories of the three local congregations by providing
what anthropologist Clifford Geertz has called a “thick description”1418. Since
Geertz does not provide a systematic summary of thick description1419, this
research’s initial framework depends on Don S. Browning’s more
systematically applied thick description in his Fundamental Practical
Theology1420 and his development of it for a practical theology of families
when directing the Religion, Culture and Family Project1421. A thick description
of the local congregations and of their introduction of children at the Lord’s
Supper takes into account several different dimensions or levels of human
behavior. In that way a thick description serves to explain the praxis — its
change, its context, and its meaning. The five dimensions (or levels) that
Browning distinguishes are visional, obligational, tendency-need,
environmental, and rule-role1422. Browning emphasizes the hypothetical status
of these distinctions1423 and easily embraces other divisions of praxis in
multiple dimensions1424. I am aware of other divisions1425 and have
contemplated using some of the fifteen modal aspects of Herman
Dooyeweerd1426 for its thoroughness, but in this research I give preference to
1418
Clifford Geertz, “Thick Description: Toward an Interpretive Theory of Culture,” and “Deep Play: Notes on
the Balinese Cockfight,” in The Interpretation of Cultures: Selected Essays by Clifford Geertz. 2nd ed. (New
York: Basic Books, 2000).
1419
See for example Achim Knecht “Dichte Beschreibung,” in Dinter, Heimbrock, Söderblom, Einführung in
die Empirische Theologie (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 2007), 226-241.
1420
Don S. Browning, A Fundamental Practical Theology: Descriptive and Strategic Proposals (Minneapolis:
Fortress Press, 1996), 107.
1421
Don S. Browning, “Empirical Considerations in Religious Praxis and Reflection (2005),” in Equality and
the Family: A Fundamental, Practical Theology of Children, Mothers, and Fathers in Modern Societies, ed.
Don S. Browning (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2007), 31-50.
1422
Browning (1996), 71, 106.
1423
Browning (1996), 108.
1424
For example Paul Ricoeur’s distinction of: 1- technical means-end, 2- goods aspired, 3- ideals and
narratives that provide meaning, 4- higher-order principle which solves conflict, 5- and hermeneuticdescriptive and explanatory analysis, Browning (2007), 37.
1425
For example the seven dimensions of religion as distinguished by the phenomenologist of religion,
Ninian Smart: 1- ritual/practical, 2- doctrinal/philosophical, 3- mythic / narrative, 4- experiential /
emotional, 5- ethical/legal, 6 organizational/ social, and 7- material / artistic. Mentioned in Bilal Sambur,
“From the Dichotomy of Spiritualism/Ritualism to the Dichotomy of Insider/Outsider,” in Elisabeth Arweck,
and Martin D. Stringer, eds., Theorizing Faith: The Insider/Outsider Problem in the Study of Ritual
(Birmingham: University of Birmingham Press, 2002), 21, 31 fn.1.
1426
1- Quantitative, 2- spatial, 3- kinematic, 4- physical, 5- biotic/organic, 6- sensitive/psychic, 7- analytical,
8- formative, 9- lingual, 10- social, 11- economic, 12- aesthetic, 13- juridical, 14- ethical, 15- pistic. We note
that Browning is aware of such divisions “derived through rigorous transcendental analysis of the kind
associated with Kantianism, Husserlian phenomenology, or other various brands of transcendental
metaphysics,” Browning (1996), 107. We also note that Dooyeweerd did enter into a dialogue with
sociological theory of his days. H. Dooyeweerd, De Wijsbegeerte der Wetsidee: Boek III; De Individualiteitsstructuren der Tijdelijke Werkelijkheid (Amsterdam: H.J. Paris, 1936), 131f. Revised and expanded in the
English edition: Herman Dooyeweerd, A New Critique of Theoretical Thought: Volume III; The Structures of
Individuality of Temporal Reality, 3rd ed. (Jordon Station: Paideia Press, 1984), 157f.
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Browning’s model, which is better known in practical theological circles and
already applied to similar fields of research in the Religion, Culture and Family
Project.
4.1.3. Qualitative research
I also aim to tell the stories of these three congregations by listening carefully
to how members of these congregations have experienced and perceived
praxis — its change, context, significance, and meaning. This requires
qualitative research1427, rather than quantitative, and for that reason I chose
to conduct semi-structured or responsive interviews1428. I conducted a total of
twenty-six interviews1429 with fifty-five members or former members in
total1430, as several interviews became ‘group-interviews’ with couples or
families. The interviews were recorded on audio1431, transcribed1432, coded,1433
and analyzed with the help of the program ATLAS.ti1434. From each
congregation I included both those who were office bearers and also other
congregation members1435 and a combination of parents as well as children1436
at the time of introduction. With the consent of our interviewees, I have
chosen to mention their names1437. As I served two of these three churches, to

1427

David Silverman, Doing Qualitative Research. 3rd ed. (Los Angeles: Sage, 2010).
What Rubin & Rubin call ‘responsive interviews’ and Baarda, de Goede and Van der Meer-Middelburg
call ‘open interviews’. Herbert J. Rubin and Irene S. Rubin, Qualitative Interviewing: The Art of Hearing Data,
3rd ed. (Los Angeles: Sage, 2012); D.B. Baarda, M.P.M. de Goede, and A.G.E. van der Meer- Middelburg,
Basisboek Open Interviewen: Praktische Handleiding voor het voorbereiden en afnemen van open interviews
(Groningen: Stenfert Kroese, 1996).
1429
10 interviews DRC Rijsbergen, 8 interviews First CRC New Westminster, 8 interviews 14th Street CRC
Holland.
1430
17 interviewees at DRC Rijsbergen, 13 interviewees at First CRC New Westminster, 25 interviewees at
14th Street CRC Holland. Not counting those children present at the interview, but too young to participate,
and not counting three non-members who participated in the interviews (a visiting professor who was
invited for the diner, after which Hofman and the Keeleys were interviewed, and the brother and sister in
law who were present at the interview of Maria Wijngaards and provided valuable information on their
mother).
1431
Three interviews were conducted in an earlier stage prior to the decision to make audio recordings. One
interview had to be conducted by e-mail. Twice audio recording failed due to technical problems.
1432
Or notes where no audio recording was available.
1433
Johnny Saldaňa, The Coding Manual for Qualitative Researchers (Los Angeles: Sage, 2009).
1434
Susan Friese, Qualitative Data Analysis with Atlas.ti (Los Angeles: Sage, 2012). David Silverman,
Interpreting Qualitative Data, 3rd ed. (Los Angeles: Sage, 2006).
1435
Because the decision in Rijsbergen was made in 1962 we could only interview the widow of Jan van
Katwijk and the children of the other two office bearers.
1436
We are aware of more child-targeted research methods, such as used by Susan Ridgely Bales, but
limited ourselves to including children who were able to participate with their parents in a family group
interview. Susan Ridgely Bales, When I Was a Child: Children’s Interpretations of First Communion (Chapel
Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2005).
1437
The parents of one minor were not available to sign a form of consent, and one family wanted to be
mentioned by first names only.
1428
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a certain degree my own perspective is that of an insider with all the possible
benefits and pitfalls that accompany an insider researcher1438.
4.1.4. Main questions
In line with the choice of semi-structured or responsive interviewing I have
formulated a limited number of possible main questions: 1) Can you tell me
the story of the introduction of paedocommunion in your local church? 1439 2)
Why did this change occur?1440 (With these first two questions I focused
mainly on the change or innovation.) 3) How has the actual participation of
children shaped your church’s celebration of the Lord’s Supper?1441 4) What
significance does the participation of children have for the congregation and
its members both young and old?1442 (With the second set of questions I
focused on the practice, its shape and meaning.) In our interviews I also was
especially alert to notice any catechetical and liturgical frames that the
congregations might provide to encourage full, conscious, and active
participation of children.
In addition to these interviews I have used a wide variety of published and
unpublished documents varying from diaries, speeches, minutes of meetings,
material of Sunday schools to more academic works.
4.2 Paedocommunion Pioneers
4.2.1. Choosing a neutral metaphor
“Liturgical breeding grounds” is the English translation of the title of Oskamp’s
study on seven Dutch churches on the forefront of liturgical renewal1443. He

1438
Elisabeth Arweck and Martin D. Stringer, eds., Theorizing Faith: The Insider/Outsider Problem in the
Study of Ritual (Birmingham: University of Birmingham Press, 2002).
1439
With this question we hoped to get crucial information to reconstruct how the process unfolded, while
looking for process, steps over time, sequences of causation and while remaining aware of tendency, needs,
fears, obligations, rules, roles, etc.
1440
With this question, and the follow up questions we hoped to discover all possible causes or intentions of
the change. We had a particular desire to understand the arguments that were used within the
congregation, what reasons did or did not appeal to the interviewees, and what reasoning people found
attractive or effective.
1441
What does the celebration of the Lord’s Supper (practice) look like? Are catechetical and liturgical
"frames" provided to encourage "full, conscious, active" participation, and if so what kind of frames are
provided?
1442
To what extent is this different from what was intended or expected when the change was initiated?
1443
Paul Oskamp, Liturgische Broedplaatsen (Kampen: Kok, 1973).
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later describes these same churches as creative and innovative1444. The
reintroduction of paedocommunion certainly fits the definition of innovation:
“an idea or practice perceived as new by an individual or other unit of
adaptation.”1445 Aalbers uses the typical Dutch word “proefpolders”1446 to
describe the Reformed Church liberated of Rijsbergen and other
congregations of the Netherlands Reformed Church, which are among the first
to welcome children at the Lord’s Supper1447. In the sixties Wiskerke and
Kamphuis speak about the experiment of Rijsbergen1448. In the seventies the
word experiment reappears in a discussion about the, now, dozens of local
churches in the Netherlands that have allowed children at the Lord’s Supper.
In that discussion the word experiment is sometimes used in a neutral sense,
concluding that praxis often precedes church order1449, but often with strongly
negative connotations1450. Experiment is also used for those cases where local
congregations defy church order, though in some cases experiments were
tolerated1451 or even initiated1452 by a synod. I prefer to use the term
“pioneers” for those churches, their pastors and other members, who were
the first to introduce the practice of paedocommunion and/or who were

1444
Paul Oskamp, “Liturgie op de berg: Een casestudy,” in De Bergkerk te Amersfoort (Amersfoort: Bekking
& Blitz, 2007), 57. 57-71
1445
Everett M. Rogers, Diffusion of Innovations, 4th ed. (New York: The Free Press 1995), 35.
1446
In the history of Dutch land reclamation, relatively small pilot polders (proefpolders) were created to
research and prepare the creation of larger polders.
1447
Aalbers, B.J. Kinderen aan het avondmaal. Gemeentetoerusting 7. (Kampen: Kok, 1971), 15.
1448
J.R. Wiskerke, “Einde van het gereformeerde leven in schending van de liefde I,” De Reformatie 39, no.
44 (1964): 344. J.R. Wiskerke, “Einde van het gereformeerde leven in schending van de liefde II,” De
Reformatie 39, no. 45 (1964), 352. J.Kamphuis “Kerkelijk leven, Het oude ideaal,” De Reformatie 40, no. 38
(1965): 303-304.
1449
C. den Boer “Waarom zouden ook de kinderen niet komen? (1),” Reformatorisch Dagblad, December 1,
1978. Hans, Eggenberger, ed. Abendmahl – auch für Kinder?: Grundsätzliche Überlegungen, Praxisberichte
und Materialien (Zürich, Theologische Verlag, 1979), 7.
1450
E.g. G. P. van Itterzon, “De verwoesting van het kerkrecht,” Hervormd Weekblad 80 (1969): 384-386. M.
Groenenberg, “Vragen rondom de kindercommunie,” Woord en Dienst 19 (1970): 377. C. Bezemer,
“Kindercommunie IV,” Hervormd Weekblad (July 26, 1973): 322-323. F.H. Kuiper, “Kinderkommunie in
protestantse kring: een stap terug?” Praktische Theologie, no. 2 (1974): 101-111. And in response: P.
Oskamp, “Experimenten: Avondmaal en openbare belijdenis,” Woord en Dienst 18 (1969): 62. H. Bartels,
“Nog eens: de Kindercommunie,” Woord en Dienst 20 (1971): 28-29.
1451
For example the 1978 Synod of the Reformed Churches in the Netherlands (RCN). Gereformeerde
Kerken in Nederland. Acta van de Generale Synode van Zwolle 1977-1979 (Kampen: Kok, 1979), art. 11, 54,
220, 221, 223, 225, 226, 227, 229, 242, 276, 277, 278, 279, 281, 282, 283. Gereformeerde Kerken in
Nederland. Bijlagen bij de Acta van de Generale Synode van Zwolle 1977-1979 (Kampen: Kok, 1979), bijlage
44, 45, 46, 60. “Besluit (syn.) gereformeerde synode: Ondanks kerkorde-problemen moet kindercommunie
doorgaan,” Nederlands Dagblad, October 13, 1978.
1452
Such as the 1985 General Synod of the Church of England assigning three experimental dioceses. Donald
Gray, “Pushing at the Door: (i) The Church of England,” in Children at the Table: A Collection on Children and
the Eucharist: The Communion of all the Baptized in Anglicanism Today, ed. Ruth A. Meyers, 99-111. (New
York: The Church Hymnal Corporation, 1995), 102.
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instrumental in the growth of this practice within their tradition,
denomination, or country 1453.
4.2.2. Worldwide pioneers
When we scan the literature for paedocommunion pioneers worldwide, we
find the following early examples: David Holeton provides evidence that by at
least the late 1950s some clergy in the Anglican Church were communicating
children as young as five years old1454. Eberhard Kenntner mentions the
church of Magdeburg under the leadership of U. Kühn in the year 1958 as the
first example of the practice of paedocommunion in Germany and traces back
to the early sixties, finding other examples of churches allowing children at
the Lord’s Supper1455. Colin Buchanan refers to Brian Davis, then Dean of
Waiapu in New Zealand, as “the pioneer of the admission of unconfirmed
children to Communion within the Anglican communion”, a practice he had
pioneered in the late sixties1456. Hans Eggenberger mentions the church of
Dornach, under the leadership of Otto Streckeisen, and the church of
Dagmarsellen, under the leadership of Martin Lienhard as examples of the
pioneering days in the late sixties and early seventies1457 in Switzerland1458. In
the Netherlands, the Reformed Church liberated1459 of Rijsbergen, under the
leadership of preaching elder Jan van Katwijk1460, was the first protestant
church to allow young children at the table in 1961 and to officially welcome
them in 19621461.
1453

A word also used by Colin Buchanan, “The Boston Consultation: A New Introduction to the Essays,” in
Meyers (1995), 4,5,6,10.
1454
David R. Holeton, “Communion of All the Baptized and Anglican Tradition,” in Meyers (1995), 34.
1455
Eberhard Kenntner Abenmahl mit Kindern: Versuch einer Grundlegung unter Berücksichtigung der
geschichtlichen Wurzeln der gegenwärtigen Diskussion in Deutschland (Gütersloh: Gütersloher Verlaghaus
Gerd Mohn, 1980), 45. Other pioneers within the Evangelische Lutherische Kirche of Germany were Georg
Kugler and Herbert Lindner in the sixties or early seventies. Georg Kugler and Herbert Lindner Neue
Familien Gottesdienste: Kinder und Abendmahl; Alternatives Leben; Advent; Weinachten (Gütersloh:
Gütersloher Verlaghaus Mohn, 1979), 9.
1456
Buchanan (1995).
1457
The process of the introduction of paedocommunion in Dornach started in 1967 and finished in 1971.
Dagmarsellen welcomed children at the Lord’s Supper since 1970 or 1971.
1458
Hans Eggenberger, ed., Abendmahl – auch für Kinder?: Grundsätzliche Überlegungen, Praxisberichte und
Materialien (Zürich, Theologische Verlag, 1979), 10. See also Otto Streckeisen “Das Dornacher Modell: Ein
Gemeindefest,” in Mit Kindern Abendmahl feiern: Modelle Reflexionen Materialien, ed. Martin Leinhard
(München: Chr. Kaiser Verlag, 1978), 21-67; and Martin Lienhard “Das Modell Dagmarsellen:
Unterrichtshilfen und Abendmahlsgottesdienste,” Lienhard (1978),69-98.
1459
Now Dutch Reformed Church.
1460
Later Jan van Katwijk probably introduced paedocommunion into the independent Reformed Church of
Wolvega around 1978. A search of the archives by long-term members Jan and Janny Ruiter did not produce
documents regarding the moment of introduction.
1461
We notice that these pioneer churches introduced paedocommunion in many different countries,
approximately in the same era, while at least some of them did this independent of each other. This
indicates that causalities transcending the local particularities and factors beyond the motives as expressed
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4.2.3. Dutch pioneers
In the Netherlands, the example of Rijsbergen was followed by the Reformed
Church liberated1462 of Dordrecht in 19651463. Not long after the church of
Rijsbergen the Netherlands Reformed Church of Rozendaal, under the
leadership of pastor, poet and liturgist Willem Barnard, was possibly the first
within the largest Reformed denomination of the Netherlands to welcome
children at the table1464. Within that same denomination Oskamp mentions
the “Thomaskerk” in Amsterdam1465, the “Bergkerk” in Amersfoort,1466 the
“Domkerk” in Utrecht,1467 and the church of Purmerend1468 as examples of
churches admitting children at the Lord’s Supper in the sixties and early
seventies1469. In 1974 the Netherlands Reformed Church report “Participation

may have played an important role. Economic theory possibly sheds light on this as, for example, similar
clustering of innovations underlies the Kondratieff wave in economic growth. The sociology of science
provides explanations of multiple discoveries; again a very similar phenomenon. On the Kondratieff wave
see: Alfred Kleinknecht and Gerben van der Panne, “Technology and long waves in economic growth,” in
The Elgar Companion to Social Economics, edited by J.B. Davis and W. Dolfsma (Cheltenham: Edward Elgar,
2008), 597-606. On singletons and multiples in science see: Robert K. Merton, The Sociology of Science:
Theoretical and Empirical Investigations, ed. Norman W. Storer (Chicago: University of Chicago Press: 1973).
Merton for example states that science “advances through the uneven accumulation of knowledge and
through immanently or socially induced foci of attention to particular problems (by many scientists) at
about the same time,” (Merton, 1973, 355).
1462
Now called, Dutch Reformed Church.
1463
M. Jansen-Cramer, Ontstaansgeschiedenis van de NederlandsGereformeerde Kerk Dordrecht: 1958-1972
(Dordrecht, DRC Dordrecht, 1997), 15.
1464
Dr. Zegwaard mentioned Netherlands Reformed Church of Rozendaal, under the leadership of Willem
Barnard, as possibly first within the NRC in a personal conversation. Neither she, nor Willem Barnard
himself, nor Paul Oskamp in his book “Liturgische Broedplaatsen,” nor the current archivist of NRC
Rozendaal could help me date the introduction. Willem Barnard was installed as pastor of Rozendaal
January 14th 1962 (Nieuwe Leidsche Courant, January 10, 1962) and left Rozendaal in 1971.
1465
Under leadership of pastor, liturgist W.G. Overbosch in the services called “Matinen,” Oskamp (1973),
31. between 1963 – 1966. Oskamp says the children were introduced when Nocturnen became Matinen,
which happened in 1963. The Matinen moved with Overbosch to the Thomaskerk in 1966.
1466
Under leadership of pastor Elderenbosch. Oskamp (1973), 46. See also: Bergkerk, De Bergkerk te
Amersfoort (Amersfoort: Bekking & Blitz, 2007). This must have happened before 1969. “Gezagscrisis,”
Gereformeerd Weekblad (March 15, 1969), 3-4.
1467
Under leadership of Rev. Dr. J. van der Werf, after their move to the “Dom” round 1970, with the
second grade of elementary school (approximately age 7) as limit.
1468
Paul Oskamp, “Kinderkommunie in ontwikkeling III: ervaringen uit de hervormde gemeente te
purmerend,” Praktische Theologie, no. 2 (1974): 77-79.
1469
Other churches which Oskamp classifies as liturgical breeding grounds, and therefore possibly
paedocommunion pioneers, are the Reformed Churches of Amstelveen, Leischendam, Didam, Zwolle,
Almelo. Groningen, Ginneken, Landsmeer, Purmerend, The Hague (Duinoordkerk), Amsterdam
(Westerkerk), and Rotterdam (Laurenskerk). Oskamp (1973),110. Oskamp also writes about the originally
Roman Catholic, but since 1970 independent, student church “Studenten Ekklesia.” This church in
Amsterdam, under the leadership of former priest and composer Huub Oosterhuis, indicates in 1972 that
baptism before participation in the Eucharist is preferred, but not strictly required Oskamp (1973), 103. The
Netherlands Reformed Church of Ginneken, approximately ten kilometres from Rijsbergen sends a letter to
the Breda classis in May 1968, requesting permission to lower the age of profession of faith to
approximately thirteen years of age or to welcome children to the Lord’s Supper without profession of faith.
This permission should be grounded in the faith of the parents, just like infant baptism. Its purpose would
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in the Lord’s Supper” mentions a total number of fifty-eight local
congregations practicing paedocommunion and fourteen considering it1470. In
the second largest Reformed denomination of the Netherlands, the Reformed
Churches in the Netherlands, Reverend B. J. Aalbers was an important
trailblazer. In 1971 he published a book on children at the Lord’s Supper1471.
His Reformed Church (NRC/RCN) in Geldrop, located in the Roman Catholic
south of the Netherlands, first allows children at agape meals and then later at
the Lord’s Supper1472. The Reformed Church (RCN) of nearby Eindhoven-Noord
(Woensel) under the leadership of Reverend G.H. Harms allowed children at
the Lord’s Supper slightly earlier in 19731473.
4.2.4. Pioneers and synods
Some churches can be called pioneers as they were among the first to
introduce the practice within their tradition, denomination or country. Some
churches can be called pioneers as they took the initiative to bring the issue
before synod1474. Within the denomination of Reformed Churches in the
Netherlands the church of Castricum and the church of Zwolle1475, among
others1476, were the pioneers who brought the issue to their 1971/1972
Synod1477. Within the Dutch denomination of Reformed Churches liberated
and later Dutch Reformed Churches none of the pioneers has brought the
issue before their synod or national assembly.
Within the Christian Reformed Church the issue of paedocommunion was
brought before synod three times, and each time a different local church
could be identified as the pioneer in the process. In 1984 Classis Rocky
be to increase the involvement of children in the congregational life. Kroniekschrijver (pseudonym of A.
Vroegindewey), “Kleine Kroniek,” Gereformeerd Weekblad (September 6, 1969): 276-277.
1470
Kuiper, F.H. “Kinderkommunie in protestantse kring: een stap terug?” Praktische Theologie, no. 2
(1974): 101. Van Andel mentions 40 NRC churches in Kerkinformatie (December 1976): 22. Van Andel
mentions between NRC 50-100 churches in 1978. Art. 223, Acts RCN 1977-1979 Synod, 155.
1471
B.J. Aalbers, Kinderen aan het avondmaal. Gemeentetoerusting 7 (Kampen: Kok, 1971).
1472
B.J. Aalbers, “Kinderkommunie in ontwikkeling IV: verkenningen in de evangelische kerkgemeenschap te
Geldrop,” Praktische Theologie, no. 2 (1974): 80-82.
1473
Aalbers (1974): 81, G. H. Harms, “Een (vrolijk) verhaal uit het veld,” Trouw, October 13, 1976. Other
possible pioneers may have been the “Gereformeerd Weeshuis” or “Burgerweeshuis” located at the
Olieslagerslaan in Haarlem (RCN), the Reformed Church (RCN) in Westzaan under leadership of N.A.
Schuman, and the Reformed Church (RCN) in Heemstede under the leadership of Dr. G.N. Lammens.
1474
In 1968 J.M. van Minnen mentions the NRC church province of Zeeland insisting on communing
children. J.M. van Minnen, “Kinderlokkers in een konsumptieve kerk,” Gemeentetoerusting (August 10,
1968).
1475
RCN Zwolle (district E).
1476
Classis Groningen is mentioned in the acts of synod without identifying the specific churches which
brought the issue to this classis.
1477
Art. 129, 136, 172, 236, 294, Acts RCN 1971-1972 Synod, Suppl. 51, 81, Supplement to the Acts RCN
1971-1972 Synod.
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Mountains overtured synod to appoint a committee to study the issue of
covenant children partaking of the Lord’s Supper. Behind this overture were
the concerns of New Life CRC, Houston, Texas1478, under the leadership of J.A.
Holleman. An article in the Banner suggests that the question of the eight year
old son of Al Helder, pastor of Immanuel Christian Reformed Church of Fort
Collins, first led to a consistory study of the issue, and was also part of what
led to the study and overture of Classis Rocky Mountains1479. In 1991 Classis
Alberta North overtured synod to clarify the requirement for public profession
of faith by covenant children1480. This overture was the result of an overture to
the fall 1990 Classis from Third CRC, Edmonton, Alberta1481, under the
leadership of J. Westerhof1482. In 2006 Classis Holland overtured synod to
appoint a study committee to examine the admission of all baptized members
to the Lord’s Supper1483. This overture originated with Fourteenth Street CRC
Holland, Michigan, one of the pioneer churches on which our study focuses.
An additional example of a pioneer comes from the Orthodox Presbyterian
Church. Hailu Mekonnen of the Kidane-Hiwot Chapel, ministering to the
Ethiopian Community in Washington D.C., was granted permission to serve
the Lord’s Supper to children by the Presbytery of the Mid-Atlantic. This
decision was reversed when the issue was brought to the 1985 General
Assembly1484.

1478
Classis Rocky Mountain, Minutes, September 14, 1982, art. 17. Classis Rocky Mountain, September 1314, 1983, art. 14. Acts CRCNA Synod 1984, 424. The minutes do speak about issues and specific concerns,
but do not specify the issues or concerns other than that covenantal theology is mentioned and that the
minutes also speak of pastoral concerns.
1479
Al Helder, “Should My Child be There With Me?” Banner (March 9, 1987): 12. Considering the time line
and the fact that Al Helder’s sons Chris and Chad were part of class 1988 and 1991 of Rocky Mountains High
School I would assume that Chris asked this question round 1978.
1480
“by declaring: “The church should provide ways for covenant children to profess their faith consistent
with their individual stages of physical, intellectual, emotional, and faith development, and the church
should distinguish these professions from a late adolescent / adult reaffirmation of faith.”
1481
Currently known as Inglewood CRC, Edmonton
1482
Classis Alberta North of the CRC, Minutes of the 102nd meeting on September 28 & 29, 1990, art. 65.
Classis Alberta North of the CRC, Minutes of the 103rd meeting on March 1 & 2, 1991, art. 47. Delegate at
this classis is among others Nick Cornelisse, pastor of Maranatha CRC, Edmonton, and former pastor of the
DRC Dordrecht in the Netherlands, which already allowed children at the Lord’s Supper in 1965.
1483
“… and to consider the nature and practice of profession of faith both in the life of individuals and the
church,” Agenda CRCNA Synod 2006, 526.
1484
J. Geertsema, “More decisions of the OPC General Assembly,” Clarion (August 23, 1985): 375-376. The
example is interesting as it not only provides an example from a pioneer within the Reformed tradition, but
also a rather unique example of the issue of paedocommunion arising from the interaction between the
Reformed tradition and tradition of the Coptic Church / Orthodox Church of Ethiopia. See also Report of the
Committee on Paedocommunion submitted to the 54th G.A. (1987): http://opc.org/ga_papers.html
(accessed September 4, 2012).
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4.2.5. Motives of Dutch pioneers
When we look at the Dutch pioneers we find a number of motives and causes
that led to the participation of children. First, increasingly frequent
celebration of the Lord’s Supper — sometimes under influence of the
Liturgical Movement, but also under the influence of Calvin and or the first
church of Acts1485 — intensified the perceived problem of non-participation
and increased the perceived advantages of participation by children1486. The
Liturgical Movement certainly contributed to a greater awareness of
sacramental tradition in the history of the church and hence of the long
history of paedocommunion1487. And in similar ways awareness of the lower
ages mentioned by Calvin and practiced by the historical Reformed practice as
for example reflected in the 1563 Church Order from the Palatinate1488 was an
incentive to rethink the age barriers for the Lord’s Supper.
Exposure to other church traditions such as that of small Protestant churches
in the predominantly Roman Catholic south of the Netherlands1489, the
exposure to ecumenical contacts with Roman Catholics1490, the exposure
through membership transfer of Roman Catholics1491 and Lutherans1492, for
example, play a role in several stories of pioneer churches1493. Both the
1485

Jan van Katwijk (RCL Rijsbergen), speaking about weekly celebration of the Lord’s Supper and the
participation of children: “Dat weet ik eigenlijk al van kind af aan, dat het niet deugde om zo nu en dan
maar eens avondmaal te vieren. Dat dat heel onbehoorlijk is. Wij maken niet uit wanneer dat gebeurt. Dat
behoort te gebeuren als de gemeente samenkomt, lees ik in Handelingen 4: ‘Ze volharden bij het onderwijs
van de apostelen en het breken van het brood, en de gebeden.’ Calvijn heeft dat al gezegd,” (=This I
basically already know from childhood, that it was not proper to celebrate the Lord’s Supper just every now
and then. That this is really inappropriate. We do not decide when this takes place. I read in Acts 4 that it
should take place whenever the church comes together: "They devoted themselves to the teaching of the
apostles and the breaking of bread and the prayers." Calvin already said so). (Jansen-Cramer, 1997), 15.
“We hadden een prachtige vergadering waar ter sprake kwam de avondmaalsviering van de kinderen.
Hieruit vloeide voort: waarom niet iedere Zondag Avondmaal daar dit bij de eerste Christengemeente in
Handelingen ook gebeurde; daar moeten we ons ook naar richten,” (= We had a wonderful meeting at
which the Lord’s Supper celebration of the children was discussed. This led to a following question: why not
Lord’s Supper every Sunday as this also happened in the first Christian church in Acts, which should be we
our model). Unpublished diary of Sophia van Katwijk, Wednesday March 28, 1962.
1486
E.g. NRC Bergkerk, Amersfoort, Bergkerk (2007), 62.
1487
E.g. NRC Bergkerk, Amersfoort, Bergkerk (2007), 74.
1488
E.g. RCL Dordrecht (At least that is one of the arguments of N. Cornelisse, be it in retrospective.
“Antwoord aan ds de Jong betreffende: Kinderen aan de tafel van de Heer,” Opbouw (April 21, 1978): 122.
Cornelisse seems to refer to G. Visee’s articles).
1489
E.g. RCL Rijsbergen, RCN Eindhoven-Noord (Woensel) (Aalbers, 1974), 80; NRC/RCN Geldrop, D.B.
Heere, “Enkele sociologische kanttekeningen bij de kinderkommunie,” Praktische Theologie, no. 2 (1974):
86-90.
1490
E.g. RCN Utrecht Oost (Aalbers, 1971), 12; NRC/RCN Geldrop, Aalbers (1974), 80.
1491
E.g. RCL Rijsbergen, Van den Brink & Van der Kwast (1992), 224.
1492
E.g.NRC Bergkerk, Amersfoort, Oskamp (1973), 46.
1493
Van den Brink and Van der Kwast suggest that the opposite may also be true. The choice against
paedocommunion, and in favor of an emphasis on adult profession of faith has happened in confrontation
with charismatic groups. Van den Brink and Van der Kwast (1992), 225.
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Ecumenical and Liturgical Movement are part of and have contributed to a
changing ecclesiology and sacramentology. A vision of the church as dining
room rather than classroom1494, and consequently of a church service in which
celebration of the sacraments is more central, and a vision of Communion that
expresses the unity of the complete church community has motivated
churches to welcome children. With a different sacramental theology came a
different celebration and perception of the Lord’s Supper1495. Another cause
has been a stronger emphasis on sacraments as faith-strengthening and
conducive to faith formation and a correlated pedagogical vision or
developmental psychological awareness of children’s ability to understand
sacramental mystery and hence the image of the Lord’s Supper as
“waybread”, “manna in the dessert of puberty”1496. Diaconal training was
considered part of the faith formation while sharing the bread1497. The analogy
of the Lord’s Supper with common meals helped in casting a vision for
children being fed1498, and in similar fashion the regular celebration of a less
sacramental agape meal served as a stepping stone towards
paedocommunion1499.
Reformed theology of baptism1500 or the perceived inconsistency of baptizing
infants and barring those infants from children from the table also motivated
a renewed paedocommunion practice. In similar ways participation of youth
in other liturgical activities served as a stepping stone toward participation in
the Lord’s Supper celebration, thus solving the perceived tension between this
liturgical activity and the non communicant status of youth.
Changes in the position of children in the church sometimes developed in
opposite directions, creating new tensions. For instance, the changing position
of children in church led to the organization of Sunday school, which moved
children out of the church sanctuary and hence out of the church service,
while simultaneously there was a growing desire to welcome children into the
heart of the worship service. In several of these pioneers’ stories the actions
of children played a crucial and active role: the question of a young child1501,
1494

Rev. P.A. Elderenbosch of NRC Bergkerk, Amersfoort, Oskamp (1973), 116.
Oskamp writes about the NRC Purmerend: “The main reason was a changed perception and celebration
of the sacrament. The accent gradually shifted from dogmatic certainty to thanksgiving, from funeral meal
to feast of joy, from Good Friday to Easter, Oskamp (1974), 77.
1496
Rev. P.A. Elderenbosch of NRC Bergkerk, Amersfoort Oskamp (1973), 117.
1497
E.g. NRC Thomaskerk, Amsterdam, Oskamp (1973), 31. This element is also emphasized by some of the
German and Swiss pioneers.
1498
Rev. W.G. Overbosch of NRC Thomaskerk, Amsterdam, Oskamp (1973), 31.
1499
E.g. NRC/RCN Geldrop, Oskamp (1973) 87; Aalbers (1974), 80-81.
1500
E.g. NRC Thomaskerk Amsterdam, Oskamp (1973), 31.
1501
E.g. RCL Rijsbergen, see below.
1495
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an official written request by older youth1502, the spontaneous participation of
Roman Catholic children1503 or young people1504 in a Reformed Lord’s Supper
celebration, the somewhat provocative participation of a youth group1505.
4.3. The Reformed Church liberated or Dutch Reformed Church of
Rijsbergen1506
I will now focus on three individual congregations and their story of the
introduction of paedocommunion. I will start with the story of the Reformed
Church of Rijsbergen, The Netherlands.
4.3.1. From meat cannery to paedocommunion pioneer
In the mid-1950s two butchers from the predominantly Reformed town of
Sliedrecht cross the river into the Roman Catholic South to start a meat
cannery1507. The butchers, Marinus Meijwaard and Daniël Christiaan Overduin,
are also brothers-in-law. Their meat cannery D.C.O. Vleeswarenfabriek is
located in the heart of the village of Rijsbergen near the Belgium border1508.
Both brothers-in-law and their families join the Reformed Church liberated in
the nearby city of Breda. A combination of practical factors1509 and of
missionary zeal1510 leads to the decision to plant a new church in the village of
Rijsbergen. The Reformed Church liberated of Rijsbergen is instituted on
March 29, 1959 in a service led by Pastor Telder from Breda1511. Meat cannery
owners Meijwaard and Overduin are installed as elder and deacon, and Jan
van Katwijk, whose military career has ended in a car accident1512, completes
1502

E.g. NRC Utrecht Oost, Aalbers (1971), 12.
E.g. RCL Rijsbergen, Van den Brink & Van der Kwast (1992), 224.
1504
E.g. NRC/RCN Geldrop, Aalbers (1974), 80.
1505
E.g. RCL Dordrecht, Jansen-Cramer (1997), 15.
1506
I would like to express my great appreciation to all those who made my research on Rijsbergen possible:
the council of the Dutch Reformed Church of Rijsbergen, Pastor Frans van Deursen, Maartje van Eck-de
Vries, Herman Gerritsen, Pastor Jan van Katwijk †, Walter Rompa, and the interviewees Pastor Reinier Drop,
Sofie van Katwijk-Polderman †, Kees & Marianne Kurpershoek-Malda, Jo & Christa Merx-Ruis, Arjan &
Helena and Ira van der Steen-Los, Arie & Linda Ruis-Overduin, Dick & Marianne Vermeulen-Malda, Mario &
Marianne van Zanten-Vermeulen, Maria Wijngaards, Gerard & Gerda Wijngaards, and Dick de Wild.
1507
http://d-compu.dyndns.org/genbook/Overige_Links/kadastrale_leggers_dordrecht_27000.htm
1508
Between the Roman Catholic Church and the town hall
(http://www.regionaalarchiefwestbrabant.nl/zoeken/films-enfotos/resultaat/weergave/record/layout/default?id=c5767be4-d156-11df-8ddc-86e145576265 and
http://www.regionaalarchiefwestbrabant.nl/zoeken/films-enfotos/resultaat/weergave/record/layout/default?id=c567025e-d156-11df-8ddc-86e145576265 )
1509
M. Meijwaard, “Het Begin ...,” in N.N. ( Samen: Herdenkingsboekje n.a.v. het 25 jarig bestaan van de
ned. geref. kerk diakonia te rijsbergen (Rijsbergen: n.p., 1984), 9.
1510
W. Van der Veer, “God Alleen de Eer!: Een interview met Ds. J. Van Katwijk,” in N.N. (1984), 1.
1511
N.N. “Kerknieuws: Kerkinstituering,” Opbouw 3, no. 2 (April 10, 1959): 16.
1512
F. van Deursen, “In memoriam ds. Jan van Katwijk: 8 aug. 1914 - 31 januari 1998,” Opbouw 42, no. 4
(February 20, 1998).
1503
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the small council as teaching elder1513. The church plant starts with seven
families, fourteen professing members, and twenty-three baptized members;
thirty-seven in total1514. The local Roman Catholic priest, Dr. Van
Oosterhout1515, arranges for their worship services to be held in the arts and
crafts room of the local girls’ patronage building, ‘het meisjespatronaat’1516.
The Roman Catholics also allow the congregation to place a small house organ
in the patronage building, which can be played by the wife of Jan van Katwijk
during worship. In October 1960 the small congregation is growing,1517 and so
the church starts making plans for a new building1518. Later the church buys a
wooden shack, previously used as a workshop in Utrecht for the training of
young Werkspoor railway workers, and rebuilds it as a community center and
sanctuary1519. On November 18, 1962 the new building is dedicated1520. During
the few years before the dedication of the building the congregation has
welcomed children at the Lord’s Supper, becoming the first protestant church
in the Netherlands to do so.
4.3.2. The short story
The story of children at the Lord’s Supper in Rijsbergen may be best told by
first sharing the short summary of Van den Brink and Van der Kwast1521:
“On a certain Sunday, when the Lord’s Supper table was set, a woman
from Roman Catholic background and mother of fourteen children
took her daughter named Maria to the table; completely
unsuspecting. The church council was in complete shock: this, of
course, could not be. The woman was admonished, but the office
bearers could not match her conviction that the Lord loved her little
daughter. Eight Reformed liberated pastors, one Netherlands
Reformed (NRC, PGS) and one synodical Reformed (RCN, PGS)
professor were consulted about the question where public profession
of faith originated from. None of the answers satisfied the church
council. In the end the church council decided to leave it to parents
1513

Maikel de Kreek, and Jannet M. van de Wal-Noorman, eds., 50 jaar ‘Diakonia’ te Rijsbergen (Rijsbergen:
Nederlands Gereformeerde Kerk Rijsbergen, 2009), 9.
1514
Minutes Manslidmaten vergadering, March 5, 1959. N.N. (1984), 0f.
1515
Dr. Cornelius Adrianus Christiaan van Oosterhout (1899-1969). Albert DelaHaye, Parochie en kerk van
Rijsbergen (eerste deel) (Zundert: Archivaat “Nassau-Brabant,” 1973), 44.
1516
Minutes Manslidmaten vergadering, March 5, 1959.
1517
37 members in 1959, 43 in 1960, 60 in 1961, 78 in 1962. N.N. (1984), 0.
1518
Minutes Manslidmaten vergadering, January 27, 1961.
1519
H. Malda, “Het ontstaan van wat nu onze kerkzaal is,” in N.N. (1984), 20
1520
Minutes council meeting, January 4, 1963.
1521
Pastor G. van den Brink served the church of Eindhoven from May 1961 until August 1970. The church
of Eindhoven in that period is part of the same Classis as the church of Rijsbergen.
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whether or not to celebrate the Lord’s Supper as a whole family. The
parents were responsible and would be taught in the doctrine of the
covenant. An explicit decision to admit children, has never been made,
nor a decision to discard the public profession of faith.”1522
To understand how this change could take place I will provide a thick
description by ‘thickening’ this short summary with more relevant details, and
by ‘thickening’ the story with context that helps to understand its meaning1523.
4.3.3. Liberation and article 31
At that time the church of Rijsbergen belongs to the denomination of
Reformed Churches liberated. This denomination broke away from the
Reformed Churches in the Netherlands in 1944, stressing that God’s
covenantal promises determine the status of the children of believers and that
those promises are sufficient and solid ground for their baptism and thus
strongly disagreeing with the alternative Kuyperian perspective as supported
by synod that presumed regeneration determines the status and provides the
grounds for baptism. In the eyes of the new denomination, synod of the
Reformed Churches in the Netherlands had not respected the authority of
local churches as safeguarded in article 31 of the church order. The
denomination perceived itself as the true continuation of the Reformed
Churches, but in order to be distinguished from the other Reformed Churches
they nicknamed themselves Reformed Churches maintaining article 31, or
Reformed Churches liberated, as the denomination felt liberated from the
yoke of synod with its unbiblical demands. Importantly, in this context from
the very beginning the church of Rijsbergen puts great emphasis on God’s
covenantal promises as determining the status of children1524; they feel
liberated and free to reform doctrine and practice in obedience to
Scripture1525; they have a historical distrust of church hierarchy; and they have
renewed their emphasis on the local church as in church order article 31, to
1522

G. Van den Brink and H.J. van der Kwast, Een kerk ging stuk: Relaas van de breuk die optrad binnen de
Gereformeerde Kerken (vrijgemaakt) in de jaren 1967-1974 (Amsterdam: Buijten & Schipperheijn, 1992),
224 (my translation).
1523
Cf. Clifford Geertz, “Thick Description: Toward an Interpretive Theory of Culture,” and “Deep Play: Notes
on the Balinese Cockfight,” in The Interpretation of Cultures: Selected Essays by Clifford Geertz (New York:
Basic Books, 2000). A. Dinter, H.G. Heimbrock and K. Söderblom, eds., Einführung in die Empirische
Theologie (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 2007), 226f.
1524
In his (concept) speech to classis in 1966 Jan van Katwijk would appeal to this shared history: “Het zal in
een vergadering van gereformeerde broeders, die zich in 1944 vrijmaakten van een leerbesluit waarin aan
de vastigheid van Gods verbond werd getornd, duidelijk zijn ...,” etc. Jan van Katwijk, Concept Getuigenis
(Rijsbergen: 1966), 4.
1525
Van Katwijk described the change as continuing reformation and edited that to continuing return
(“voortgaande reformatie” “voortgaande wederkeer”). Van Katwijk (1966), 7.
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the point that others will accuse the congregation of independentism or
congregationalism1526.
4.3.4. The mother congregation in Breda
It is also good to realize that the church is a church plant of the Reformed
Church liberated of Breda. This congregation had distinguished itself by a
number of divergent customs such as monthly celebration of the Lord’s
Supper every first Sunday of the month1527. Even before the church is
instituted, the male church membership meeting of March 5, 1959 decides to
celebrate the Lord’s Supper with the same monthly frequency. Every last
Sunday of the month Pastor Telder of Breda will serve the Lord’s Supper in the
afternoon service1528. In the same spirit of freedom, the young congregation of
Rijsbergen takes the liberty to make decisions regarding the administration of
the sacraments and the status of children within the congregation. On January
12, 1960, the meeting of male members decides that the congregation, which
is still without an official pastor, is not bound to invite pastors from other
congregations to serve the sacraments. One of the arguments used in the
meeting is that only the two offices of deacon and elder should be
distinguished1529. On January 27, 1961, Meijwaard communicates on behalf of
church council that in the information provided for the denominational
yearbook of 1961 no distinction has been made between professing members
and baptized members. “The children are members of the congregation as
well.” The brothers are challenged to lead their children accordingly1530.
4.3.5. A Roman mother and her daughter
On January 12, 1960 the minutes of the congregation’s male members’
meeting mention that Mrs. Wijngaards and her daughter Rietje have come

1526

For example “Een exponent kreeg het independentisme in die jaren te Rijsbergen,” C.G. Bos,
Nederlandse Kerkgeschiedenis na 1945 (Groningen: De Vuurbaak, 1980), 108. Wim Nabers would write
what appears to be his master’s thesis about the congregational nature of Rijsbergen: Wim Nabers, De
‘Vrije Gemeente’ te Rijsbergen: Een studie over een kerkelijke gemeente als organisatie.
1527
Other distinguishing features are the emphasis on tithing, the refusal of classical church visitation, lifelong serving office bearers, the refusal of wedding ceremonies in church other than a prayer for a blessing
in the Sunday services, the abolishment of the celebration of Christian holidays other than the Sunday
services. B. Telder, Vrijgemaakt tot gehoorzaamheid: Memorabilia uit het gemeentelijk leven van de
Gereformeerde Kerk van Breda (vrijgemaakt) (Breda: Kerkeraad Gereformeerde Kerk te Breda (vrijgemaakt),
1960).
1528
Minutes, Manslidmatenvergadering RCL Rijsbergen, March 5, 1959, decision 7.
1529
Minutes, Manslidmatenvergadering RCL Rijsbergen, January 12, 1960. See also Minutes of council
meeting August 15, 1960.
1530
Minutes, Manslidmatenvergadering RCL Rijsbergen, January 27, 1961.
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over from the Roman Catholic Church in the past year1531. An interview with
the daughter, her brother and his wife provides extra information1532. Carolina
Wijngaards was born in 19071533. In her youth she must have attended
elementary school, but she is portrayed as an illiterate woman by Jan Van
Katwijk1534. Carolina married a devout Roman Catholic1535 uneducated factory
worker1536, and became the mother of eight boys and seven girls1537. Her
youngest daughter Maria Cornelia Wijngaards was born two years after World
War II and was nicknamed Riet1538. In 1959 when the Roman Catholic pastor
fails to visit her son in the hospital, while another church member in the same
hospital room does receive visits, she joins the Reformed Church1539, taking
her youngest daughter with her1540. When the daughter joins the Reformed
Church she is twelve years old. Maria remembers how she had already
received her first Communion, the so-called small Communion around age
seven or eight1541 and the so-called large Communion at age twelve1542. Maria
does not remember when her mother took her to the Lord’s Supper in the
Reformed Church for the first time.
4.3.6. Sofie’s diary 1961-1962
The minutes of council and of the male members’ meetings do not mention
her participation either, let alone the date of it. Remarkably enough they do
not even mention the issue of children at the Lord’s Supper. For more
information we depend on the memory of Sofie van Katwijk, wife of teaching
1531

Minutes, Manslidmatenvergadering, January 12, 1960. Or more likely since the last council meeting of
November 12, 1959.
1532
Maria, Gerard and Gerda Wijngaards, interview by author, November 21, 2012.
1533
Carolina Wijngaards-de Bruin (1907-1994).
1534
Jan van Katwijk, Concept Getuigenis (Rijsbergen: 1966), 5.
1535
His children share how their father attended Mass daily and, though uneducated, was able to recite the
Latin Mass by heart.
1536
Working at the Hero factory in Breda.
1537
One daughter by the name of Maria had died at a very young age and according to custom the next
daughter was given the same name.
1538
Maria Cornelia Wijngaards, born June 1947.
1539
The way her children remember the story, their mother was deeply insulted by this negligence and
perceived favoritism of the pastor. One wonders whether the story should also be understood in light of
class conflict. The pastor served the majority Roman Catholic Church in the village and was a former
seminary professor, DelaHaye (1973), 44. The Reformed Church represented a minority in the village, a
church of people belonging to the new factory, and served by an elder who did not even have a theological
degree.
1540
Note that all the older children as well as Maria’s younger brother Theo remained Roman Catholic.
1541
Small Communion (klein communie) at the ‘age of discretion’ coincided approximately with the entry
into elementary school. See Eddie Niesten, Op de wijze van de chef: Keuken en tafel: 1 (Antwerpen: Garant,
2011), 122-124.
1542
Large Communion (groot communie) at the age of twelve coincided with the end of the school career
for most children and entry into the workforce and in that sense formed a rite of passage into adulthood.
Niesten (2011), 122-124.
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elder Jan van Katwijk, who makes short notes in her diary about sermon texts,
about the names of guests, and also on congregational meetings. On
Wednesday, March 28, 1962, she writes “Our 3rd congregational meeting. We
had a beautiful meeting in which the Supper celebration of children was
discussed. From this flowed forth: Why not Supper every Sunday, as this also
happened in the first Christian church of Acts; we should take our direction
from that. Everyone who spoke out in favor also appeared to be in favor of
gathering only once on the day of the Lord. And then a complete service with
the Supper, according to brother Adam. Before we implement this home visits
will be made by our leaders.”1543 Before that congregational meeting we find
notes in her diary about the whole congregation or all attendees celebrating
the Lord’s Supper1544. But the most important diary note is that on Tuesday
August 29, 1961: “Celebrated Supper, almost the whole congregation, among
whom Arie Ruis and Linda Overduin and Dick Vermeulen.”1545 At that moment
Arie Ruis and Linda Overduin are seven years old, Dick Vermeulen is
seventeen years old1546. It is Sofie’s first recording of a Lord’s Supper service.
The first Lord’s Supper celebration after the congregational meeting is the first
time that children are mentioned again. Sofie van Katwijk writes on Sunday,
April 29, 1962 in the afternoon: “The whole congregation celebrated Supper.
The children as well.”
4.3.7. A teenage girl
It is impossible to pinpoint the date that Carolina Wijngaards took her
daughter Maria to the Lord’s Supper. It must have been between the moment
the Wijngaards joined the church at the end of 1959 and that Sunday, August
27, 1961, when other participating children are mentioned1547. Taking all
1543
“Onze 3e gemeenteverg. We hadden een prachtige vergadering waar ter sprake kwam de
avondmaalsviering van de kinderen. Hieruit vloeide voort waarom niet iedere Zondag Avondmaal, daar dit
bij de eerste Christengemeente in Handelingen ook gebeurde; daar moeten we ons ook naar richten. Ieder
die zich er voor uitsprak bleek ook voor één maal samenkomen op de dag des Heren en dan een complete
dienst volgens br. Adam met avondmaal. Hier zal nog huisbezoek gedaan worden door onze voorgangers
voor we hiertoe overgaan.”
1544
Sundays January 28 and March 25, 1961.
1545
“Avondmaal gevierd. Bijna met de geheele gemeente, waaronder Arie Ruis en Linda Overduin en Dick
Vermeulen.” She also mentions that 42 persons attended that afternoon service.
1546
Arie Ruis was born August 24, 1954, Linda Overduin, December 9, 1953, and Dick Vermeulen September
28, 1943.
1547
Van Katwijk suggests that some were already open to the idea of children participating, but stresses that
Maria was the first to actually participate. “We zaten met deze punten Hoewel het voor velen onzer reeds
duidelijk was dat de Schrift nergens de tafel toesloot voor de kinderen en dat de Bijbel van een doen van
Openbare belijdenis als middel om toegelaten te worden niet afweet (...) Maar tot een zekere verandering
kwamen we niet. We zaten er mee en bleven er mee zitten. Totdat dan geschiedde waarop we reeds wezen
- een R.K. zuster, sedert kort tot ons overgekomen kwam naar tafel met haar dochtertje,” Van Katwijk
(1966), 5.
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things in consideration, I posit that likely this happened in the first half of
19611548. So even though Van den Brink, Van der Kwast and Van Katwijk speak
of a little daughter1549, Maria would have been age thirteen1550.
In the short version of the story we heard how the first response of council
was shock and the conviction that this could not be1551. Knowing who Jan Van
Katwijk was, and who Marinus Meijwaard and Daniël Cornelis Overduin were,
may help to understand their initial shock but also their willingness to
reconsider their position on this issue.
4.3.8. Teaching elder Jan van Katwijk
Jan van Katwijk was born on August 8, 1914. He grew up in Schiedam and was
greatly influenced by Pastor Cornelis Vonk who served the church of Schiedam
from 1932 until 1972. Vonk was a prominent pastor in the Reformed Churches
liberated. Vonk was part of the Scripture Movement1552 in the 1930s and put
great emphasis on exegesis and teaching in his sermons and popular
commentaries on Scripture1553. Vonk probably deserves credit for the fact that
Van Katwijk was praised for his knowledge of Scripture1554. Vonk also
1548

Lord’s Supper was celebrated in the afternoon. Until 1962 Sofie Van Katwijk also registers only Lord’s
Supper celebrations in the afternoon, and so Jan Van Katwijk must be mistaken when, in 1966, he recalls
that famous Sunday morning “daar zat zij dan op die voor ons zo beroemde Zondagmorgen,” Van Katwijk
(1966), 6. And we have to consider the possibility that Wijngaards may have normally attended morning
services. The intention was to celebrate Lord’s Supper services monthly, but we know that, due to absence
of pastors, sometimes Lord’s Supper was skipped three months in a row. Minutes council meeting August
15, 1960. 22 years later Jan van Katwijk says in retrospect “all in all we took a long time,” (“al met al hebben
we er lang over gedaan”). Van der Veer (1984), 4. But considering the speed at which other major decisions
were taken and implemented, more than the eight months it seems to have taken at least may have been
considered long anyhow. This also best explains the silence on the issue of the prior minutes of council
meetings and male members meetings. Otherwise the second half of 1960 would have been just as likely.
1549
“dochtertje,” Van den Brink and Van der Kwast (1992), 224. Van der Veer (1984), 2.
1550
Later Van Katwijk estimates her age at the time of first participation at 8. (“Het meisje zal toen acht jaar
zijn geweest”). But she reached that age in 1955. Van Katwijk (1966), 3. Van Deursen, a colleague and good
friend of Van Katwijk, speaks of a thirteen year old daughter, and though he does so 36 years later, by
memory, he is probably right. Van Deursen (1998).
1551
Van den Brink and Van der Kwast (1992), 224. Jan van Katwijk recounts: “To our shock we saw how the
woman took her little daughter to the Supper. That shocked us terribly as office bearers. That could not be,
of course,” Van der Veer (1984), 2
1552
The “Schriftbeweging,” also “reformatorische beweging” or “reformatorische opleving” has been
defined as renewal in listening to Scripture as the Word, which our Covenant God speaks to his people in
the present time. H. Smit, “Reformatorische opleving: De reformatorische opleving binnen de
gereformeerde kerken in de dertiger jaren van de twintigste eeuw,” in Begeleidend Schrijven: 25 Jaar
Theologische StudieBegeleiding, J. Bouma et al. (Amsterdam: Buijten en Schipperheijn, 1994), 121.
1553
The series De voorzeide leer by C. Vonk and F. van Deursen is currently translated into English by
Theodore Plantinga and Nelson D. Kloosterman and published by the Christian Library Press under the title
Opening the Scriptures.
1554
Dick de Wild for example comments about his Bible studies, “He knew an awful lot about the Bible,”
interview with author, October 2012.
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influenced Van Katwijk in his emphasis on the covenant1555. His military career
probably brought Jan van Katwijk to the garrison town Breda where he
befriended Pastor Bartus Telder. Van Katwijk shared Telder’s views on
Christian mortalism or soul sleep1556, and also shared the spirit of freedom to
independently change traditional church practices which were not deemed
according to Scripture. In Breda, Van Katwijk also befriended A. Janse, the
schoolmaster from Biggekerke, who probably already had influenced Van
Katwijk in Schiedam1557. Janse was similarly part of the Scripture Movement of
the 1930s, emphasized the covenant, and probably influenced Van Katwijk
significantly in his views on mysticism and self-examination1558. Also influential
in Van Katwijk’s life was his grandmother, a devout Christian with Jewish
roots. When he was hardly eight years old she had prophesied that “little Jan
will proclaim the gospel,”1559 and she also instilled a love for the Jewish people
and for Israel in her grandson1560. It is not unlikely that Jan van Katwijk had
been confronted with the question of children at the Lord’s Supper even
before Maria Wijngaards participated. Charter member Dick Vermeulen, who
was sixteen when the church was instituted and eighteen when children were
officially welcomed to the Lord’s Supper, remembers discussing the question
with Jan van Katwijk in catechism class1561.
4.3.9. The brothers-in-law Meijwaard, Overduin
We already mentioned that Marinus Meijwaard1562 was the other elder and
that Daniël Christiaan Overduin1563 was the only deacon. The two became
brothers in law when Meijwaard married Anna Overduin in 1952. Their mutual
father, Johannes Overduin, came from a family of many pastors1564 and was
pastor of the conservative and pietistic Reformed Congregation in Restored
1555

Frans van Deursen, “Alle vormen zijn geoorloofd, behalve de vervelende: Ds. C. Vonk (1904-1993), leraar
van de Schrift,” in Vuur en Vlam: Kinderen van de Vrijmaking: Deel III, edited by R. Kuiper and W. Bouwman
(Amsterdam: Buiten & Schipperheijn Motief, 2004), 70-91. Note how Van Deursen explicitly mentions Jan
van Katwijk’s loyalty to Vonk on page 75.
1556
B. Telder, Sterven ... en dan? Gaan de kinderen Gods, wanneer zij sterven, naar de hemel? (Kampen: Kok,
1960). See also W.L. de Graaff’s master’s thesis: De ‘Kwestie Telder’: Een kerk-historisch onderzoek
(Kampen: 1999).
1557
Van Deursen (2004), 71.
1558
Geert van Dijk, Het concrete is het wezenlijke: Het denken van A. Janse van Biggekerke (1890-1960) over
Gods verbond met mensen (Zoetermeer: Boekencentrum Academic, 2014). See on the broader discussion
on self-examination, Jan Veenhof, “Discussie over het zelfonderzoek – sleutel tot verstaan van het schisma
van 1944: Terreinverkenning ten dienste van verder onderzoek,” in Vrij gereformeerd: Verzamelde artikelen
etc. (Kampen: Kok, 2005).
1559
Van Deursen (1998).
1560
Jan van Katwijk, conversation with author, autumn 1997.
1561
Dick Vermeulen, telephone conversation with author, July 2011.
1562
Marinus Meijwaard (1922-1998).
1563
Daniël Christiaan Overduin (1927-2003).
1564
“De naam Overduin is bekend onder de predikanten,” Reformatorisch Dagblad, March 7, 1975.
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Bond1565 of Sliedrecht. Of this large congregation only a handful of professing
members would dare to participate in the Lord’s Supper. This spiritual climate
was not new for Meijwaard because he attended a similar conservative and
pietistic Christian Reformed Church in Sliedrecht1566. Van Katwijk speaks about
the “fact that remarkably many brothers and sisters from spiritualistic,
subjectivist denominations or groups have joined our congregation (…) who,
especially regarding the seed of the Covenant, have been imprinted with evil,
baneful teachings” 1567. The move of both brothers-in-law and their families
across the river into Roman Catholic area, and their choice to join the
Reformed Church liberated, signifies a major spiritual shift from a pietistic
climate where self-examination nurtured uncertainty about one’s election and
salvation toward a covenantal climate where solid trust in God’s own
promises gave believers certainty. The next generation explains how
Meijwaard and Overduin — and other family members who would follow
them — experienced this as liberating1568. Their excitement about these new
insights and the important role that Van Katwijk probably played in their
‘conversion’ become visible in the initiative of Meijwaard to take Van Katwijk
to Sliedrecht to lead his family members in Bible study1569. Overduin shares
how, apparently before the episode with Maria Wijngaards, his daughter
Linda had raised the question of children’s participation. Overduin tells how
his children behaved well while he and his wife participated. When father
Overduin complimented his children on their obedience afterwards, daughter
Linda replied that she also would have been obedient if she would have
celebrated the Lord’s Supper1570.

1565

Gereformeerde Gemeente in Hersteld Verband.
With pastors such as Everard du Marchie van Voorthuysen, from 1945 until 1952, who would later join
the even more pietistic Old Reformed Congregations in the Netherlands (Oud Gereformeerde Gemeenten
in Nederland). Cornelis Smits who also served the Old Christian Reformed Church of Grand Rapids between
1954 and 1956. Dick de Wild, interview with author, October 2012. Dick de Wild was married to a sister of
Marinus Meijwaard.
1567
“het feit dat er tot onze gemeente opmerkelijk veel broeders en zusters waren toegetreden die
afkomstig waren uit spiritualistische, subjectivistische kerkgemeenschappen of groepen. Broeders en
zusters, die men met name ten aanzien van het zaad des Verbonds kwade, verderfelijke leringen had
ingeprent. Ik behoef in deze kring niet te wijzen op welke manier men in genoemde kerkengroepen over
het zaad des Verbonds pleegt te spreken. Slechts noem ik: “Er moet wat met Uw kind gebeuren” “Het is
maar bij een uitwendig Verbond,” “Het moet nog in het echte komen” “En het moet maar afwachten of het
Gode behaagt enz.,” Van Katwijk (1966), 4.
1568
Arie and Linda Ruis-Overduin, interview with author, October 2012. Linda is Overduin’s daughter and
Meijwaards niece, Arie is Overduin’s son in law, but also Meijwaards nephew.
1569
Dick de Wild, interview with author, October 2012.
1570
Overduin, “Uit de kindermond,” in N.N. (1984), 23. See also Van Katwijk (1966), 4.
1566
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4.3.10. Conversations with Carolina
We have heard about the initial shock of Van Katwijk, Overduin and
Meijwaard, when Carolina Wijngaards took her daughter Maria to the Lord’s
Supper. Van den Brink and Van der Kwast write that the mother was
admonished. Van Katwijk simply mentions that the office bearers decided he
had to visit her1571. When Van Katwijk visits her, she expresses “her conviction
that the Lord loved her little daughter”1572. Van Katwijk recalls how she said:
“Yes, that is what you always preach about on Sundays. You always say that
God loves our children. Well, if God loves me, He also loves little Maria. And
that’s why I take her with me. She belongs there too, doesn’t she?”1573 In other
versions of the story she more explicitly mentions his preaching on the
covenant1574 and even reminds Van Katwijk how he had repeatedly said, “It is
for you and your seed”1575. Van Katwijk appreciates how an illiterate woman
like Carolina Wijngaards completely depends on preaching and teaching1576.
Carolina Wijngaards possibly also threatens to leave the church, if Maria is not
allowed to take Communion1577. Van Katwijk recalls how he quickly left1578. He
and the other office bearers can not match her conviction1579, as they feel she
is completely right1580.
4.3.11. Consulting pastors and professors
Nevertheless their challenge remained how to solve the situation. Van Katwijk
mentions congregational meetings which were organized in response to the
question1581. There is no trace of additional congregational or male members’
1571

“We talked about it: what must we do? I would have to go there,” Van der Veer (1984), 2. (my
translation).
Van den Brink and Van der Kwast (1992), 224.
1573
“Ja, daar preekt U ’s zondags toch altijd over. U zegt altijd dat God ook van onze kinderen houdt. Nu als
God van mij houdt, dan houdt Hij ook van Marietje. En daarom neem ik haar mee. Ze hoort er toch ook bij?”
Van der Veer (1984), 2.
1574
Jan van Katwijk, conversation with author, autumn 1997.
1575
“Blijkbaar was het “U en Uw zaad” bij haar in de ziel verzonken,” Van Katwijk (1966), 6. Van Deursen
(1998). Cf. Gen. 17:7 etc.
1576
“... omdat dit schaap van Christus Jezus analfabete is. Ons zeggen is vaak: ze kan niet lezen, ze kan niet
schrijven, ze kan alleen maar geloven. Als we onze Bijbelkringavonden hebben ligt voor haar de Bijbel dicht.
In haar geval geldt het dat wij, als haar broeders en zusters, haar het Woord moeten openen. Ze moet alles
van horen zeggen hebben. U zult verstaan dat onze verantwoordelijkheid daarin groot is. Het luistert juist
bij haar zo nauw. Zij mist het vermogen als de mensen van Berea om later thuis te onderzoeken of deze
dingen alzo zijn. Wel, zij dan heeft uit wat zij hoorde, hoewel in de Zondagse samenkomsten niet gesproken
was over de kinderen behoren ook aan de dis des Verbonds, zij heeft uit wat de Schriften leren blijkbaar
begrepen: Maria mag ook aan tafel,” Van Katwijk (1966), 5.
1577
She said “Als zij niet binnen [mag PGS] dan kom ik ook niet mee,” remembers Gerard Wijngaards, son of
Carolina, from the stories he has heard. Interview with author, November, 2012.
1578
“Toen ben ik maar haastig weggegegaan,” Van der Veer (1984), 2.
1579
Van den Brink and Van der Kwast (1992), 224.
1580
“Maar ja, het is eigenlijk helemaal waar,” Van der Veer (1984), 2.
1581
“We zijn toen gemeentevergaderingen gaan houden,” Van der Veer (1984), 2.
1572
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meetings in the archives of the church, nor of the subject being on the agenda
in the minutes of the regular meetings. Considering that the congregation had
approximately sixty members and that only professing male members had
voting rights, these extra meetings likely were rather informal meetings of the
church ‘patriarchs’, of whom there were less than a dozen. A few fundamental
questions were asked: How should the Lord’s Supper really be? What does
Scripture say about that? What does history say about it? Where does public
profession of faith come from? That’s where it is stated that thus one receives
admission to the Lord’s Supper1582.
Van Katwijk is given the task to consult with some pastors about the
questions, especially the last question: where does public profession of faith
come from? Van Katwijk approaches eight pastors from the Reformed
Churches liberated, one professor from the Reformed Churches in the
Netherlands and one professor from the Netherlands Reformed Church1583.
The latter was probably Professor Hendrik Jonker1584, one of the first
Netherlands Reformed theologians suggesting that children should be
included in the sacrament of the Lord’s Supper, late 1961 or early 19621585.
4.3.12. The Dutch church in London
All ten answer that they do not know for sure where public profession of faith
originated 1586. The Netherlands Reformed professor suggests that the origins
can be traced to the first Dutch refugee church in London. In the days of the
Reformation many people from Flanders sought refuge in England. The church
they instituted started to require public profession of faith because there
were so many among those refugees who had fled because of relational or
business trouble and not because of the new doctrine1587. The story of the

1582
“Hoe zit het eigenlijk met het Avondmaal? Wat zegt de Schrift daarover? Wat zegt de geschiedenis
ervan? Waar komt het doen van openbare geloofsbelijdenis vandaan? Daar wordt immer gesteld: Aldus
toegang krijgend tot de Maaltijd des Heren,” Van der Veer (1984), 2.
1583
“Ik kreeg de opdracht om één en ander na te vragen bij een aantal predikanten. Ik heb dat gedaan bij 8
vrijgemaakte, 1 synodaal gereformeerde en 1 hervormde professor. Alle tien heb ik de vraag voorgelegd:
Waar komt het doen van openbare geloofsbelijdenis vandaan?” Van der Veer (1984), 2f.
1584
Jan van Katwijk, conversation with author, autumn 1997.
1585
H. Jonker, Liturgische Oriëntatie: Gesprekken over de eredienst (Wageningen: Zomer & Keuning, n.d.),
133.
1586
“Van alle tien kregen we hetzelfde antwoord: Dat weten we niet precies,” Van der Veer (1984), 3.
1587
“Waarschijnlijk heeft die hervormde professor de vraag het beste beantwoord. Hij vermoedde dat het
ontstaan is in de Engelse vluchtelingenkerk. In de tijd van de reformatie zijn er veel mensen uit Vlaanderen
gevlucht naar Engeland. Die hebben daar een kerk geinstitueerd. Daar waren de predikanten à Lasco en
Maarten Mikronius. Er bleek dat er veel mensen overgestoken waren naar Engeland, niet vanwege de
nieuwe leer, maar omdat ze moeite hadden met de vrouw of zakelijke moeiten. Dus er zat veel ‘vuil’ volk
tussen. Ds. Mikronius stelde daarom voor om alle gemeenteleden voo de kerkenraad te laten komen om
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Dutch Church in London seems to have intrigued Jan van Katwijk. His copy of
the book De Hollandsche Vreemdelingen-Gemeente te Londen1588 shows the
marks of intensive reading1589. Remarkably, both congregations provided
catechism for youth starting at the age of five1590, and such practice might
suggest that Jan van Katwijk’s interest in this congregation predated his
conversation with Jonker. Possibly this first Dutch, Reformed congregation in
the eyes of Van Katwijk shared its original unspoiled character with the first
apostolic church of Acts 2.
4.3.13. Scripture studied
As much as Van Katwijk appreciates the answer by Jonker, none of the
answers satisfies the church council1591. Therefore the question remains, and
Scripture is once again searched for answers1592. The brothers come to the
conclusion that Scripture nowhere closes the table to children1593 and that the
Bible does not know about public profession of faith as means to be admitted
to the table1594. The participation of the children of Israel in the Passover and
the fact that covenant children are equal to these children of Israel has great
significance for the Rijsbergen congregation1595. The brothers come to the
understanding that the reference of the Lord’s Supper form to 1 Corinthians
11 regarding eating and drinking condemnation is fundamentally incorrect
and that the required discernment does not exclude children1596. They also
feel encouraged by the practice of the earliest Christian churches, where
publiek hun geloof te belijden. Volgens die hervormde professor ligt daar waarschijnlijk de oorsprong. Maar
hij wist het niet zeker,” Van der Veer (1984), 3.
1588
M. Woudstra, De Hollandsche Vreemdelingen-Gemeente te Londen: gedurende de eerste jaren van haar
bestaan (Groningen: Wolters, 1908).
1589
We received his copy as a personal gift. Underlining, marginal notes, and exclamation marks reveal
intensive reading.
1590
Minutes, Manslidmatenvergadering RCL Rijsbergen, March 5, 1959, decision 6.
1591
Van den Brink and Van der Kwast (1992), 224.
1592
“We hebben ons daarna weer afgevraagd: Wat zegt de Schrift ervan?” Van der Veer (1984), 3.
1593
E.g. “het voor velen onzer reeds duidelijk was dat de Schrift nergens de tafel toesloot voor de kinderen,”
Van Katwijk (1966), 5.
1594
E.g. “Dat de Bijbel van een doen van Openbere belijdenis als middel om toegelaten te worden niet
afweet,” Van Katwijk (1966), 5.
1595
E.g. “We dachten aan het Pascha. Daar zitten de kinderen erbij. Hoe oud waren die kinderen?
Uiteindelijk hebben we gezegd: We zien geen enkel bezwaar om de kinderen mee te laten vieren. Als het
kinderen van Gods verbond zijn dan zien wij ze niet anders dan de kinderen in Israël destijds, die aan de
viering van het Pascha meededen, ja zelfs móésten meedoen.” Van der Veer (1984), 3. “We begrepen reeds
lang dat waar in Israël ook de jonge kinderen mee aanzaten als de opstanding uit de Egyptsische dood werd
herdacht (...) de tegenwoordige Avondmaalspraktijk eenvoudig een na-apostolische nieuwigheid was,” Van
Katwijk (1966), 5.
1596
E.g. “We begrepen voorts dat het beroep in het z.g. Avondmaalsformulier op 1 Cor. 11 terzake van het
zich 'ten oordeel eten en drinken' door en door onjuist was.” “Hadden wij haar met een verkeerd beroep op
1 Corinthe 11 moeten zeggen dat haar dochtertje nog niet onderscheiden kon? Waarom wij in de
Gereformeerde wereld spreken van 'tot onderscheid van jaren gekomen zijn’?” Van Katwijk (1966), 5,6.
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mothers took their infants to the table1597. Van Katwijk will later emphasize
that welcoming children at the table is not a novelty1598. The church
community is perceived in covenantal terms, and “[w]ords such as ‘admission’
and ‘barring’ do not belong in a covenantal community”1599. The Lord’s Table is
understood accordingly as “the table at which the congregation, and not a
certain part of it, together remembers the death of Christ”1600. Van Katwijk
feels that “the celebration of the Lord’s Supper never should have been
eclipsed behind the very dangerous word sacrament, a word which is alien to
the Bible”1601.
4.3.14. The Spirit of the Lord and a congregational meeting
At the third congregational meeting on March 28, 1962, the deliberations and
discussion come to a conclusion. Van den Brink and Van der Kwast write: “In
the end the church council decided to leave it to parents whether or not to
celebrate the Lord’s Supper as a whole family. The parents were responsible
and would be taught in the doctrine of the covenant. An explicit decision to
admit children, has never been made, nor a decision to discard the public
profession of faith”1602. The documents confirm that an explicit decision has
not been recorded in any minutes. But they do suggest that a decision was
made by consensus in the congregational meeting. Sofie van Katwijk seems to
have experienced this harmony and consensus as sign that the Spirit of the
Lord rested on this meeting1603. The feeling that God’s own work could be
recognized in these developments was shared by many in the
congregation1604.
1597

“We begrepen (...) dat waar in de vroege Christengemeenten moeders zelfs hun schootkinderen
meenamen naar de Dis, de tegenwoordige Avondmaalspraktijk eenvoudig een na-apostolische nieuwigheid
was,” Van Katwijk (1966), 5. Sofie van Katwijk registers this argument in her diary notes on the 3rd
congregational meeting.
1598
Van Katwijk (1966), passim.
1599
“En dat woorden als toelaten en afhouden in de Verbonds gemeente duidelijk niet thuishoorden,” Van
Katwijk (1966), 5.
1600
“Maar dat wij positief uit de Heilige Schriften verstonden wat de tafel des Heren is, namelijk de tafel
waaraan de gemeente, en niet een zeker deel daarvan, gezamenlijk de dood van Christus gedenkt,” Van
Katwijk (1966), 6.
1601
“Dat verder de viering van het Avondmaal nooit had mogen worden verduisterd achter het
Bijbelvreemde en zeer gevaarlijke woord sacrament,” Van Katwijk (1966), 5.
1602
Van den Brink and Van der Kwast (1992), 224.
1603
“We mogen terugzien op een saamhorige avond waar kennelijk de Geest des Heren op rustte,” Sofie
van Katwijk, diary, Wednesday March 28, 1962.
1604
Hence probably Jan van Katwijk’s testimony (“getuigenis”) of God’s action and not defense of human
decisions to Classis. “Wij wilden allereerst met nadruk stellen dat wat wij te zeggen hebben geen
verdediging is van wat Uw broeders en zusters te Rijsbergen in hun gemeentelijke praktijk hebben gedaan
en doen, nog minder een verantwoording van hun doen of laten, maar dat wij slechts getuigenis willen
geven, van wat naar onze diepste overtuiging, de Heer der gemeente ten onzent heeft gedaan en doet. Het
zal in dit getuigenis en in de discussie die daar uiteraard op volgen zal uitsluitend mogen gaan over Zijn
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4.3.15. It is the Lord’s Passover
When on Sunday April 29, 1962 the first Lord’s Supper celebration takes place
where children are not just tolerated but are officially welcomed, Jan van
Katwijk preaches on Exodus 12: 1-10 with a sermon titled “It is the Lord’s
Passover”1605.
The denominational discussion which is ignited within the Reformed Churches
liberated and which, after the denomination splits, continues in the Dutch
Reformed Churches, is the subject of another part of this dissertation. Both
the opposition within the classis against Rijsbergen’s decisions and also the
procedures that follow deserve a separate study1606. I will now focus on the
developments from the perspective of visitors to the congregation and of the
interviewed members and former members.
4.3.16. The visitors’ perspective
Over the course of years Rijsbergen welcomed many visitors: at first
Protestants who would go on holidays in the Roman Catholic south or fellow
believers from a network of like-minded congregations, then journalists who
found out about the developments in Rijsbergen, and in their wake Christians
from all over the country, professors and students, sometimes as many as fifty
guests on a Sunday1607. Some of these visitors to the congregation will provide
werk,” Van Katwijk (1966),1. Van Katwijk makes the discussion almost impossible by framing the
developments as God’s work. Ironically, this is exactly how some had framed the denomination’s split or
liberation of 1944 as God’s work, making critical self-reflection on this denominational history almost
impossible. In retrospect Arie Ruis comments “in many things the direct guidance of God was experienced,”
interview with author, October 19, 2012. Later qualifications of these developments as experiment would
therefore certainly do no justice to the congregation’s intention or perception of the developments. E.g.
W.G. De Vries: “Zo haalde een experiment in de kerk te Rijsbergen zelfs de landelijke pers. Voorganger was
daar een vroegere ouderling van Breda. Afgevaardigden naar de classis werden niet meer gezonden. Men
hield één kerkdienst per zondag. Kinderen namen deel aan de wekelijkse avondmaalsviering,” in De
Vrijmaking in het vuur: Het ontstaan van de Nederlands Gereformeerde Kerken in de jaren zestig (Ermelo,
Woord en Wereld, 1990), 23, 117.
1605
“Het is des Heeren Pascha,” diary Sofie van Katwijk, Sunday, April 29, 1962.
1606
The headlines give a first indication how soon after the first news spread, the opposition started, and
how the congregation’s ‘membership’ of the denomination was at stake. “Kerknieuws: Rijsbergen,”
Gereformeerd Gezinsblad, July 25, 1964; “Voorstel aan classis: Kerk Rijsbergen buiten verband vrijg.
Kerken?” Nieuwe Leidsche Courant, July 27, 1964 (about the opposition by Pastor W. Vreugdenhil of Den
Bosch); “Gereformeerde Kerk? Neen!” Trouw, September 15, 1964 (about the opposition by Pastor Tj.
Boersma of Urk); “Breda en Rijsbergen in geding: Vrijgemaakte classis kan niet vergaderen,” Nieuwe
Leidsche Courant, January 26, 1965; “Vrijgemaakte classis Brabant/Limburg weer samengeroepen,” Nieuwe
Leidsche Courant, May 25, 1965; “Kerknieuws: Classis Noord-Brabant-Limburg en P.S. van het Zuiden,” De
Reformatie, June ...1965 (?) (about classis meeting in which the credentials of the delegates of Breda and
Rijsbergen were not accepted, and the delegates not officially seated); “PS erkent minderheid: Vrijgemaakte
classis uiteengevallen,” Nieuwe Leidsche Courant, June 11, 1966; “Nieuwe eenheid in Zuiden,” Nieuwe
Leidsche Courant, September 16, 1967.
1607
Van der Veer (1984), 7.
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eyewitness reports in national newspapers, denominational periodicals and
even women’s magazines.
A visitor describes the practice in 1963: “Every Sunday the congregation sits
around the table with the children to use bread and wine together, according
to the word of Paul. How simple and how relaxed. No form and no old and
outdated expressions. Together faith was professed with the 12 articles. Psalm
and hymn completed everything in that remarkable (and so hard to express)
unique fashion. The whole service had that nice, unpretentious, pleasant
character, which inspires someone - who over the course of years has felt
numbed by the dark décor and set choice of words and phrases - to new active
experience. Rijsbergen brings to the forefront the essence of faith and
simulates personal contact with God which is otherwise suffocated under so
many human outward appearances. Here tradition does not have the final
say”1608.
An article in the national Christian newspaper Trouw of September 5, 1964,
also gives an impression of the praxis as it develops: “The reading of ‘the law’
is not part of it anymore. The sermon is rather short and after that the Holy
Supper is celebrated – every Sunday –. All attend, that is the expectation: also
visitors from outside the congregation and children as well, down to the very
small ones”1609.
Several of the eyewitness reports from those years pay specific attention to
children taking bread and wine and to the support provided to younger
children by their parents. “The older children at the Supper table are able to
take bread from the plate and to hold the cup with wine, in the case of youth
of five and six years father and mother help out and hold the cup at the mouth
of children”1610. “The school youth takes bread and wine themselves,
preschoolers of about five years are being supported by father or mother with
taking the bread or holding the cup”1611. “I saw the parents go with their
1608

W. van Rheenen and P. Aalbersberg, “Rijsbergen een Oase!” Contact (October 26, 1963): 11-12.
“Het voorlezen van “de wet”is er echter niet meer bij. De prediking is vrij kort en daarna wordt – elke
zondag – het Heilig Avondmaal gevierd. Allen gaan aan, zo wordt er verwacht; ook bezoekers van buiten de
gemeente en ook de kinderen, tot en met de heel kleintjes.” “’t Is een doodgewone christelijke gemeente:
In Rijsbergen gaan kleuters naar het heilig avondmaal en is er geen catechisatie,” Trouw, September 5,
1964.
1610
“De oudere kinderen aan de avondmaalstafel kunnen zelf al brood van de schaal nemen en de beker
met wijn vasthouden, bij de jeugd van vijf en zes jaar helpen vader of moeder even en houden de beker aan
de mond van de kinderen,” “Terug naar de oergestalte van de christelijke gemeente,” De Rotterdammer,
Nieuwe Haagsche Courant, Nieuwe Leidsche Courant, Dordts Dagblad, July 18, 1964.
1611
“De schooljeugd neemt zelf al brood en wijn; bij kleuters vcan een jaar of vijf helpen vader of moeder
wel met het nemen van brood of het vasthouden van de beker,” “’t Is een doodgewone christelijke
1609
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children and it moved me whenever such a tiny toddler received a little piece of
bread in its mouth out of the hands of father or mother, and some drops from
the cup were being drunk”1612.
The chronicle writer of the Netherlands Reformed Gereformeerd Weekblad
quotes a mother’s eyewitness report as published in a women’s magazine:
“Some time ago I received a clipping, if I am not mistaken from the magazine
Prinses1613, in which a mother tells about her experience when she participated
in the Lord’s Supper with her husband and children of 9, 7 and 5 years old in a
church in Noord-Brabant. They were on holidays. The mother writes: We knew
that the Supper was celebrated with children, but did not intend to participate.
Why? I don’t know. Unfamiliar possibly? After the liturgy and sermon, which
fascinated us, the invitation to the Table followed. Guests and their children
included. Before the service we had already met with the pastor. He knew that
just because of the children we did not want to come to the Table. He already
said to us then: Oh, when you see it, it will be so normal! We were seated
rather in the back and therefore we saw how things went at the first Table. But
our second said: Neat, eh, mom that we are allowed to here. I did not dare to
just say no and asked: Do you think that’s neat, son! What does it mean? His
answer: well, you may join Lord Jesus at table. And our oldest son said: Daddy,
we are allowed here as well, do you see? We felt all our objections melt away
and participated. The children sat at the table very reverently; the children
that participated every week, just as much. The little ones were supported; the
taller ones took for themselves. I have not often experienced the celebration of
the Supper as intense as there. After the service we talked with several people.
There were Reformed article 31, Netherlands Reformed, Reformed (RCN, PGS)
and Lutherans. In that way they started to work together in Brabant”1614.
4.3.17. The members’ perspective
More important than the perspectives of the visitors are the perspectives of
the members of this congregation. Prior to my research I had the privilege of
meeting several of the older members in my role as pastor of the church of
Rijsbergen. By the time my research had started the only adult charter
member I could interview was Sofie van Katwijk, who at her late age had
gemeente: In Rijsbergen gaan kleuters naar het heilig avondmaal en is er geen catechisatie,” Trouw,
September 5, 1964.
1612
“Ik zag de ouders gaan met hun kinderen en het ontroerde me als zo'n kleine peuter uit de handen van
vader of moeder een stukje brood in de mond werd gebracht of een enkele druppel uit de beker werd
gedronken,” J. Jansen “Ingezonden Rijsbergen,” Contact 18, no. 17 (September 17, 1966).
1613
Prinses was a weekly Christian women’s magazine, which was published from 1961 until 1974.
1614
Kroniekschrijver (pseudonym of A. Vroegindewey), “Kleine Kroniek,” Gereformeerd Weekblad 70, no. 35
(September 6, 1969): 4-5 / 276-277.

237

Paedocommunion in the Dutch Reformed Tradition
become somewhat forgetful. Fortunately I was able to interview several of the
charter members who were children at the time and in addition several others
who joined in later years.
4.3.18. Emotions and feelings
Dick de Wild, brother in law of Marinus Meijwaard, shares how, before they
came to Brabant the brothers in law and their siblings already felt discontent
with the church in Sliedrecht and that church’s spiritual climate. Van Katwijk’s
testimony and anecdotes shared by the interviewed children of the Sliedrecht
families illustrate how the move across the river and into another spiritual
climate was experienced as liberating. Leaving this church climate was
inseparably connected with taking distance from their father and father-in-law
Pastor Overduin, as daughter Linda suggests1615. But as much as their
discontent had helped them to leave Sliedrecht and its spiritual climate, and
as much as Van Katwijk’s Bible studies and preaching had convinced them,
getting used to the new spiritual climate still took time. In similar ways their
Bible studies on the covenant and on the position of children within the
covenant had prepared them to welcome children at the table. Nevertheless,
the shock was great when Carolina Wijngaards took her daughter Maria to the
Lord’s Supper. Arie Ruis’ perception was that Jan van Katwijk took great pride
in Carolina Wijngaard and her daughter as the first Roman Catholics who had
been reached by the Reformed Church and touched by his preaching. Such
feelings suggest the stakes were high when the issue of children at the Lord’s
Supper may have also meant the risk of losing them. Both the Bible studies
and preaching which had prepared them for the great consensus on
welcoming covenant children to the Table, as well as the perceived blessing of
the Holy Spirit may explain why, instead of emotional clashes, harmony and
other positive feelings seemed to set the tone within the congregation during
this process. As we will see this contrasts with the strong emotions which we
come across in the discussion on the issue in the national denominational
periodicals. The congregation, and especially Jan van Katwijk to whom most
letters were addressed1616, did suffer from what they experienced as
nationwide discrimination, despise, insult and defamation within the
denomination1617. During those same years some of the congregation
1615

It is interesting that some new members had to go through a similar process of breaking with the
tradition that they had grown up with at home as part of embracing the paedocommunion practice of
Rijsbergen as well as part of a personal spiritual renewal.
1616
Van der Veer (1984), 4f. Unfortunately Jan van Katwijk ended up burning most letters in his stove, when
it became impossible to answer all of them.
1617
“En wat ons te Rijsbergen aangaat - op allerlei manier gediscrimineerd, beledigd en belasterd - wij
heffen met volle vrijmoedigheid de belijdenis van psalm 119 op : wij zijn wel klein, veracht maar niet
verleid, wij vergeten in smaad noch armoe Gods bevelen,” Van Katwijk (1966), 10.

238

Chapter 4 The Introduction of Paedocommunion into Congregations
members also suffered from the treatment by some of the Roman
Catholics1618, in contrast to the practical support of the Roman Catholic Pastor
Van Oosterhout, which the congregation received with appreciation, and in
contrast to the good relations with a number of Roman Catholic nuns1619.
The — now matured — children remember the emotions of those days in a
range from excitement about the first personal participation in the Lord’s
Supper at age nine with the dedication of the new building in 19621620, to a
sense of security and belonging which was experienced in the congregation, to
feelings of jealousy that Roman Catholic girl friends received gifts and wore
beautiful dresses at their first Communion. At the table Van Katwijk would
often spontaneously let a child read Scripture or ask a child to explain what
the Lord’s Supper was. This filled some children with pride, others with fear
and trembling. The emphasis on reconciliation and on the consequences for
those who failed to reconcile before coming to the table could also fill children
with a sense of awe.
Among those of the next generation who joined the church later in life, pride
and gratitude for the remarkable history is expressed. Some, who wanted to
participate in their youth but could not, express gratitude that at least their
children are now allowed.
4.3.19. Obligations and ethics
In the Dutch Reformed tradition the spirit of Reformation is valued whereas
the spirit of (especially the French) revolution is often detested1621. This may
explain why Jan van Katwijk stresses that the changes regarding the Lord’s
Supper did not originate in a revolutionary spirit but were a matter of
continued reformation.
Within the congregation, church order and denominational procedures carried
little weight in the process. Within classis and the wider denomination, many
raised objections to this disregard of church order. To some it seemed clear
1618

In April 1963 the church prays for a young Roman Catholic woman who dates one of the young men of
the congregation and who is discriminated by Roman Catholics as she has refused to take Communion in
the Roman Catholic Church. Diary, Sofie van Katwijk, April 14, 1963. A story about the same girl or young
woman illustrates the nature of this suffering: One day she is chased by youth from the village, who throw
stones at her. She escapes the threat by seeking refuge in the home of Van Katwijk.
1619
Jan Hendriks, ed., Kijken met andere ogen: Een rondreis langs open en gastvrije kerken (Kampen, Kok,
2004), 92.
1620
Some of the small children were kept at home in the afternoon services. Now there would be only one
morning service with weekly celebration of the Lord’s Supper.
1621
Illustrative of this is the name Anti Revolutionary Party for the Christian political party.
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that the congregation has disregarded church order1622 or proper
denominational procedures to change that church order. But the perception
of many in the congregation is that others were to blame for their loss of trust
in church order and in the fairness of classes and synods.
Though the freedom of parents to let their children participate has been
expressed over and over again, most of the interviewees do not know of
members who did not allow their children to participate. Certainly that did not
happen in this first decade, except maybe for the first few weeks of a
member’s attendance. Visiting parents were reminded that they are free to
choose to take their children along, but at the same time there has also been
a strong emphasis on the privilege and responsibility, or the right and duty to
come to the Table as the Lord has commanded1623. Obedience is also key in
the anecdote of little Linda making clear to her father that her participation
would have been true obedience.
Both written documents and the interviewees tell about the importance of
hospitality in the church of Rijsbergen. This hospitality was experienced in the
invitation to guests and children at the Supper but also in the warm personal
welcome by Jan Van Katwijk at the door1624, in drinking coffee after the
service, and in the invitations to guests for a meal in the parsonage.
None of our documents and none of our interviewees mention the matter of
children drinking alcohol as an ethical issue during the period of discussing
and introducing the practice. Serving alcohol does become an issue many
years later, when one of the congregation members has become an alcoholic.
When the council decides to serve grape juice for this member’s sake, one of
the ‘patriarchs’ of the church (and a family member of the alcoholic) who had
been so supportive of the earlier changes now leaves the church in
disagreement. When a son in law of the ‘patriarch’ becomes chair of council,
wine is once again served. Round 2009 an epidemic of the swine flu1625
encourages the congregation to start celebrating the Lord’s Supper with small
cups. The opportunity is seized to serve both wine and grape juice. It is only
afterwards that some parents express how they appreciate that their children
1622

Esp. Church Order, art. 61.
“Ieder Christenmens dat in de samenkomst der gemeente komt heeft direct de plicht en het recht mee
aan te zitten. Omdat de Heer daartoe verplicht en het recht geeft,” Van Katwijk (1966), 8.
1624
E.g. “Ieder die binnengaat krijgt van hem (Br. V. Katwijk) de hand en een enkel woordje. Of je nu 2 jaar
bent of over de 70, als de herder komt hij je tegemoet,” J. Jansen, “Ingezonden Rijsbergen,” Contact 18, no.
17 (September 17, 1966). Also emphasized in the interview with Kees Kurpershoek who has welcomed
people at the door himself for the last couple of decades.
1625
Commonly known in the Netherlands as “Mexicaanse griep.”
1623
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do not have to drink wine anymore in order to participate1626. Once again a
member of the early days stops participating in the Lord’s Supper, having
great objections against the fact that the shared cup is not used anymore1627.
4.3.20. Roles and rule
Thus far I have examined the personal role of a number of the individuals in
this particular story. However, it is striking in studying the available
documents and analyzing the interviews how many people have played keyroles, such that speaking of a communal process does more justice to the
story than speaking about individual key roles. This is remarkable considering
several noticeable forms of inequality and potential power imbalances. The
council of three consisted of people who had all sorts of power. Van Katwijk
was perceived as a charismatic man with a booming voice and a commanding
presence. Meijwaard and Overduin were owners of the local meat cannery.
Yet it is not at council but the congregational meeting at which the crucial
decision seems to have been made; a congregational meeting of which only
the contribution of the custodian, Derk Adam is recorded1628. Women were
not allowed to be office bearers and had no voting rights; therefore the
congregational meeting is most often referred to as male members’ meeting,
“manslidmaten vergadering”1629. Yet Carolina and Maria Wijngaards, a mother
and her daughter, put the issue on the agenda and in important ways
contributed to this historical change1630. The individual stories confirm how
the relationships between parents and children were marked by authority. Yet
young children such as Linda Overduin and teenagers such as Dick Vermeulen
paved the way for children at the Lord’s Supper in their conversations with
adults. With a reference to Psalm 8, where the mouth of children is
instrument in God’s victorious work, father Overduin concludes the story of
his daughter Linda: “It is beautiful when children listen to their parents, but let
us never forget to listen to them as well”1631.

1626

The practice of serving wine or grape juice in small cups was not widely spread in the Netherlands.
There seems to have been a significant amount of churches who introduce this form of celebration because
of the swine flu. S.F. Tiggelaar published a popularised version of her master’s thesis on the subject: Eén
Heer, één tafel, één beker: Is het drinken uit één Heilig Avondmaalsbeker ethisch beoordeeld vanuit medisch,
bijbels, historisch en communaal perspectief, opgeefbaar of niet? (Zoetermeer: Free Musketeers, 2012).
1627
Dick de Wild (member since January 1963), interview with author, October 2012.
1628
Diary, Sofie van Katwijk, March 28, 1962. Van der Veer (1984), 4.
1629
Charter member Marianne van Zanten-Vermeulen says during the interview: “And I think they started
to research that. And then they, those people, well just the men, they came to the conclusion that etc.
etc.,” interview with author, October 2012.
1630
Van Katwijk speaks about “when our sister led us,” (“toen onze zuster ons voorging,”) Van Katwijk
(1966), 6.
1631
Overduin (1984), 23.
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4.3.21. Vision and theology
Many interviewees confirm the high priority given to what Scripture says. The
sense that God was working through this continued unexpected reformation
and the sense that the Spirit rested on their harmonious congregational
discussions and consensus, should not be disconnected from the priority of
Scripture; the guidance of the Word and Spirit belonged together. The
perceived significance of the Old Testament Passover was also related to Van
Katwijk’s love for the Jewish people, suggests Dick Vermeulen. This is reflected
in the specific messianic Jewish material which was used by the congregation
to study the Lord’s Supper.1632 Within the New Testament, the church of Acts
2 had great significance. Interviewees and supporting documents suggest that
the four characteristics of the Acts 2 church guided this Rijsbergen
congregation in shaping its identity. The answer to another important
question, “How did the first Christians do that,” was sought in Scripture and
early church history1633. Discussion about the meaning of 1 Corinthians 11 was
important in the early days and in later years when the congregation reflected
on the Lord’s Supper1634. The only interviewee to address the text was Pastor
Drop. Jo Merx and other interviewees allude to Bible texts on Jesus’ treatment
of children1635, Van Katwijk to Jesus and Him crucified1636, emphasizing what
Jesus accomplished on the cross on our behalf.
As confirmed by the interviews, an emphasis on the covenant and its solid
promises played an important role in the story of Rijsbergen. What remains
intriguing is how this familiar covenantal message had unfamiliar
consequences when it was embraced by the Roman Catholic Carolina
Wijngaards. Baptism of infants is also mentioned by several interviewees as an
argument for the administration of the Supper to children. Van Katwijk and
some of his successors even seem to use the argument for administration of
the Supper to infants.

1632
A.U. Michelson, Het Joodse Paasfeest en het Avondmaal des Heren (Amsterdam: Hebreeuwse
Evangelische Vereniging, n.d.), originally published as Arthur Uriah Michelson, The Jewish Passover and the
Lord’s Supper (Los Angeles: Jewish Hope: 1936 or 1939). The booklet was used in the days of Van Katwijk,
but it is unclear whether the Dutch translation was already available and used during the discussion on
children at the Lord’s Supper, see Age Bakker, Bezinning op het avondmaal (Rijsbergen: Kerkenraad
Nederlands Gereformeerde Kerk Rijsbergen, 2001), 3.
1633
In 1966 Van Katwijk refers to W. Moll, Geschiedenis van het kerkelijk leven der christenen gedurende de
zes eerste eeuwen: Tweede deel, 2nd ed. (Leyden: Noothoven van Goor, 1857), 239f. In chapter XXIX Moll
deals with the question who administered the Supper ceremony and who participated in it.
1634
Bakker (2001).
1635
Matt. 18: 3 “unless you change and become like little children, you will never enter the kingdom of
heaven” and 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.”
1636
1 Cor. 2:2.
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The priority of Scripture is underlined by the almost complete absence of
positive references to history and tradition, except when referring to the early
days of the Christian Church, of the Dutch Reformed church in London, and of
the Reformed Church liberated in 1944. The same seems true of the
confessions1637. The influence of pastors and other theologians is undeniable,
but remains mostly unmentioned.
The congregation’s vision for the Supper and its vision and experience of what
it means to be a church are related. Van Katwijk, but also more recent
members such as Arjan and Helena van der Steen, emphasizes how the whole
congregation celebrates the Lord’s Supper. Class, age, or denominational
background is never reason for exclusion. The experience of the congregation
as one tight knit community within an often-hostile denomination and Roman
Catholic culture may have strengthened this conviction. The sacrament is
perceived as the Lord’s Supper and not the church’s Supper; those who guard
the table should be careful not to hinder the Lord. The Supper is an image of
grace which is as essential for life as food and drink. Christa remembers how
Van Katwijk was able to teach children how the Supper was all about grace, a
grace that young and old could not do without. Many interviewees stress that
the Lord’s Supper is an essential part of a complete service. This is not just a
liturgical matter of following the pattern of the first Christians, but closely
linked to the weekly, if not daily, need for grace. Christa: “In fact, you need it
every day, so how arrogant to suggest celebrating it only once a month.”
When the church introduced monthly seeker-targeted services in the nineties
and played with the idea of skipping the Supper celebration during those
services, Sofie van Katwijk successfully pled for weekly celebrations, stressing
the missionary significance of the Lord’s Supper in making non-believers
hunger and thirst for grace.
Finally, the Van Katwijks lived with strong eschatological expectations. A sky
filled with cumulus clouds would often make Sofie van Katwijk express her
longing for Jesus to return on the clouds. Jan van Katwijk was quite convinced
that he would live to see the day of Christ’s return. This makes it remarkable
that the only eschatological notion I found was Sofie closing her diary notes on
that crucial congregational meeting with the word: Maranatha!

1637

Note how in the denominational discussions for example Visee would also go back to the time and
context in which the Heidelberg Catechism originated, in support of the admission of younger children at
the table.
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4.3.22. Children
Van Katwijk mentions in his testimony how, even before Carolina Wijngaards
came to the table, the position of children in the church had been discussed a
lot. The position of the child was viewed in covenantal terms. Not what a child
experienced, or what a child had done, determined their status, but what had
happened to Christ and what Christ had done “in the year 33.” Arie Ruis
remembers how his father called him “firewood for hell” when they still
attended the conservative pietistic Christian Reformed Church in Sliedrecht,
and he remembers how the doctrine of grace as taught in Rijsbergen
completely changed his father.
Other kinds of special attention for children are remarkably absent in the early
years of Rijsbergen’s history. No pedagogical arguments are recorded in the
documents or remembered by the interviewees. In the beginning of its history
no activities other than nursery and weekly catechism teaching is offered to
the children. It is fair to notice that most of the interviewed children
nevertheless felt quite involved in the congregational life, and in other ways
experienced a strong sense of belonging.
It could be tempting to speculate how developments may have been
influenced1638 by the fact that Van Katwijk and his wife remained without
children1639 or by the high number of children in the other families, but none
of the interviewees or documents help to substantiate such speculations.
4.3.23. Context and culture
Those with superficial knowledge of the church of Rijsbergen might be
tempted to explain its pioneering role in welcoming children at the Lord’s
Supper solely on the basis of its roots in the Reformed Church liberated with
its strong covenantal emphasis. But that would do no justice to the more
complex interplay between the different denominational backgrounds,
convictions, and customs of the members of this church. The fact that two of
the three council members had been raised in conservative pietistic
denominations and were son and son-in-law of one of its pastors could just as
well have led to developments in a different direction. With Carolina
Wijngaards as a third party, complexity increases. The three children, who in
different ways raised the questions, represent these same three parties.
Listening to Van Katwijk, one almost gets the impression that a covenantal
1638

Carolina Wijngaards had fourteen children; the Vermeulen family had fourteen children. On the day the
decision on children at the Lord’s Supper was taken a family with 9 children joined the church.
1639
Until they became foster parents.
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message aimed at Overduin and Meijwaard had unforeseen consequences
when it was embraced and applied by Roman Catholic Carolina Wijngaards. It
is interesting how Van Katwijk mentions Wijngaards’ Roman Catholic
background, but stresses how her action flowed from her acceptance of this
covenantal message. Interviewees more readily acknowledge how her Roman
Catholic background explains her action, though nobody questions that she
defended her action with an appeal to Van Katwijk’s covenantal preaching.
The introduction of children at the Lord’s Supper happened in a church with
an ‘ecumenical’ mixture of backgrounds and in a church with a high exposure
to its Roman Catholic context. The introduction of children also coincided with
welcoming all Christ believers to the table in a very ecumenical spirit. Some of
the trailblazers in the Reformed Churches in the Netherlands are also found in
this same Roman Catholic context of the province Noord-Brabant1640. Yet in
contrast to other stories of paedocommunion pioneers this ecumenical spirit
and exposure to Roman Catholicism did not mean that there was openness to
or appreciation of Roman Catholic theology at that time. Mario suggests
another relationship between the practice and this context of the church
when he says that new members may feel differently about the necessity of
weekly celebrations, because the church is not perceived as a little island in a
Roman Catholic world anymore1641.
Rijsbergen was one of those first pioneer churches found in many different
countries and introducing paedocommunion in approximately the same era as
one another. The documents and interviewees all suggest that this happened
without an awareness of any of those other pioneers. Likely, something in the
international context or more precisely something in Western culture did play
an important role in these developments, even if none of those who played a
role in the local process were aware of the larger context.
4.3.24. Catechetical and liturgical frames
Articles in newspapers1642 and periodicals1643 give the impression that
catechism teaching came to an end with the decision to welcome children at

1640

The Reformed Church (RCN) of Eindhoven-Noord (Woensel) under the leadership of Pastor G.H. Harms
and the Reformed Church (NRC/RCN) of Geldrop under the leadership of Pastor B.J. Aalbers, writer of the
book Kinderen aan het avondmaal. Gemeentetoerusting 7. (Kampen: Kok, 1971).
1641
Compare David Holeton who writes “Whenever the church has come to see itself as a small, gathered,
Eucharistic community, the community of all the baptized quickly becomes a real question.” “Similarly,
when the church sees itself as established, encompassing the whole of society, there is little question of
communicating all the baptized,” Holeton (1995), 35.
1642
E.g. “Terug naar de oergestalte van de christelijke gemeente,” De Rotterdammer, Nieuwe Haagsche
Courant, Nieuwe Leidsche Courant, Dordts Dagblad, July 18, 1964.
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the table. But this is only true to the extent that after the dedication of the
new building there were no more afternoon services in which the Heidelberg
Catechism was preached. Children were still catechized on a weekly basis1644,
starting at age five. Marianne van Zanten-Vermeulen remembers how the
children of the large Vermeulen family were even catechized in two separate
sessions for sons and daughters1645. What may also be true is that the
Heidelberg Catechism was not the primary content of this education anymore.
In later years, the age for catechism classes once again coincided with high
school age.
Several documents and interviews reveal how parents, but especially Van
Katwijk, would make sure that children understood what the Lord’s Supper
meant. In preparation of his testimony to classis in 1966, Van Katwijk made
several young children write this down1646. Other than the messianic Jewish
booklet, which was used to study the Lord’s Supper, I have not come across
special material made available or developed to provide a catechetical
framework to instruct the children about the Lord’s Supper1647.
Regarding liturgy, the congregation from its earliest beginnings had been
willing to embrace new practices which also had implications for the liturgy,
such as more frequent Supper celebrations and administration of the Lord’s
Supper by non clergy. At the same time the Bible quotes from the Dutch
equivalent of the King James Version, de Statenvertaling, and quotes from the
Genevan Psalter, reveal a liturgy that had very classical, if not conservative,
features. Lord’s Supper continued to be celebrated, with the congregation
seated at large tables near the pulpit1648, with small pieces of bread from tin
plates and wine from shared tin cups1649, and with a Psalm or hymn sung at
the conclusion of each seating. What was new was the weekly frequency.
Teaching on the Lord’s Supper was not provided by reading a form; rather it
was found in sermons on the Supper once in a while, in the Scripture that was
1643

E.g. J.R. Wiskerke, “Goede Gastvrijheid?” De Reformatie 39, no. 43 (August 8, 1964): 337. J. Kamphuis,
“Kerkelijk leven: Kandeleer Kerkverband,” De Reformatie 39, no. 47 (September 12, 1964): 368.
Van Katwijk also taught catechism in the sister congregation of Dordrecht. Kees Kurpershoek, interview
with author, October 2012.
1645
Marianne Van Zanten-Vermeulen, interview with author, October 2012.
1646
“Ik heb hier bij me enige opstellen over het Avondmaal, afkomstig van kinderen beneden de tien jaren.
Ik geef ze U gaarne ter lezing, zo U dat wenst,” Van Katwijk (1966), 7.
1647
Though more standard curriculum used in later years for catechism teaching of the teenagers would
include standard teaching on the Lord’s Supper.
1648
When monthly seeker targeted services were introduced at the end of the century, the congregation
started celebrating the Lord’s Supper with only part of the congregation seated at the tables and the others
in the pews. In 2015 council has suggested to make this into the new standard.
1649
Tin plates and cups as well as a baptismal font were bought a month after the institution. Minutes
council meeting, April 9, 1959.
1644
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always read at the beginning of the Supper celebration, and in short moments
of teaching now and then at the Supper table itself. Including children in these
last two features was especially done in Van Katwijk’s days. In the early days
liturgy was not adapted to children in any other way. Sunday school was
introduced during the tenure of Van der Veer1650.
4.3.25. Significance and consequences
The weekly celebration of the Lord’s Supper with the children and the process
which made such Supper celebration possible, have significance and meaning
in many different ways, as the story above implicitly reveals. But when asked
more specifically about this significance the interviewees speak of the
experience of community, the experience of being comforted and
strengthened by the grace received at the Supper, and the realization of how
grace and reconciliation strengthens the community. The weekly
remembrance of Christ’s sacrifice is described as important for remaining
focused on the heart of the Gospel and for internalizing its message. When
children participate with childlike faith, it is experienced as enriching. For
some, the significance of the responsibility of parents and children has
dramatically increased, by many going to the Supper is experienced as a more
conscious decision, almost like a weekly public profession of faith.
One of the consequences of allowing children at the Lord’s Supper was that
formal public profession of faith did not happen for many years. Especially in
the early years, the professing nature of celebrating the Supper was stressed.
The congregation was so small and the community so closely knit that public
profession of faith may have felt superfluous. Teenagers who expressed a
desire for a public profession of faith to Van Katwijk were encouraged to
profess their faith first in daily life. And even though the public ceremony was
not officially discarded, in practice a public profession of faith did not even
happen when teenagers desired to do so. This changed in later years. Some
consequences of allowing children at the Lord’s Supper were experienced as
family or individually. One set of parents mentions peace at home among
their children as one of the unforeseen consequences of their children being
allowed at the Lord’s Supper and the new emphasis by the parents on
reconciliation. For one of the newer members the process of accepting
children at the Lord’s Supper was closely linked with an experience of renewal
or revitalization of his faith. As less positive consequences, new dilemmas
1650

W. van der Veer pastored the church of Rijsbergen from 1978-1986. Children always first return from
Sunday School before the Lord’s Supper is celebrated. Some remember that even children from the nursery
would be picked up before the Lord’s Supper was celebrated.
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arose, such as the question of whether grandparents should take
grandchildren to the Lord’s Supper when the parents of those grandchildren
were not actively involved in a church. Several interviewees mention the
danger that in a next generation or over the course of time, the awareness of
the meaning of the Lord’s Supper decreases.
4.4. Fourteenth Street Christian Reformed Church, Holland, Michigan1651
4.4.1. A church founded for young people
What must we do to keep our young people in the Christian Reformed Church?
That question asked by the consistory of the Ninth Street Church in 1899 led
to the organization of the first English speaking Christian Reformed
congregation in Holland in 1902: Fourteenth Street Christian Reformed
Church1652. Even before the church is organized, plans were developed to
build a church. The church, built by the Daverman brothers, in all likelihood
had an Akron floor plan with semi-circular seating wrapped around the pulpit
area1653 and no room for a large Lord’s Supper table1654. In the year of its
twenty-fifth anniversary1655 the congregation began to use individual
Communion cups in the service of the Lord’s Supper1656.
4.4.2. Linked to a advocate of young participation
Of its many pastors, Herman Hoeksema, who served the church between 1915
and 1920, is of note. In 1924 he formed the Protestant Reformed Churches,
after a controversy over the doctrine of common grace. During his tenure at
Fourteenth Street, Hoeksema got involved in controversies for refusing to

I would like to express my great appreciation to all those who made my research on 14th Street CRC
possible: Stichting Zonneweelde, the council of 14th Street Christian Reformed Church, Prof. Dr. Jacob &
Leona Nyenhuis, Prof. Dr. Jan Peter Verhave and the interviewees Kristen De Vries, Pastor Marvin Hofman,
Ryan & Bethany Wolter, Paul & Brenda Katerberg, Prof. Dr. Robert J. (Bob) & Laura Keeley, Mary Koster,
Mike & Amy Luce and their children Mason, Audrey and Elijah, Tamara & Matthew Stilwell, their children
Micah, Isaac, Jael, and Rebecca, and their young friend who will remain anonymous, Reanne Walters, Meika
Weiss and her daughters Maryam and Chloe.
1652
G.J. Steggerda, “History of the Fourteenth Street Christian Reformed Church,” in Twenty-Fifth
Anniversary of the Fourteenth Street Chr. Ref. Church Holland, Michigan: 1902 June Twenty-Fifth 1927.
http://babel.hathitrust.org/cgi/pt?id=mdp.39015071424520;view=1up;seq=8;size=125
1653
Harms (2002), 7.
1654
Round this time more and more Christian Reformed congregations start to celebrate the Lord’s Supper
in the pews. Hans Krabbendam, Vrijheid in het verschiet: Nederlandse emigratie naar Amerika 1840-1940
(Hilversum: Verloren, 2006), 130.
1655
On March 27, 1927.
1656
Steggerda (1927), 8.
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display the American flag during the church services1657 and also for stressing
Christian education and orthodoxy1658. Later, in 1952, Hoeksema will be
among the first who write in support of participation in the Lord’s Supper at a
much younger age1659.
The story of Fourteenth Street is a story of periods of growth and decline. In
1913 the grown church gives birth to Maple Avenue CRC. Thirty-three families
and fifteen individuals leave; 150 families stay1660. Around 1955, a third of the
congregation, 82 families, leaves to start Faith CRC1661. With this growth and
decline, the numbers of youth fluctuate as well. The record Sunday school
enrollment of 542 is reached in 1927. The record attendance of 506 is reached
in 19331662. Founded out of concern for such CRC youth, the congregation has
also been involved in several programs with young people from outside the
Christian Reformed Church. In more recent years for example the
congregation has been involved in the tutoring programs of Kids Hope USA1663
and Step.
4.4.3. Thrust to the forefront of denominational developments
When describing the process which led to welcoming children at the Lord’s
Supper in Fourteenth Street we want to be aware of how this congregational
process unfolded in the context of a denominational process. In the beginning
of this denominational process other churches were the pioneers and
innovators, and Fourteenth Street was an early adopter at best, letting synod
set the pace. Later the role of Fourteenth Street evolved into that of a
pioneer, thrust to the forefront of the denominational development by its
leadership, first overturing synod and later moving ahead of synod.

1657

During World War I this was perceived as anti patriotic and by some even as treason, especially since
the Dutch were suspected of German sympathies. Robert P. Swierenga, “Disloyal Dutch? Herman Hoeksema
and the ‘Flag in Church’ Controversy during World War I,” Origins 25, no. 2 (2007): 28-35.
1658
Robert P. Swierenga, “The Anne (Andrew) Hoekstra Family,” unpublished paper, revised February 2013,
7.
1659
Herman Hoeksema, The Triple Knowledge: An Exposition of the Heidelberg Catechism; Volume 2, 3rd ed.
1947-1952 (Grand Rapids: Reformed Free Publishing Association, 1988), 561.
1660
Steggerda (1927), 7.
1661
Nyenhuis (2012), 16. http://www.faithcrc.org/#/about-us/history-of-our-church (accessed June 13,
2015).
1662
Nyenhuis (2012), 15f.
1663
http://www.kidshopeusa.org/About/History/ (accessed July 6, 2015). 1996 Lincoln School, 2001
Jefferson, 2006 East K-7. Jacob E. Nyenhuis, “Growing and Gathering God’s Family for One Hundred and Ten
Years: A Brief History of Fourteenth Street Christian Reformed Church in Holland, Michigan,” in draft
version of Fourteenth Street Christian Reformed Church: 110th Anniversary Celebration, June 24, 2012, 20.
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4.4.4. Implementing the decision of Synod 1988
I begin the story of Fourteenth Street and children at the Lord’s Supper in
1988, when synod took a step in the direction of allowing children at the
Lord’s Supper, among others by deciding that “Covenant children should be
encouraged to make public profession of faith as soon as they exhibit faith and
are able to discern the body and remember and proclaim the death of Jesus in
celebrating the Lord's Supper”1664. In line with that decision, Fourteenth Street
has been inviting and encouraging young children to make profession of faith
since the eighties1665. The policy of Fourteenth Street allowed baptized
members to become professing members with the privilege of Communion at
an earlier age by giving a testimony of their faith in Christ and consenting – as
far as the person can understand – to the doctrinal standards1666. A story
shared by Bob Keeley suggests that some in this period might have wanted to
include even younger children. Communion was being served at tables. The
bread and juice were passed over the head of his nine year old daughter and
the words “the body of Christ broken for you” were spoken. The pastor’s wife
said to her “it is for you too.”
4.4.5. Directors of Children’s Ministries, Robert and Laura Keeley
Jacob Nyenhuis writes in his brief history of the congregation: “Because the
Children’s Ministry program for twenty years had been educating children
about worship and about the celebration of the Lord’s Supper, there was
growing sentiment within the congregation that we should return to the
practice of the early church and welcome all baptized members to the
Communion table”1667. In 1989, Robert (Bob) and Laura Keeley join the
congregation, and in 1991 they join the staff as directors of Children’s
Ministries1668. Fourteenth Street has had a history of children’s work even
1664

Article 72 & 76, Acts of 1988 CRCNA Synod, 557-559, 560.
Marv Hofman, “14th Street’s Pathway,” March 2015.
http://www.crcna.org/FaithFormation/toolkits/welcoming-children-lords-supper/14th-street%E2%80%99spathway (accessed July 7, 2015).
1666
The Lord’s Supper and Adult Faith Commitment: 14th Street Christian Reformed Church, April 7, 2008.
1667
Depending on whether the twenty years are prior to October 30, 2005, mentioned in the next sentence,
or prior to 2012, when Nyenhuis writes this, we should think of mid eighties or early nineties. Nyenhuis
(2012), 21.
1668
The church website summarizes: “Laura Keeley has an M.A. in Reading from the University of Colorado
and Bob has a Ph.D. in Educational Psychology from the University of Denver. Laura is also a Regional
Catalyzer for the Christian Reformed Church as part of the Faith Formation Initiative. Bob is also professor
of Education at Calvin College and Director of Distance Learning at Calvin Theological Seminary. Bob and
Laura have written a number of articles, curriculum units, Christmas plays for children, and books. Their
publications include Helping Our Children Grow in Faith (Baker, 2008), Celebrating the Milestones of Faith
(Faith Alive, 2009) Shaped by God (Faith Alive, 2010), the WE Intergenerational curriculum (Faith Alive,
2011, 2012) and The Church Staff Handbook (Faith Alive, 2014).”
http://www.14thstreetcrc.com/about/staff/ (accessed July 7, 2015).
1665
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before the Keeleys join. It is the program Children and Worship, which was
only published in 1989, and which is now used for the children’s ministry
which especially educates children about worship and about the celebration
of the sacrament1669.
4.4.6. Children and Worship
The Children and Worship program deserves some special attention in this
story. The program is based on the work of Sonja M. Stewart and Jerome W.
Berryman who co-authored the book Young Children and Worship1670. The
approach of Stewart and Berryman stands in the tradition of Maria
Montessori and is inspired by the work and material of Sofia Cavaletti1671. Her
Roman Catholic curriculum, The Catechesis of the Good Shepherd, was
redesigned by Stewart and Berryman from a Reformed perspective and was
endorsed for use by the Christian Reformed Church and the Reformed Church
in America1672. As Nyenhuis already indicated, the program educates children
about worship by creating a worship context instead of a school
environment1673. Using the approach of Children and Worship, Stewart and
Berryman remain faithful to the liturgical perspective of Cavaletti and
Montessori1674. In more than one way, the program also educates about the
Lord’s Supper. The program follows a fourfold order of worship in which the
third part consists of thanksgiving (Eucharist) followed by a feast, at which
fruit, cheese, bread, and juice are served1675. Stewart and Berryman write, “Of
course, the Lord’s Supper is not celebrated in the children’s worship centers.

1669
Laura Keeley remembers the program was well in place before they joined the congregation in 1989,
possibly as early as 1985. The official publication of the book was in 1989, but the congregation may have
had access to earlier samples of the material. Kristen De Vries mentions 1992-1993. Laura Keeley, e-mail to
author, August 10, 2015. Kristen De Vries, interview with author, June 2012.
1670
Sonja M. Stewart and Jerome W. Berryman. Young Children and Worship. (Louisville: Westminster John
Knox, 1989). The co-authored book by Stewart and Berryman was the first publication of Godly Play stories
which would be developed into a similar, but separate curriculum called Godly Play. Jerome W. Berryman,
Godly Play: A Way of Religious Education (San Francisco: Harper, 1991); The Complete Guide to Godly Play:
Volume I; How to Lead Godly Play Lessons. 2nd ed. (Denver: Morehouse, 2006).
1671
Sonja M. Stewart, “Letting the Story Stand; Developing a Separate Worship Center for Children,”
Reformed Worship, June 1989. For an in-depth study of Berryman’s approach see Martin Pranieβ, Das Godly
Play-Konzept: Die Rezeption der Montessori-Pädagogik durch Jerome W. Berryman. Arbeiten zur
Religionspädagogik Band 35. (Göttingen: V&R Unipress, 2008).
1672
Stewart (1989). We note that Cavaletti’s covenantal and redemptive historical perspective fits in a
reformed perspective. Cavaletti writes “The pivotal point of the catechesis is the covenant, the underlying
theme of the Bible” and “The covenant reality is further expand in the dimension of time by being placed in
the context of sacred history,” S. Cavaletti, The Religious Potential of the Child, xi, quoted in Pranieβ (2008),
339.
1673
A worship context is chosen to experience God, to transform time and place, and to meet the need of
children. Stewart and Berryman (1989), 13. See also Berryman (1991), 17f.
1674
Pranieβ (2008), 338.
1675
Stewart and Berryman (1989), 20f., 80f. See also Berryman who stresses the difference between a feast
and a snack, Berryman (1991), 38f. (2006), 16f.
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But indirect preparation for the Eucharist is”1676. The second part of the
fourfold order of worship, the proclamation of God’s Word, starts with telling
a story. The children respond first by wondering and reflecting on the story
and then by allowing for personal reflection through arts, crafts, and play1677.
Several of these stories educate on the Lord’s Supper — indirectly, such as in
the two lessons on the Good Shepherd, in which Psalm 23 and John 10 are
connected, and in which the image of the Good Shepherd is connected with
the image of the feast or Lord’s Supper1678, and directly, such as in the story
on Jesus’ Last Passover1679. Berryman explains how Holy Communion is a
central liturgical event in the Christian tradition, an intermediate, overlapping
area that, in the terminology of Winnicott, is the place of transitional
phenomena. Holy Communion invites us into this overlapping space to play,
and it is in this Godly play that we may experience God1680. The approach of
Stewart and Berryman shares its multisensory1681 nature with the
sacraments1682. On their journey of faith1683, children are prepared for
participation by the Children and Worship program not only through
education about the Lord’s Supper in an age and ability appropriate way1684,
but also through the anticipation of participation in the Lord’s Supper via the
feast; the children learn by doing1685.
4.4.7. Pastor Marvin Hofman
Continuing the story of Fourteenth Street, in 2000 Marvin J. Hofman accepts
the call to become Fourteenth Street’s pastor. The celebration of the Lord’s
Supper in that period changes when the congregation is asked to come to the
front instead of remaining in the pews. Some of the children and youth who
have not yet professed their faith remain in the pews; others join their
1676

Stewart and Berryman (1989), 21.
Stewart and Berryman (1989), 20; Berryman (2006), 13-16; Pranieβ (2008), 345-355. Stewart and
Berryman differ from Montessori is this central role for story and the role of play and imagination,
wondering, and discovery learning, Pranieβ (2008), 340, 342, 345.
1678
Stewart and Berryman (1989), 85-91. Both Berryman and Stewart credit Cavalletti for this “important
and elegant connection between the Good Shepherd and the Holy Eucharist,” Stewart and Berryman
(1989), 8, 11. Berryman (1991), 20.
1679
Stewart and Berryman (1989), 189f.
1680
Berryman (1991), 12. Pranieβ (2008), 181. Play is the appropriate response to the ultimate limits of
human kind and the existential questions of young and old, Berryman (1991), 16-17. Pranieβ (2008), 356f.
1681
Pranieβ for example comments on the visual appeal of the materials, which is another feature which
connects Stewart and Berryman with Montessori, Pranieβ (2008), 333.
1682
Stewart (1989).
1683
Jerome Berryman, ed., Life Maps: Life Maps: Conversations on the Journey of Faith; Jim Fowler & Sam
Keen. (Waco: Word, 1978), 3.
1684
Berryman references Jean Piaget, James W. Fowler and Erik H. Erikson, Berryman (2006), resp. 94, 129,
140.
1685
In line with John Dewey’s pragmatic North American approach, Pranieβ (2008), 175.
1677
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families coming to the front, but do not receive the elements. Either way it is
accentuated that part of the congregation is not participating. Over the next
three years new ways of serving Communion are introduced. The elders are
encouraged to include children and youth who are not participating yet by
getting down on their level and saying something to the children. To make the
celebration memorable, they are given a red ribbon to let them know that
Jesus loves them as well. At a certain moment in this history it becomes
custom for children and youth who have not yet professed their faith to
receive a blessing with a hand on their head. The practical challenge for the
elders, especially as they rotate, is to know which children and youth have
professed their faith and should receive the elements and which have not and
should receive the blessing1686.
4.4.8. The issue raised by a family
The cooperation of Hofman with the Keeleys will be significant to the process.
The issue of children at the Lord’s Supper is raised by a family who previously
attended an Episcopal Church where their children were allowed to
participate. When the issue is also raised at a conference1687 Hofman and the
Keeleys start a conversation on bringing baptized members to the table at
their staff meetings, probably around 20041688. The elders are included in the
conversations,1689 and an intern is asked to do some research on the
subject1690. In retrospect, Hofman writes about these discussions: “We looked
at the scriptural issues and talked about the practical issues and we became
convinced that inviting baptized children to the table was appropriate and that
the present profession of faith system wasn’t working well in our
congregation. We had children who professed their faith at 10 years old taking
Communion and 18 years old teens who demonstrated a love of the Lord in
their lives but hadn’t made profession of faith who weren’t at the table. In
addition our congregation included people like Dalton, a person with disability
who would never be able to make a profession of faith and Owen, a man with
Alzheimer’s disease who needed help taking the elements. These two extreme
cases also caused us to reconsider our practice”1691.
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Paul Katerberg, interview with author, June 2012.
The Worship Symposium of the Calvin Institute of Christian Worship in 2003 or 2004. Marvin Hofman,
interview with author, June 2011.
1688
Hofman (2015).
1689
Paul Katerberg, interview with author, June 2012.
1690
Reanne Walters, interview with author, June 2012.
1691
Hofman (2015). Hofman notes how both Dalton and Owen belonged at the table because of their full
membership in the church, e-mail to author, August 23, 2015.
1687
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4.4.9. Encouraged to write an overture
Over the course of the next year, Hofman preaches on 1 Corinthians 11, a
number of round table discussions with the congregation are organized1692,
and an open forum or town hall meeting on October 30, 2005 involves the
congregation in the discussion1693. Some private conversations between staff
members and leaders within the denomination are significant as well; a
conversation with Syd Hielema on 1 Corinthians 11 and a conversation with
Banner Editor and Pastor Bob de Moor who believes synod is ready for the
next step and encourages the congregation to write an overture1694. In a joint
effort, Hofman and the Keeleys write a proposal for such an overture, and on
December 19, 2005? Fourteenth Street council approves this overture to
Classis Holland calling for “the admission to the Lord’s Supper of all baptized
members of the covenant”1695. Classis Holland meets in special session, and
when Chairman Len Vander Zee senses that it is not going to pass, an
amendment is made to the overture1696. The amendment or revision to the
original overture entails that it no longer asks for admission of all baptized
members, but merely asks synod to study this possibility1697.
4.4.10. The overture’s arguments
The overture1698 mentions a renewed sense that ministry and worship ought
to be intergenerational, that baptism is a sign of the covenant and signifies full
membership in the church, and refers to the arguments of 1988 majority
report and 1995 Report B. In addition it considers that the phrase “body of the
Lord” in 1 Corinthians 11:29 refers to the church not the crucified flesh of
Christ, and argues several things: 1. that there is a partnership between the
preached Word and the sacramental Word, 2. that historical reasons for the
separation of baptism and the Lord’s Supper in medieval church have not
been explored enough, 3. that participation of children in the early church sets
a precedent, and 4. that the current understanding of profession of faith is
confusing and inconsistent.
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Hofman (2015).
Nyenhuis (2012), 21.
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Bob Keeley, interview with author, June 2011.
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Nyenhuis (2012), 21.
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Bob Keeley, interview with author, June 2011.
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Nyenhuis (2012), 21.
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Overture 16, Agenda CRCNA 2006 Synod, 526-530.
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4.4.11. Synod 2006 and Hofman
Synod 2006 accepts the majority advisory report’s1699 recommendation not to
accede to the request to appoint a study committee. As a delegate, Pastor
Hofman moves to put the minority report1700 on the floor. The minority agrees
with the majority that another study committee is not warranted, but
recommends synod to recognize that “there is no basis in the theology of the
covenant or the theology of the sacraments for denying to growing children
the Lord’s Supper”1701. In line with this recommendation, synod decides in
favor of allowing the admission of all baptized members to the Lord’s Supper
on the basis of their full membership in the covenant community1702.
Ratification of Synod 2007 is needed before church order can be changed
accordingly.
4.4.12. Moving ahead in good faith
When Synod 2007 does not ratify its 2006 decision, Fourteenth Street staff
and council are disappointed and want to move forward, but in good faith
with the denomination, honoring the denomination’s present position1703. In
March 2008, council takes a decision which honors the denominational
position that a profession of faith is required, but moves forward by stretching
the definition1704 of this profession so that a child of three indicating their love
of Jesus or even nodding in agreement is welcomed to the table1705. The
decision is shaped into a policy which welcomes the youngest children as
professing members, but at the same time invests in encouraging teens and
young adults to publicly affirm this profession. This adult profession at age
seventeen or higher includes accepting adult responsibilities and privileges,
such as the right to vote1706. A letter to the congregation is drafted1707 and
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Article 71, Acts CRCNA 2006 Synod, 727-729.
Article 71, Acts CRCNA 2006 Synod, 729, written by Pastor Erick J. Schuringa.
1701
Cf. Agenda CRCNA 1988 Synod, 283.
1702
The Faith Formation Committee notices that this statement suggests broader admission than ground
three which speaks of evidence of faith, and age-appropriate expression of faith or knowledge. Faith
Formation Committee, Agenda CRCNA Synod 2008, 235.
1703
Bringing Children to the Lord’s Table: a response to Synod’s 2007 decision, proposal from Robert and
Laura Keeley and Marv Hofman to council, October 2007.
1704
One of the objections of some congregation members is that the policy “has a feel of skirting the
expressed wishes of Synod,” Summary Notes, Meeting of Steve Van Rees, Duane Baker & Marv Hofman,
July 17, 2008, revised draft, August 6, 2008.
1705
Bringing Children to the Lord’s Table: a response to Synod’s 2007 decision, Council Fourteenth Street,
March 11, 2008.
1706
Policy Regarding Profession of Faith and the Lord’s Supper at 14th Street Christian Reformed Church,
March 31, 2008.
1707
The Lord’s Supper and Adult Faith Commitments: 14th Street Christian Reformed Church, Draft April 7,
2008.
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approved in May 20081708. Remarkably, for the part expressing adult faith
commitment, teens will be asked to sign a letter stating among other things
their agreement with the creeds. The policy offers a sample public worship
form for the adult faith commitment1709.
4.4.13. Opposition and objections
The new policy does meet some opposition, and an Ad Hoc Committee1710 is
formed to meet with those in the church family who have raised objections.
The summary notes of the meeting on July 2007 mention three main
objections: 1. the policy was rolled out too quickly, giving the congregation
too little information and input, 2. the policy has a feel of skirting the
expressed wishes of synod regarding a profession of faith prior to coming to
the table, 3. young people of late and post high school age are put in an
awkward position, confused whether to make communal profession,
profession of faith old style, or an adult faith commitment1711. Studying all the
documents and interviewing some of those who have been involved in council
and the Worship Planning Committee, one gets the impression that the
followed procedure has taken years and has been very careful1712. On the
other hand the interviews reveal that even some who are not necessarily
opposed to the new practice were surprised by the speed of some decisions.
The Ad Hoc Committee responds to the second objection that “nodding in
agreement” may have gone too far and needs to be restated. The Ad Hoc
Committee sympathizes with the third objection about putting teenagers in an
awkward position.
The discussion continues. In December 2008 and January 2009 Marv Hofman
drafts guiding principles, defining and distinguishing baptism, communal
professions, public profession of faith, confessing membership, and
reaffirmation of faith1713. In October1714 there is a meeting, in November1715
1708

The Lord’s Supper and Adult Faith Commitment Policy: 14th Street Christian Reformed Church, May 2008.
The policy refers to two sources: Children’s Profession of Faith: A Guidebook for Pastors and Elders. Grand
Rapids: Faith Alive Christian Resources, 1996; Robert J. Keeley, “In My Humble Opinion: Children at the
Lord’s Table,” Banner, June 2006 (8).
1709
Adapted from Roger E. Van Harn, “Perspectives: One Lord, Four Questions, and Three Stories,”
Reformed Worship, March 1990.
1710
Duane Baker, Marv Hofman and Steve Van Rees form the Ad Hoc Sub-committee.
1711
Summary Notes, Meeting of Steve Van Rees, Duane Baker & Marv Hofman, July 17, 2008, revised draft,
August 6, 2008.
1712
When classical church visitors review the process they affirm the patience and integrity of 14th Street.
Church Visitors Report by Dave Van Der Wiele and Chris DeVos, March 23, 2010.
1713
Guiding Principles: Children’s Faith Development, Marv Hofman, December 9, 2008, revised January 13,
2009.
1714
Children at the Table: Summary Discussion, October 13, 2009.
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and December1716 the elders meet and continue the discussion. In the end the
motion to open the Communion Table to all baptized members is
approved1717. In January the Ad Hoc Sub-committee reports on this outcome
of the two and a half years of struggle “with our conviction to open the Table
by virtue of a person’s baptism”. The Sub-committee mentions two grounds
for the decision: 1. We believe that the Lord’s Supper – along with baptism
and the preaching of the Word – is a ‘means of grace’ that should be freely
offered to the covenant community, 2. Jesus commanded that the church
celebrate the Lord’s Supper “until he comes again”1718.
4.4.14. Implementation in 2010
In the process, at least one person who objected to their decisions
contemplated taking the issue to classis1719. Marvin Hofman also encourages
communicating with classis about the intentions of the elders. Classical church
visitors meet with Pastor Marv Hofman and on the evening of March 23 with
council of Fourteenth Street. The church visitors recommend to Classis
Holland that it withhold action on the grounds first, that the elders are
following the leading of the Holy Spirit and responding to the unique needs of
their congregation and second, that their actions are in line with the direction
of the Faith Formation Committee1720. In April or May 2010 classis discusses
the issues, and chooses to do so in small groups1721. The classis’ response to
Fourteenth Street council was to send the notes from the small groups to
Fourteenth Street council. No official action was taken. At classis it becomes
clear that other congregations have already moved ahead without consulting
classis1722. Then finally on June 10, 2010 a letter is send to the congregation
announcing the implementation of the decision. “Starting on September 12,
2010, anyone who has been baptized will be welcome to the table of the
Lord”1723.
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14th Street Christian Reformed Church Elders’ Meeting Minutes, November 2009.
Agenda Elders’ Meeting, December 8, 2009.
1717
Art. 7, 14th Street Christian Reformed Church, Elders Meeting December 8, 2009 Minutes.
1718
Proposal Children at the Lord’s Supper 14th Street Church Sub-committee Draft, January 6, 2010.
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According to Laura Keeley, Interview with author, June 2011.
1720
Church Visitors Report, March 23, 2010.
1721
Marvin Hofman, Interview with author, June 2011.
1722
Mary Koster, Interview with author, June 2012
1723
Letter to 14th Street Congregation, from the Elders, June 10, 2010. For our purposes we will consider this
the conclusion of the process, but we realize that the story could be continued. On February 14, 2012 for
example the policy is reviewed by the Elders. Agenda Elder’s Meeting, February 14, 2012.
1716
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4.4.15. People’s perspective
In addition to the documents I studied to reconstruct the story above I
interviewed over a dozen adult members and nearly ten of their children.
These interviews once again also help to retell the story from the perspective
of individual believers, distinguishing different dimensions1724.
4.4.16. Emotions and feelings
In almost all interviews with members of Fourteenth Street the word
‘awkward’ was used. Awkwardness, according to the online Oxford
Dictionary1725, is a synonym of or related to uneasy feelings such as
embarrassment, self-consciousness, and discomfort. Early adolescence is
sometimes referred to as the awkward age, because of the physical
clumsiness as well as the psychological shyness which often characterize this
stage of development. Interestingly, the online Oxford Dictionary also
mentions tension as a concept related to awkwardness, as change or
innovation often takes place to resolve tension. The interviewees use the
word awkward to describe the situation, especially after Fourteenth Street
had implemented the decision of 1988 Synod to encourage younger
profession of faith, and when it became more common for Fourteenth Street
to invite the congregation to come forward to celebrate the Lord’s Supper
instead of remaining seated in the pews. Teenagers who had not publically
professed their faith felt awkward coming to the front, but awkward too when
remaining in the pew. Elders and parents sympathized with these feelings of
awkwardness. Elders also felt awkward in those situations when they did not
know whether teenagers coming forward had made profession of faith or not.
From a psychological perspective, the desire to resolve this tension seems to
have played a significant role in thrusting Fourteenth Street to the forefront of
change within the denomination.
When the congregation starts to discuss whether and how to move forward
the discussion is not perceived as heated. But interviewees observe how a
range of emotion came out in the Town Hall meeting, from those who
expressed bitterness for having been excluded from the Lord’s Supper in their
youth, to those who expressed fear that the children who participate will
1724
Similar to those suggested by Don S. Browning, A Fundamental Practical Theology: Descriptive and
Strategic Proposals (Minneapolis: Fortress, 1996), 106 f. See also Don S. Browning, “Empirical
Considerations in Religious Praxis and Reflection (2005),” in Equality and the Family: A Fundamental,
Practical Theology of Children, Mothers, and Fathers in Modern Societies, Ed. Don S. Browning (Grand
Rapids: Eerdmans, 2007), 37.
1725
http://www.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/english-thesaurus/awkwardness (accessed June 10,
2015).
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distract them and cause the celebration of the Lord’s Supper to lose some of
its significance.
When the congregation starts to welcome children without a profession of
faith, some of the strongest feelings of hurt and anger were expressed by
those older teenagers and adolescents who had had to wait until their
profession of faith before they could participate. At least one felt so
disrespected that he refused to go to church for some time. The Luce family
shares how their children grumbled in similar ways about the unfairness of
children being treated differently, as the Luce children were not allowed by
their parents to participate right from the beginning when the other children
were. When the Luce family attended the celebration for the 150th
anniversary of the denomination in the Van Andel Arena, the Lord’s Supper
was celebrated, and the Luce children could not participate. They felt left out
and were so upset that they had tears streaming down their faces. With her
voice breaking, Amy Luce explains that for her “that kind of hit it home,
because that is the church”. And that is exactly what the Luce family still
appreciates; Mike says “it is moving to see two year olds and eighty two year
olds all coming up, and parents and their children all coming up and partaking
of the sacrament”. Amy adds “just seeing everyone from all walks of life, it is
quite beautiful to see”, “parents have children in their arms; they have others
at their hands. We have people in wheel chairs being pushed up. It is quite
beautiful”.
4.4.17. Obligations and ethics
Children of both the Stilwell and Luce family express how they wondered
about whether participation might mean drinking wine; but one of the parents
explains how grape juice had already been used for quite some years. When
they were still members of the Episcopal Church, which allowed children to
participate, the Stilwell parents held back their children as they were cautious
not to just follow the crowd. Other interviewees only highlight the obligational
or ethical dimension of the procedure followed. Interviewed members express
appreciation for how the voice of the congregation was heard and how
respect was given to all views. Respect for the broader church and proper
procedure as well as the hard work of writing an overture is expressed by
several interviewees. Though the elders decided to disobey synod when it did
not ratify the 2006 decision in 2007, they attempted to do so in good faith
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with the denomination1726. Some members may have felt that the elders had
the authority and obligation to take this step even earlier in the process. At
least one member of the denominational Faith Formation Committee
expresses that council should have waited for Synod 2012, and several
congregation members object that decisions were taken too hastily and the
policy was rolled out too quickly.
4.4.18. Roles and rule
In the perception of all interviewees, central roles in the process were played
by Pastor Marvin Hofman and the directors of Children’s Ministries, Bob and
Laura Keeley. The only interviewees who somewhat downplay their role are
Hofman and the Keeleys themselves. They mention several names of
theologians who inspired them1727, the opinions of leaders who encouraged
them,1728 and others who played crucial roles at classis and synod1729. All the
others mention the crucial role of Hofman with appreciation, for his handling
of church policy as a respected elder statesman, for preaching on such issues
in thought-provoking ways, and for leading with a pastoral heart. The crucial
role of the Keeleys is spoken of with appreciation for their talent and
knowledge in the area of faith formation, for their dedication to the Children’s
Ministries, and for their emphasis on the sacraments as means of God’s grace,
which is offered to all. Even the one interviewee, who praises them for great
ideas but is somewhat critical of their eye for detail, is quick to add “if Martin
Luther, John Calvin, John Knox, or any of those guys would have worried about
that, there would have never been any change back then”.
Even though Hofman and the Keeleys lead, the elders’ role and authority is
clearly acknowledged. The awkwardness experienced by the elders is an
incentive to move forward, and when the congregation moves ahead in
response to the disappointment about Synod 2007’s decision, the elders take
the responsibility.
Marvin Hofman mentions the role of one or two families whose children had
participated in the Lord’s Supper prior to joining Fourteenth Street. In the
perception of almost all interviewees, Dalton, a disabled child, was a passive
yet crucial catalyst in this discussion. Also, the case of Owen, a man with
1726

Bringing Children to the Lord’s Table: a response to Synod’s 2007 decision, a proposal by Robert and
Laura Keeley and Marv Hofman, October 2007. Bringing Children to the Lord’s Table: a response to Synod’s
2007 decision, a communication by Fourteenth Street council, March 3, 2008.
1727
Such as David Rylaarsdam, Jeff Weima, Syd Hielema, Norman Shepherd and Wayne Brouwer.
1728
Such as Bob De Moor.
1729
Such as Leonard Vander Zee, Erick Schuringa and John Witvliet.
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Alzheimer’s disease, caused many to reconsider the Lord’s Supper practice. In
a more or less passive way, the awkward teenagers played a similar role as
catalyst in the process.
Others mention how they were swayed to being more accepting of
participation of children by the fact that, to their great surprise, some of the
older, well-respected members of the congregation were very much in favor.
4.4.19. Vision and theology
The interviewees make clear that what Scripture says is crucial both for their
personal views on the issue of children at the Lord’s Supper and also for the
congregation’s view on the same. The interviewees are well-read and
informed. Several refer to speeches at the Calvin Symposium on Worship and
articles in the Banner and the Calvin Seminary Forum1730. A renewed
understanding of 1 Corinthians 11 and its requirements in its context plays a
key role for many of them. One interviewee still has some reservations about
whether all the children who now participate are truly able to remember. The
words of Paul, which were intended against separation within the Corinthian
church, in the course of history were used to create such separation,
according to Bob Keeley. One of the children, Isaac, mentions the baptism and
Communion of whole families in Acts, as argument. The family nature of both
the Passover and the Jewish seder tradition is also mentioned by several. One
parent shares how her child used Jesus’ words “let the children come to me”
to convince her mother that she should be allowed at the Lord’s Supper.
Another parent alludes to Isaiah’s prophecy “a child shall lead them”1731 when
she recalls the story of her child convincing her with a simple child’s faith.
Interviewees use the ecclesiological argument that children are invited as part
of the body of Christ, and several interviewees are touched when children
come forward with the older generations and better reflect the church and its
intergenerational and family character.
The covenant is also mentioned as a major theme of the conversations,
particularly the inclusion of believers’ children in the covenant and its
promises. Others mention how the Keeleys highlight the covenantal nature of
faith formation.
1730

David Rylaarsdam, “United, Seperated, Re-united: The Story of Baptism and the Lords Supper,” Forum
(Spring, 2007). Jeffrrey A.D. Weima, “Children at the Lord’s Supper and the Key Text of 1 Corinthians 11:1734,” Forum (Spring, 2007).
1731
Isaiah 11: 6.
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The tension between the theology and practice of infant baptism on the one
hand and the former theology and practice of excluding the children from the
table is also mentioned more than once. “In baptism we are Reformed, in the
Lord’s Supper we are Baptists,” as someone said before children participated.
Some even call baptism the essential reason to welcome children. One
interviewee mentions “the sacrament of the Word” as well. Now that children
are welcomed at the Lord’s Supper, a new emphasis on the celebration of
baptism and other milestones of faith emerges1732.
A large number of quotes reflect the importance of people’s sacramental
vision for the discussion. Hofman recalls how in the past Communion seemed
to be about holiness instead of grace. The sacraments are not only sign and
seal of the promise of that grace but are also means of grace. The Keeleys
have opened the eyes of the congregation to how the sacraments as a means
of grace are a faith forming event and not a reward for those who have
figured it out. Kristen De Vries expresses a sacramental view of life by saying “I
think every time we take a shower, we are supposed to remember our
baptism, at some level” and “the pictures of food and water are so universal. I
think that every time we come together to break bread it is a reminder of the
Lord’s Table”.
4.4.20. Context and culture
The discussion of children at the Lord’s Supper is influenced in several ways by
discussions and practices in other denominations. A family coming from an
Episcopal Church where the children were allowed to participate helps to put
the question on the agenda. A family that spent a year living in New Mexico
with a similar experience is also mentioned. At least half of the mature
interviewees had previously been members of different denominations.
Several of those denominations allowed children to commune: for example
the Episcopal Church, a non-denominational church, the Reformed Church of
America, and the Roman Catholic Church. Some were even open to infant
Communion such as the International Lutheran Church in Japan. Significant
exposure to other denominations and their practices in ways other than
former membership is even more abundant. One example is Tamara Stilwell’s
interaction with the Greek Orthodox in Grand Rapids through her work. For
some this meant that even the open policies of Fourteenth Street were
1732
Notice how this is advocated by the Keeleys, but also by the Faith Formation Committee. Laura Keeley
and Robert J. Keeley. Celebrating the Milestones of Faith: A Guide for Churches. (Grand Rapids: Faith Alive,
2009).
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stricter than they were used to. For many this previous exposure had created
openness toward participation of children. However, based on the testimony
of several who experienced possible downsides, we know this openness is not
unconditional. The Roman Catholic and Baptist background of Matthew
Stilwell makes him stress the conversation with elders, making sure it is not
just a matter of age but is about a relationship with Jesus Christ. Another way
in which the Roman Catholic Church has influenced Fourteenth Street is
through the sacramental nature which the program Children and Worship
inherited from The Catechesis of the Good Shepherd.
In this way the introduction of children at the Lord’s Supper is partly related to
decreasing denominational loyalty and increasing membership transfer and
exposure to other views and practices. Somewhat related is how some
interviewees notice a relationship between changing value of membership
and changing nature of profession of faith. Interviewees fear that the
introduction of children to the Lord’s Supper is part of this complex of changes
and therefore is accompanied by the unwanted change in nature of profession
of faith.
Kristen De Vries suggests that the culture becoming less formal paved the way
for the presence of children at the table.
4.4.21. Children
Reanne Walters emphasizes that Fourteenth Street has always had a
tenderness towards children. As new as the developments regarding
admission to the Lord’s Supper may have been, those developments
resonated with the heart of this congregation in which children were very
integrated, says Hofman. When speaking of children, the interviewees use
covenantal language1733. Children are part of the covenant and are therefore
baptized. It should be obvious they belong, as Laura Keeley says. Reanne
Walters suggests children are not just the future of the church, but the
children are part of the church (today)1734.
Interviewees demonstrated a great awareness of the development of
children, and the terminology they use reflects that of the authors of Children
and Worship and those they have been inspired by1735. Interviews suggest
1733

Compare Keeley (2006), 8.
Compare Keeley and Keeley (2009), 11.
1735
Kristen De Vries says: “One of the things that might have paved the way for that is the early adoption of
Children and Worship.”
1734
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widespread awareness of multisensory learning and the participatory nature
of learning. Interviewees mention learning by doing and learning through play,
but also worship through play, through story, through imagination and
through doing. Awareness of child development also translates into an
emphasis on faith formation as we move through life1736. Interviewees credit
the Keeleys for the congregation’s emphasis on such faith formation. The
phrase age-and-ability-appropriate as used by the Faith Formation Committee
of the denomination fits the mindset of Fourteenth Street and has shaped the
speech and practice of the congregation.
The age and the way the interviewed children and the children of the
interviewed parents came to the Lord’s Supper reflects the different stages in
the process and the different choices parents or children made within that
process. A young friend of the Stilwell’s who participated in the interview did
profession of faith at age ten, and talked with an elder. The children of Mary
Koster did profession of faith at age ten and round age thirteen, the two
oldest Luce children had their conversation – when it was no longer required –
round that same age. Paul Katerberg remembers six, seven and eight year olds
professing their faith prior to the current policy. Rebecca Stilwell fits that
category. When she was only five years old, before the 2010 policy was
implemented, she came to the front leaned over to her parents and said, “I
want to take Communion”. Pastor Hofman gave her permission, and she has
celebrated Communion ever since. But Brenda Katerberg indicates that most
often children who professed their faith were at least ten. Reanne Walters
shares how her daughter was allowed to help serving Communion, before she
was allowed to take it. Her son expressed his desire to participate when he
was only three or four, but he was not allowed. When he was old enough to
profess his faith he hesitated because of the institutional character of
profession of faith. Pastor Hofman then opened the way to the Lord’s Supper
by having a short conversation with him while playing basketball in the
parking lot of the church. After the 2010 policy had been implemented much
younger children participate. Some mention children being carried in parents’
arms, others mention ages two and three, and others mention the physical
ability to eat as a practical requirement for setting the minimum age.

1736

Note how the Keeleys quote Goheen and Bartholomew’s The Drama of Scripture when speaking of
Scripture as one cohesive story and about weaving our stories with God’s story. Keeley and Keeley (2009),
7. Craig G. Bartholomew, and Michael W. Goheen, The Drama of Scripture: Finding Our Place in the Biblical
Story. (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2004).
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4.4.22. Catechetical and liturgical frames
According to the interviewees no specially designed catechetical frames have
been introduced to encourage “full, conscious, active” participation. But they
do point out that Children and Worship with its sacramental focus and the
feast element is a catechetical preparation of sorts. The adult profession,
which includes agreement with the creeds, seems to imply that children at
later age become aware what the creeds teach about the sacraments. Some
suggest it might be good to develop material for parents to be used at home
and hint that the talents to do so are available in the church1737. One
interviewee suggests that the teaching changes as the hearts of the teachers
are changed during this whole process.
Liturgical frames to encourage such participation are especially mentioned
when speaking of the period prior to the current policy, such as elders
addressing the children at their level, giving the children a red ribbon, and
later blessing the youth. As Mike Luce indicates, “I haven’t noticed that there
has been specific liturgy or songs that have been changed or tailored since
children have come to the table. (…) We still sing the same songs the liturgy is
the same”. Those involved in the Worship Planning Committee give several
examples how under the leadership of Hofman great attention is paid to
including the youth in meaningful ways in all worship. In the interview with
Hofman and the Keeleys, they mention the books A More Profound
Halleluia1738 and Desiring the Kingdom1739 as important inspiration for shaping
the liturgy in Fourteenth Street.
4.4.23. Significance and consequences
One unforeseen consequence of welcoming children to the Lord’s Supper was
that teenagers were caught in the change, feeling hurt and angry. Several
wonder what the consequence for profession of faith will be. In the first stage
the number of professions of faith seems to be increasing. But after 2011 the
number of professions has dropped off and the church is seeking better ways
to encourage profession of faith by their young people1740. One child shares,
“Sometimes it is sort of hard to do the part where you drink the grape juice,
because sometimes it spills and there are no tiny cups”. So some decorum
1737

In the book about nurturing faith, Shaped by God, edited by Bob Keeley, one chapter is dedicated to the
sacraments. Robert J. Keeley, ed., Shaped by God: Twelve Essentials for Nurturing Faith in Children, Youth,
and Adults (Grand Rapids: Faith Alive, 2010).
1738
Leanne Van Dyk, ed., A More Profound Alleluia: Theology and Worship in Harmony (Grand Rapids:
Eerdmans, 2005).
1739
James K.A. Smith, Desiring the Kingdom: Worship, Worldview, and Cultural Formation, Volume 1 of
Cultural Liturgies (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2009).
1740
Hofman (2015).
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might be lost. Others wonder whether the sacredness and importance will be
lost: “If we open the table you always have the risk of it being cheap grace, but
the table should be open. It is one of those holding tensions”. Another
interviewee notices that the feast component of Children and Worship is no
longer needed.
The greatest significance, as the interviewees experience the change, lies in
witnessing the entire congregation — whole families and all generations —
celebrating the Lord’s Supper together. Families enjoy sharing this experience
together. A mother enjoys seeing her teenage boys, who argue all the time,
passing the peace. Others express that the significance is that faith is now
being nurtured, whether or not we can see that already. One interviewee says
the conversations with parents regarding the sacrament may be the most
meaningful experience in the change. Some express the inclusiveness as
significant, but one notices that the church was already inclusive or
intergenerational in so many other ways. A young child confesses that now it
has become so natural the sense of awe has somewhat disappeared, adding
that it is still meaningful, but just not brand new anymore.
4.5. First Christian Reformed Church New Westminster, British Columbia1741
4.5.1. Planting a church by building a school
After World War II, especially in the late forties and fifties, a large wave of
Dutch immigrants flowed into Canada. The Vancouver Christian Reformed
Church burst at the seams and the decision was taken to plant new churches
in neighboring municipalities under the leadership of missionary Pastor Paul
De Koekkoek. The First Christian Reformed Church of New Westminster, New
West for short, was founded as one of those church plants on October 10
19521742. One year later Henry Van Andel was called, becoming the
congregation’s first pastor in 1954. Giving high priority to Christian education
for its children, the congregation built the John Knox Christian School in 1955.
With the school building, which was used as a place of worship on Sundays,
the church moved two blocks into the city of Burnaby, without changing its
1741

I would like to express my great appreciation to all those who made my research on First Christian
Reformed Church, New Westminster possible: the council of 1st CRC New Westminster, Art Boersma,
Johanna Voogd and the interviewees: Eric, May Baelde, Pastor Peter Brouwer, Pastor Andrew Beunk, Prof.
Dr. Michael & Marnie Goheen, Len & Yolanda Noort and their children Allison, and Leonard, Hank van Ryk,
John & Corrie VanderWoude.
1742
Cf. the Minutes of the founding meeting as found in the anniversary booklets The First Christian
Reformed Church of New Westminster: 1952-1977 (New Westminster: 1977) and 50 Years of God’s
Faithfulness: 1952-2002 (Burnaby: 2002).
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name. On February 27, 1962, seven years and many hours of free labour later,
a church building across the road from the school could be dedicated1743. In
the archives of New West the issue of children at the Lord´s Supper is
mentioned for the first time in the eighties1744. But it was certainly not the
only issue which occupied the congregation during that decade. Starting in the
early eighties New West, under leadership of its deacons, sponsored
approximately 1500 Vietnamese refugees, assisting them in the process of
entering Canada1745. Missionary zeal and a heart for Christian education
resulted in the Beehive Christian preschool, a ministry of the congregation in a
building next door. Doctrinal differences within the denomination, for
example about women´s ordination, resulted in a group of ten families leaving
the congregation in 1988 or 19901746. They started the Orthodox Church, later
United Reformed Church in New Westminster. Several families with similar
conservative views have remained part of the congregation.
4.5.2. Children at the Lord´s Supper in New West
Even before 1952, the year of New West’s foundation, the question of
whether children should partake of the Lord’s Supper can be found in the
denominational periodicals1747. Van Andel’s New West catechism students ask
similar questions in the fifties and sixties, and his answer is that the privilege
of participation in the Lord’s Supper belongs to those who spiritually come of
age by making profession of faith1748. But the question is not put on the
agenda of the First Christian Reformed church before the late eighties. At that
moment the church is served by Pastor Peter Brouwer and Bill Tuininga1749.
Brouwer already came to the conclusion that children should be allowed at
the Lord´s Supper when writing a paper at seminary in the sixties1750. Pastor
Bas Nederlof1751 also joins the congregation after his retirement in 1986.
1743

“The Construction of Our Church Building,” in The First Christian Reformed Church of New Westminster:
1952-1977 (New Westminster: 1977). C. Houweling, Free Labour: Gedicht ter herinnering aan de kerkbouw
van New Westminster (New Westminster:1990).
1744
We want to thank Mrs. Johanna Voogd, the archivist of New West, for her wonderful support.
1745
In 1992 this resulted in the Vietnamese church Faith in Action in Vancouver.
1746
The brief history on the internet mentions 1988, the 50th anniversary booklet mentions 1990,
http://www.nwcrc.ca/who-we-are/our-history/.
1747
Nicholas J. Monsma, “Should children partake of the Lord's supper?” Banner, January 6, 1950, 5.
1748
“I remember a catechumen who asked the good question: Where in the Bible can we read that there is
instituted in the church such a thing as making profession of faith?” writes Van Andel in 1967. The chapter
could be considered an answer to that question. Henry Van Andel, “The Privileges of Full Communion,” in
Thy Way is My Way, ed. Michael De Vries, 3rd ed. (Toronto: Credo, 1972), 10. In 1986 Van Andel will be
quoted in support of the ‘traditional’ position, Jelle Tuininga, “Children at the Lord’s Supper,” Outlook, June,
1986.
1749
Pieter (Peter) Brouwer and William Cecil Tuininga.
1750
Peter Brouwer, interview by author, Surrey, BC, June 30 2011.
1751
Bastiaan Nederlof.
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Nederlof has already led at least one Communion service including children at
a conference in 19821752 and makes a presentation to Classis B.C. North West
in September 1986 concluding that children should be admitted to the Lord’s
Supper at an earlier age1753. But neither Brouwer, nor Nederlof put the issue
on New West’s agenda.
4.5.3. Stage 1 – studying a synodical report
Synod 1986 decides to refer the report of the Committee on Children at the
Lord's Supper to the churches for study and mandates the study committee to
receive reaction from the churches by March 1, 19871754. In response New
West council appoints a study committee1755 which reports to the consistory
in February 19871756. After studying the report, Calvin’s Institutes, and several
more recent articles and papers1757, the committee reaches a consensus that,
while there are sound reasons for moving in the direction of earlier
participation of covenant children at the Lord’s Supper, further study needs to
be done by the churches and synod. Though the New West study committee
does seem to report back to council on the decision of Synod 19881758, and
though study material provided by the synodical committee is found in New
West’s archive1759, there is no real proof of further study or classis initiated by
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Peter De Jong, “Children at the Lord’s Table,” Outlook (February, 1983). Syrt Wolters, “Als je ’t mij
vraagt,” Calvinist Contac (November 26, 1982).
1753
Bas Nederlof, Covenant Children Partaking of the Lord’s Supper – a Summary, presented at Classis B.C.
North West, September 1986.
1754
Acts of Synod, article 35, 620.
1755
The study committee consists of Art Boersma, Garret Brouwer (son of Peter Brouwer), Fred Herfst,
Joanne Marees, Bas Nederlof and Cora Rook. In a letter to Consistory of December 18, 1986, Art Boersma
strongly objects to children at the Lord’s Supper. “Are we offering poison to our children, as John Calvin
states in the Institutes?” He also objects that this matter is put to a sub-committee of the worship
committee and not to the doctrinal committee. It seems likely that Boersma has been added to this subcommittee in response to his complaint. In 2015, Art Boersma writes “My current view is that the children
are part of the body of the church and should be included in the celebration of the Lord’s Supper as the
Children of Israel participated in the Passover,” e-mail to author on July 2, 2015.
1756
Art Boersma et. al. Study Committee on Children Partaking of the Lord’s Supper New Westminster
Christian Reformed Church: Report to the Consistory February 1987.
1757
The New West report mentions: Andrew Kuyvenhoven, “Children At The Lord’s Supper,” Banner, March
26, 1984; Marsden, George M. “Children at the Lord’s Table: a Reformed Dilemma,” Reformed Journal,
December, 1977; and the series of articles by the Dutch Reformed G. Visee, “May--and must--our children
partake of the Lord's Supper?” published in four parts, Christian Renewal, resp. March 17, April 7, 21, May
5, 1986. All articles translated by Tony Heins. It also mentions the papers Bas Nederlof, Covenant Children
Partaking of the Lord’s Supper – a Summary. Presented at Classis B.C. North West, September 1986, and A.
Vanden Pol, H. Salomons, B. DeMoor, Covenant Children and Communion, a paper presented to Classis B.C.
South East at its 1986-1987 winter meeting.
1758
Letter of December 23 1988 from Fred Herfst to members of the Study Committee.
1759
Albert Helder, Children at the Lord’s Supper. 1987/1988. As part of the material two Banner articles are
provided: Helder, Albert. “Should my child be there with me?” Banner, March 9, 1987 (12-13). Kelderman,
Duane K. “Why can’t Johnny profess his faith?” Banner, March 9, 1987 (8-10).
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New West for the next decade1760. We may assume the attention must have
been focused on other issues1761, considering the projects that New West was
involved in during the late eighties and considering the tensions that preceded
families leaving to start the Orthodox Reformed Church.
4.5.4. Stage 2 – implementing the decision of Synod 1995
At the 1993 and 1995 Synod a second round of discussions on children at the
Lord’s Supper takes place concluding in a reaffirmation of the 1988
conclusions1762. In 1996 the former chairman of the 1988 synodical study
committee, Albert Helder, accepts the call to New West. An undated
recommendation recommends the church (council) to implement the decision
of Synod 1995. It is unclear whether we should recognize Al Helder’s hand in
this recommendation. But it seems that this recommendation has led to the
request to Henry Hageman1763 to once again study the issue. Hageman
presents his report in July 1997. He emphasizes how both sacraments are
signs and seals of the promises of God and opposes the suggestion that
baptism reflects God’s promises and the Lord’s Supper our response to these
promises. Hageman then distinguishes three basis approaches to both
sacraments, the Roman Catholic, the Anabaptist, and the Reformed position,
and how each relates to admission. That children, and in some Reformed
circles even most adults, are barred from the table, Hageman considers the
Anabaptist influence of the Pietist tradition, muddling the original Reformed
position. Jesus’ command to celebrate the Lord’s Supper includes our
covenant children, in the same way they were included in the Passover. 1
Corinthians 11 only excludes them when quoted out of context, as the official
forms do, according to Hageman. For practical reasons the youngest children
may be excluded, but Hageman suggests welcoming children in grade 1,
approximately age six1764.

1760

In 1986 New West council had also formed a Lord’s Supper Committee to advise consistory on issues
such as the supervision on participation of guests, preparatory and applicatory services, and the frequency
and logistics of the celebration. The committee consists of Ben Hendricks, Johanna Voogd, Wilma Bouma,
Henry Hageman and Bill Tuininga. Report to the Council of the First Christian Reformed Church of new
Westminster from the Lord’s Supper Committee, December 1990.
1761
An assumption supported by another Lord’s Supper Committee of New West which does not report by
April 1987, as requested, but in December 1990, partly because the issue is not considered urgent.
1762
A letter from Fred Herfst to Administrative Council of January 26, 1993, suggests that New West does
not take action in response to the study reports, prior to Synod 1993.
1763
Henry Hageman was a relative new immigrant from the Netherlands who, if our information is correct,
had attended the Dutch Reformed Church (DRC) in Amsterdam when Henk de Jong pastored this church.
Henk de Jong played an important role in the discussion within the Dutch Reformed Churches. We note that
Henry Hageman is of a different opinion than Henk de Jong.
1764
Henry Hageman, Who Participates at the Lord’s Table, Burnaby: July 1997.
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On February 18, 1998, council makes participation in the Lord’s Supper
available to covenant children and adopts a procedure to facilitate this1765.
Sunday school will be extended with a unit on the meaning of the Lord’s
Supper, which will be taught each year to all seven year old (grade 2) students.
Initiating the process of children’s participation, instructing their children,
determining their understanding and requesting elders to affirm this judgment
in a family visit, is considered a parental covenantal responsibility. The
supervision of elders ‘within the covenant community’ is thus continued
‘through covenantal channels’. At age seventeen young persons will be
encouraged to prepare for a public profession of faith, as they will participate
no longer as children of the covenant community but rather as responsible
adults. A month later, March 1998, the congregation is informed of the new
procedure1766. An introductory remark notes that the issue “keeps coming up
because there appears to be a contradiction between our theology and
practice”. As follow up on the pastoral letter a special Elders Workshop on
Children at the Lord’s Supper is organized for September 26 and postponed to
December 9 that same year1767. In between these two meetings, questions are
prepared for the conversations between elders and children1768.
My personal story and New West’s story intertwine when I receive and accept
a call in 2003, starting my ministry in March 2004, serving the congregation
until July 2008, when a call from another church results in my return to the
Netherlands. Coming from the Dutch Reformed Church of Rijsbergen which
has celebrated the Lord’s Supper with all its children every week since 1962,
the congregation once again receives a pastor convinced that covenant
children belong at the Lord’s Table. Even though a procedure has been in
place to allow all covenant children to participate in the Lord’s Supper, not all
families have chosen to follow this procedure. And in the four and a half years
I serve the church only a handful of children make use of the procedure. To
my knowledge no records have been kept of those children who have gained
access this way. The congregation receives the bread and wine while
1765

It is interesting to note that at the same full council meeting the decision was taken to open the office of
elder and deacon to women. Draft Pastoral Letter from Council to the NWCRC Congregation, March 5,
1998.
1766
Pastoral letter from the Council of New West Christian Reformed Church to the Members (…): Regarding
the subject of Children’s participation in the Lord’s Supper, March 1998
1767
Attended by 19 members.
1768
Suggested questions when elders interview children wishing to participate to partake of the Lord’s
Supper, October 10, 1998: Do you want to take part in the Lord’s Supper? How long have you been thinking
about that? What is the Lord’s Supper? Why do we celebrate the Lord’s Supper? Why did Jesus die for you
and me? Did He have to die for us? Do you love Jesus? Is it difficult to be obedient to Him? Do you still do
wrong and sin when you want to be obedient? What do we do about sin when we know that God loves us
more than we can love Him? Do you pray and talk to God every day? Do you read the Bible by yourself?
(Italics as in original).
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remaining seated in the pews, which makes it hard to get a clear picture of
which children participate. Some parents confide to me that they let their
children participate without having followed the procedure. But even counting
those unofficial participants it may be a majority of the children whose
parents do not let them participate, especially taking into account that some
of those families are relatively large. Reflective of those parents who do not
support the idea of younger participation is the request of a precocious ten
year old to do profession of faith, to which request, not council but, the father
objects. As participation of children at the Lord’s Supper seems to lack broad
support I decide to preach a sermon series in May and June 2004 focusing on
the question who should celebrate the Lord’s Supper1769. I choose to be
transparent about my position but do not mention the participation of
children in the sermons. Instead I challenge the congregation members
themselves to answer the question whether children should participate in the
Lord’s Supper. In spite of the sermon series, support for participation of
children does not change, and so I decide to offer a course in March and May
2005 using Tim Gallant’s book Feed My Lambs1770. Though the course,
attended by a dozen participants, is appreciated, no dramatic changes in the
participation of children occur. Over the course of those four and half years
some small changes can be noticed. Sunday school children, who used to
leave before its celebration, now witness the Lord’s Supper and start asking
their parents questions in the spirit of Exodus 12:26.
4.5.5. Stage 3 – A family raises the question anew
During those years Dr. Michael W. Goheen joins the staff as part-time
preaching pastor and David Groen joins the staff as full-time youth pastor. In
2009 Andrew Beunk accepts a call from New West to become its new Senior
Pastor. Not long after that the question is put on the agenda of New West
once again. When Eric and Patsy, and their daughters Courtney, Lauren and
Grace come over from a Presbyterian Church they express their desire to have
their children participate. Parents of two sons who have been long term
members express the same desire. The question of two other children is also
mentioned in this regard. A teenage girl with parents from Latin American
Roman Catholic background expresses her desire to profess her faith at a
relative young age. A young teenage boy expresses his desire to participate in
1769

On 1 Cor. 10 on May 16; 1 Cor. 11 on May 23; Ex. 12 on May 30; Rev. 19:9 on June 13, Matt. 26 on June
20, 2004.
1770
Tim Gallant, Feed My Lambs: Why the Lord´s Table Should be Restored to Covenant Children, 2nd ed.
(Grande Prairie: Pactum Reformanda, 2003). Tim Gallant, Companion Study Guide to Feed My Lambs: 7
Lessons on Paedocommunion; With a postscript on Paedocommunion and the Three Forms of Unity (Grande
Prairie: Pacta Reformandum, 2003).
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the Lord’s Supper. His mother does not allow him even though he has been
welcomed by the pastor.
In response to the request of Eric and Patsy, Youth Pastor Dave Groen and his
wife Brittany visit the family and interview the children. Though Groen follows
the procedure, other parents, Pastor Goheen, and Pastor Beunk indicate in
the interviews that the pastors and most pastoral elders were not aware of
the existence of the procedure to have all covenant children participate. It is
indicative of how little participation of children at the Lord’s Supper had
become a noticeable practice. In terms of innovation the practice as allowed
by the procedure had not been adopted by enough members to reach the
critical mass needed to self sustain further adoption and to self sustain the
practice of participation of children1771.
Based on previous experiences, Pastor Beunk fears that the issue might cause
polarization and so chooses to have an extended conversation, spending two
or three pastoral elders meetings, as well as a special meeting with elders and
pastoral staff in which Dr. Goheen puts the issue in theological perspective.
The elders start these discussions between March and May 20101772. Dr.
Goheen is also asked to preach on the topic in October 2010, followed up by a
teaching service with discussion during a PM service1773. At the February 2011
meeting of consistory a procedure for welcoming younger members to the
Lord’s Table is approved. In March 2011 the document Children at the Lord’s
Supper - Procedure and guidelines for New West CRC is shared with the
congregation1774. The procedure is revisited in November 2012, and shared
with the congregation1775. The language is now more in line with the synodical
reports1776, the revised church order1777 and the law of British Columbia1778.
The general procedure of 2011 and 2012 is in large part that of 1998. It is still
considered the covenantal responsibility of parents to initiate the procedure;
elders exercise their responsibility by visiting the families; education continues
to be provided to children and youth, and all procedures mark the transition
1771

Everett M. Rogers, Diffusion of Innovations, 4th ed. (New York: Free Press, 1995), 313f.
In March 2011 council writes: “During the last 10-12 months the elders have been discussing the
matter.” Children at the Lord’s Table: Procedures and Guidelines for New West CRC, March 2011.
1773
Unfortunately we were unable to obtain the text or audio of this sermon and teaching session.
1774
Children at the Lord’s Table: Procedures and Guidelines for New West CRC, March 2011.
1775
Welcoming Younger Members to the Lord’s Table: Procedures and Guidelines for New West CRC,
November 2012.
1776
“Understanding appropriate to their age level” becomes “age-and-ability-appropriate understanding.”
1777
Participating children are not registered as “confessing member (under 18),” but as communicant
member.
1778
In the article on profession/affirmation of faith of respectively the 1998, 2011 and 2012 procedures the
age 17, 18 and 19 are mentioned; The latter being the age of majority in B.C.
1772
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into adulthood with a profession or affirmation of faith. What has changed is
that children are additionally required to have an age-and-ability-appropriate
understanding of what it means to be a follower of Christ. Elders are required
not just to assess this understanding, but also to discuss the parental
responsibility of ongoing faith nurture. In 2011 the procedure speaks of an age
appropriate public acknowledgement or profession within a worship service,
whereas the 2012 procedure allows informing the congregation by a notice in
the bulletin. This change may also reflect an ongoing discussion on the
necessity of a public ceremony, as well as the fact that in the end profession
of faith is required at the transition into adulthood and not for covenant
children desiring to partake in the Lord’s Supper. Education and ongoing faith
nurture is now more explicitly a goal of all children’s and youth ministries. Yet
teaching on the Lord’s Supper is still only explicitly mentioned for seven year
old students.
4.5.6. People’s perspective
Interviewing a dozen members has helped to reconstruct this process. But the
interviews especially help to retell the story of the introduction of children at
the Lord’s Supper from the perspective of individual believers. I will
distinguish different dimensions similar to those suggested by Don S.
Browning1779.
4.5.7. Emotions and feelings
In the interviews with members of New West several emotions are expressed.
The passion of pastors to include children, perceived by some of the members
as increasing with every new pastor, certainly motivated the pastors to
implement change, but also influenced the willingness of members to change.
Children and their parents remember how they were ready to participate,
feeling it was unfortunate that they could not because they were considered
too young to profess their faith. Others hesitated as they longed to participate
in the Lord’s Supper, but for example felt uncomfortable by being in the
spotlights when professing faith. One anecdote illustrates how being allowed
to participate in the Lord’s Supper is also a matter of emotion for children: a
young boy who was used to celebrating the Lord’s Supper was in tears when a
congregation member in whose care he was entrusted told him he was not
allowed to celebrate the Lord’s Supper. Those who are now allowed to
1779

Don S. Browning, A Fundamental Practical Theology: Descriptive and Strategic Proposals (Minneapolis:
Fortress, 1996), 106 f. See also Don S. Browning, “Empirical Considerations in Religious Praxis and Reflection
(2005),” in Equality and the Family: A Fundamental, Practical Theology of Children, Mothers, and Fathers in
Modern Societies, Ed. Don S. Browning (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2007), 37.

273

Paedocommunion in the Dutch Reformed Tradition
participate express their strengthened sense of belonging. The desire to
belong, or for some the conviction that they belonged, also motivated the
children whose questions helped put the issue on New West’s agenda. As
much as the passion of pastors may have motivated the change, fears and
concerns expressed among others by the elders certainly have contributed to
a slower pace of this change. And even as the change is being implemented
those elders who are not fully convinced themselves express their fear to
interview the children who desire to participate, and their uncomfortable and
uneasy feelings when serving the Lord’s Supper to children, especially when
their own parents are not present to supervise1780 or when children’s behavior
is perceived as disrespectful1781.
4.5.8. Obligations and ethics
A few obligational and ethical aspects of the issue are mentioned by the
interviewees. Commitment is stressed as a prerequisite for participation. Mike
Goheen characterizes the Supper even as meal for the community and
committed. But commitment is also mentioned as a positive result of opening
up the table. With words echoing the form for profession of faith, several
interviewees stress that the privilege of the sacraments come with
responsibilities for parents as well as children. These responsibilities are also
mentioned in speaking of the promises, the warnings and the commands or
obligations of the covenant, belonging to the Supper as covenantal meal.
Several interviewees are very cautious that siblings or peers should not
pressure others to participate; others notice that excluding people from the
meal on the other hand would be exclusionary and even abusive. There is also
caution that those children who do participate will not be treated different
from those who don’t.
4.5.9. Roles and rule
When looking at the different roles that people played in the process it is
remarkable that New West, since Pastor Peter Brouwer, has had several
pastors who were convinced that children are welcome at the Lord’s Supper.
Al Helder came from a classis and Peter Sinia from a local church which have
been pioneers in this regard, yet they moved forward slowly and cautiously.
The pastors’ increasingly noticed passion plays a role. The trust they receive in
their role as pastors and the authority as professor, but even more the trust
1780

Note that the Indonesian children for example are supervised by Sunday School staff and not by their
parents who worship in the school gym across the road.
1781
“kind of grabbing.”
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they gain as Christ followers, makes members willing to consider the
legitimacy of their views.
But the children of those pastors, of the elders, and of the congregation in
general also play significant roles. Mike Goheen’s daughter asking at age
three: “Daddy is the Lord’s supper for the Lord’s sheep?”, “Am I one of the
Lord’s sheep?” and in response to her father’s positive reply: “Why can’t I
have the Lord’s supper?” The children of several families asking their parents
similar questions played a crucial role in putting the issue once more on the
agenda, even though we have seen that not all parents automatically allow
their children’s desire to be fulfilled. The experience of adult children leaving
the church makes some more hesitant to welcome young children at the
table; the experience of children’s spiritual life flourishing after being
welcomed to the table strengthens others to support the practice.
By leaving the decision about participation to the parents, the church has
given parents a crucial role. The fact that possibly even a majority of parents
have chosen not to let their children participate for already more than a
decade is one way in which the crucial independent role of parents is
emphasized1782. In several other ways New West emphasizes parents’
responsibility to teach and to instruct regarding the Lord’s Supper, but also to
nurture faith at home. New West also tries to equip the parents through
parenting classes1783 and by sermons, for example on parenting in the
pews1784.
The role of synod is also interesting, when we consider that the three stages
that we can distinguish in New West’s process follow the three waves of the
discussion at synod. In that sense synod sets the pace.
4.5.10. Vision and theology
I will now examine the visional or theological dimension to the process
verbalized in interviews. One elder expresses his concern about the lack of
biblical reference in the 2011 and 2012 procedure and guidelines. The
documents both state, “This document is not intended to provide further
Biblical or theological reflection on the issue of younger members at the
Lord’s Table. That kind of reflection has been carried out very capably by past
1782
John VanderWoude for example notices that “very few parents have their children participate in the
Lord’s Supper.”
1783
Led by Mike and Marnie Goheen.
1784
A sermon by Mike Goheen on September 11, 2011.

275

Paedocommunion in the Dutch Reformed Tradition
Synodical study committees” and provide links to those resources on the
internet. When we consider how several of New West’s pastors have
specifically studied the issue, whether at the seminary, as part of a synodical
study committee, or in other ways, and when we consider how the
congregation has received several reports, several classes, and even more
sermons on the subject, biblical and theological reflection has been quite
abundant and thorough. It is good to notice that the most critical elder we
interviewed did suggest a minimum age of twelve, assuming it was the age
that Jewish children would come to the temple for the first time1785, as well as
the minimum age at which children are able to understand and remember as
required in Corinthians 11. Mike Goheen most explicitly rejects the rationalist
interpretation of 1 Corinthians 11 and the phrase “discerning the body”: “The
issue there was a moral issue, not a theological issue”.
Several interviewees use ecclesiological arguments. After the 1990s in which
the different generations were treated as different target audiences and
generations were found on opposite sides of the so-called worship wars, the
first decade of the twentieth century became an era of new emphasis on the
intergenerational nature of the church and its worship. The interviews show
how both practices, such as fellowship time with coffee or soup and buns
after church, as well as theological notions, strengthen the conviction that the
church should be seen as a community, “one big family” which includes “even
the smallest kid”. Eric remembers how, in his perception, Communion had
become a status symbol in the Mennonite Brethren church of his youth,
creating two classes of worshippers in the church1786. Goheen speaks of the
critical biblical order of cosmic, communal, and individual. The biblical story is
one of cosmic salvation in which the whole creation will be renewed. Within
that story a community1787 is chosen to embody that good news. And within
that community we find the individual. This biblical story is almost the
opposite of the soteriological self centeredness that is often found in Western
Christianity1788. The children of the Ephesian church are treated as part of the
community, and as called to own their faith, to believe, to obey and to
1785

Alluding to the story of twelve year old Jesus at the temple, Luke 2:41-52.
In light of his remark about two classes of worshippers it is interesting that, although maybe half
serious, Eric mentions twice how in New West the pastor drinks from a large cup whereas the other
members drink from small cups.
1787
Goheen quotes “You shall be My people, And I will be your God” (cf. Ex. 6:7 Jer. 11:4 Ez. 36:28).
1788
Both in the interview and in his books Goheen refers to Berkouwer and Wright. Michael Goheen,
Introducing Christian Mission Today: Scripture, History and Issues, (….), 91; G.C. Berkouwer, The Return of
Christ: Studies in Dogmatics (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1972), 211-212. N.T. Wright writes “If we start with
the future hope of the individual, there is always the risk that we will, at least by implication, understand
that as the real centre of everything, and treat the hope of creation as mere embroidery around the edges,”
Tom Wright, Surprised by Hope, 5th ed. (London: SPCK, 2011), 92.
1786
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fear1789. The covenant, the children of the covenant, and how they share in
God’s promises are mentioned often in the documents and interviews. The
place of children in the Passover1790 and later seder tradition is seen as an
argument for children at the Lord’s Supper and also as a model for a childfriendly way to instruct children when celebrating the Lord’s Supper. Baptism
of children is also mentioned by several interviewees.
When Eric, who was raised in a Mennonite Brethren church, found out CRC
churches require public testimonies before a young person could be deemed
eligible to receive Communion, he felt that Anabaptist distinctives had
influenced the evolution of the Christian Reformed praxis. Marnie Goheen is
the only one who explicitly mentions an eschatological argument when she
states that the Supper “lightens the imagination for the hope that lies before
us” and we are “to hold that hope before our children”. Len Noort calls it a
positive thing and a great celebration for a committed child to be so closely
connected to Christ by eating the bread of life and drinking His blood. Mike
Goheen highlights the missional orientation of the Supper1791 by sharing a
story on a pastor who kept asking “is everyone fed?” until the congregation
realized he was thinking of those hungry for grace not yet reached with the
gospel. In Goheen’s view, children need to be fed for their missional job to
embody justice on the playground or to embody kindness to their friends.
Mike thus emphasizes how the Supper nurtures faith. Marnie, possibly
alluding to the manna during Israel’s desert journey, uses the image of food
for the journey. Andrew Beunk uses the image of the Supper as a family meal
which is done more justice when you can celebrate with your whole family.
Marnie Goheen builds on the same metaphor saying you don’t withhold food
from children until they can say “I love you” or “Thank you” for it. Mike
Goheen shares a story from another congregation of celebrating the Supper in
the context of a regular meal, and how a less ritualized setting moved many
who had been hesitant before to bring their children.
In both documents and interviews I come across initial reservations based on
tradition. ‘Tradition’ sometimes refers to Calvin’s Institutes, the confessions,
and the forms of the church, but several interviewees indicate that practice –

1789

Cf. Ephesians 6:1.
Goheen: “I see the Lords supper if not a direct fulfillment of the Passover, certainly fulfilling a very
similar role in the covenantal life of Gods people today. But the events now are no longer the exodus, but
the exodus as is fulfilled in Christ.”
1791
An article by Goheen on the missional orientation of both sacraments was translated into Dutch and
published in Opbouw: Michael W. Goheen, “Goheen: ‘Herstel de missionaire betekenis van doop en
avondmaal’: De kerk moet haar missionaire identiteit herontdekken,” Opbouw (October 1, 2010).
1790
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the way we have always done things – had shaped their convictions: lex
orandi, lex credendi.
4.5.11. Context and culture
When I look at these developments from the perspective of environment and
context I notice a couple of things. Three out of the four families whose
children are mentioned by the interviewees as those who raised the question
came from other denominations than the Christian Reformed Church1792. Two
out of those four families are from non Dutch ethnic background. May Baelde
also observes that, “old, long time Dutch CRC people are not necessarily the
ones whose children are participating in the Lord’s Supper”. Eric grew up in a
Mennonite Brethren church and when joining a Reformed denomination
embraced its theology on the place of children within the covenant. Marnie
and Mike Goheen share a similar experience. Yolanda Noort mentions how
the different background and experience of pastors Sinia1793 and Goheen1794
opened her eyes to something that was not even an option before. I already
mentioned in a footnote that Henry Hageman who wrote an internal study
report may have been influenced by his Dutch Reformed background. In short,
exposure to other denominational practices and cultures has certainly
influenced the process. At the same time we have seen that the pace is set at
synod, and New West’s development in this regard is almost synchronized
with what happens in the heartland of the denomination.
May Baelde believes the development also happens under the influence of
society; a culture in which – as she experiences at her work at John Knox
Christian School – parents allow children more and more to make decisions
which really are parents’ decisions. The amount of authority that parents have
in a certain culture has also been related to the distinction between high
context and low context cultures1795; in high context cultures authority is
centralized and responsibility is at the top. In New West church the first
generation of Dutch immigrants represents a higher context culture than
second or third generations of Dutch immigrants. The North American West
Coast culture represents a low context culture, but for quite some time now
also experiences a great influx of immigrants from high context Asian cultures.
It is interesting to realize that the issue of children at the Lord’s Supper plays
out in the midst of this encounter between high context and low context
1792

The Presbyterian Church, Roman Catholic Church and an unknown denomination.
Dutch Reformed Church Rijsbergen.
1794
Baptist during his youth, Presbyterian Church of America during his years as theological student.
1795
See Edward T. Hall, Beyond Culture (New York: Anchor Book, 1981).
1793
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cultures. Children who decide to participate and children who are (perceived)
as not respecting the reverent atmosphere of the Lord’s Supper could be
understood as a symptom of a low context culture. The argument that the
identity of children is rooted in their believing families or in the covenant is
more characteristic of high context culture.
Children have been the focus of attention of the New West congregation in
more than one way. It is a striking feature of New West that the congregation,
strongly influenced by Abraham Kuyper’s Christian School movement, gave
priority to building a Christian School before building a sanctuary. Reaching
out to the community through the Beehive Christian preschool since 1988
may be seen as continued attention to children and their education. Several
ministries of the church, such as the Calvinist Cadet Corps, G.E.M.S. girls club,
Vacation Bible School, and Student Dynamics target the children and youth of
the church and its community and have welcomed significant numbers of
children from congregations without such ministries. The New West Sunday
school also hosts the English speaking children of the Indonesian Church
which worships in the John Knox School gym. The congregation is also
involved in the International Student Ministries of Simon Fraser University,
serves international students and scholars with the Mosaic ministry, and uses
a former parsonage as Mosaic Home. The involvement of the congregation
may be reflected by the fact that all interviewees are involved in one or more
of those ministries. Not uncommon for North American churches this size, but
remarkable from a Dutch perspective is the full time position of the Youth
Pastor David Groen. The strong focus of attention to children seems to
provide fertile ground for the belief that children belong at the Lord’s Table,
and it raises the question why the congregation was not more at the forefront
of this development within the denomination.
How are children perceived by the interviewees? Alison Noort says that even
the smallest kid, just being baptized as part of the family, needs to be treated
as fellow brother or sister. John VanderWoude cautions that it is not up us to
determine whether a child will become a Christ follower or not and rejects
“the idea that we can, kind of, help God in saving our children”. I will resist the
temptation to overload these short quotes with theological meaning as if they
represent the spectrum of view ranging from Kuyper’s presumptive
regeneration to the Pietist view Kuyper so much opposed. Especially as almost
all interviewees view children in light of the covenant and its promises, that is
more in line with theologians such as Louis Berkhof1796 and Klaas Schilder.
1796
Louis Berkhof, Systematic Theology: New Edition containing the full text of Systematic Theology and the
original Introductory Volume to Systematic Theology (1932/1938; Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1996), 639.
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Regarding children’s sacramental ability, the Goheens emphasize the ability of
children to understand symbol and metaphor. The question and answer as
integrated into the active participation of the Passover model points to how
children have learned by doing throughout history except in the postEnlightenment West. The ability of children from age one to five to drink in
what is shared with them about Communion and other practices, and the
tenderness of their hearts create a window of opportunity to lay a strong
foundation for their future lives with God. In several ways age and ability are
respected. Children, even in a child’s way, they show whether they love God or
not, says Corrie VanderWoude. We wanted our kids owning it at three years
old at a three year old level, and four year old at a four year old level and at
five year old, says Mike Goheen. It is sufficient when children understand at
their level, suggests Alison Noort. Marnie Goheen states: “Following Christ is
entering into a relationship with a person, and not a set of ideas that you have
to assent to. Christ can touch every person. Every single person understands
this touch of love, even if they can’t hear and they can‘t see”.
Even though almost all interviewees embrace the language of age and ability
appropriate participation, listening to what they say about specific ages shows
more diversity. Leonard Noort felt too young to participate when age twelve
or thirteen, and has not started to participate when interviewed at age
fourteen. We already heard John VanderWoude mention age twelve as a
minimum. Marnie Goheen notices that this seems to reflect the minimum age
of most children who participate at an earlier age, only slightly younger than
Abraham Kuyper already envisioned. Marnie and Mike Goheen wonder why
younger children, for who the table has been opened, are not coming. But
Mike Goheen challenges parents of younger children to be bold, and hopes
that his grandson Levi will start taking Lord’s Supper when he turns two or
three. Andrew Beunk mentions children age five or six as an example. Len
Noort mentions tolerance in the church to seven years old who commit to
Christ. No one mentions babies or infants as possible participants.
4.5.12. Catechetical and liturgical frames
With the latest procedure and guideline, education and ongoing faith nurture
has been named more explicitly a goal of all children’s and youth ministries,
though teaching on the Lord’s Supper is only explicitly mentioned for sevenyear-old students. Interviewees involved in Cadets, G.E.M.S. , and Student
Dynamics have not witnessed teaching on the Lord’s Supper in these
ministries. Andrew Beunk shares that nothing intentional has been done in
terms of providing Sunday school curriculum or teaching, and recognizes how
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the ideas as provided in a webinar of the denomination provide opportunities
for growth1797. Mike Goheen mentions more comprehensive plans to help
children participate in the life of the congregation, which have not yet found
support in the Sunday school staff. Parents are not provided with tools or
resources, other than the conversation with the pastor or elders, the
parenting class led by Mike and Marnie Goheen, and some sermons such as
the one titled Parenting in the Pews. When the procedure had just been
introduced, children were invited to come forward during the church service
where the pastor shared with them what the elements mean. This had not
become a regular element of Communion services.
For now the most significant change during Communion services is the fact
that children come back from Sunday school and are present during the Lord’s
Supper. This presents some challenges, some of which at the time of the
interviews still need to be addressed. Timing is one such challenge: providing
Sunday school with enough time to finish their program and finding ways to
make the children come back in the right time. The way children find their way
back to their parents does not satisfy the congregation yet. And the
Indonesian children who are supervised by Sunday school teachers provide a
challenge how to handle parental supervision when parents worship across
the road. The Worship Planning Team has played with ideas of using the
Passover and seder tradition as format to encourage children’s active
participation and has picked up material from Grand Rapids, but at the time of
the interview, nothing has developed beyond the planning stage yet. Some
interviewees emphasize though that being present, even if only witnessing the
Lord’s Supper, already teaches the children a lot. And even without resources,
the older generation of the church does have meaningful conversations with
the younger generation.
4.5.13. Significance and consequences
According to the elder who opposes the change, the impact on the church has
been little. The significance of children participating in the Lord’s Supper
according to others is that is has strengthened the acceptance of the children
and the interaction between the generations. To see children participate is
heartwarming, May Baelde shares. Without specifying why, parents share that
it is especially significant for them to see their own children participate, and
also how meaningful it is for their children. Marnie Goheen shares how
1797

Webinar with Thea Leunk and Pat Nederveld on April 25, 2012
http://network.crcna.org/elders/children-lords-table A later webinar was recorded on February 20, 2013
http://network.crcna.org/elders/children-lords-table-live-qa (both accessed July 3, 2015).
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significant it was for the families whose children desired to partake to
experience the conversation with the Youth Pastor open up a conversation
about faith within the family. When asked about the significance of the
participation of children, Eric responds: “I think we are saying symbolically
that our children are part of an amazing covenant in which they will be
discipled by not only their parents but the congregation as a whole. In short,
there is a cross-generational interest in their well-being as they grow up in the
faith”. Others feel that only time can tell what the significance for the faith of
children is. For now the commitment of teenagers who have professed at a
younger age is appreciated. An unexpected consequence according to Yolanda
is that the practice has made new members feel even more integrated in the
church family. Interviewees believe it draws in new families with children. The
acceptance of the Indonesian children has also strengthened the relationship
with the Indonesian church across the road. One unintended consequence is
the sense of confusion that some feel about what should be considered
profession of faith. A consequence not observed but feared by some is that
those children who participate will be treated differently from those who do
not.
4.6. Summary
A first important observation is that paedocommunion pioneers started to
welcome children at the Supper in Protestant churches in the late 1950s and
early 1960s across the Western world. The first of those pioneers did so
independently from each other. A preliminary conclusion is that this is an
indication that – consciously or unconsciously – broader cultural or social
issues may have played a role in the introduction of paedocommunion. I
conclude that multiple reasons – such as a more frequent Supper celebration,
a growing awareness of sacramental tradition, exposure to other church
traditions, a renewed vision on the church, and the Reformed theology of
baptism – led Dutch pioneers to introduce paedocommunion.
Regarding the introduction of paedocommunion in the church of Rijsbergen I
would like to draw the following conclusions. I conclude that the complex
interplay between the Reformed liberated background of the church and Van
Katwijk, the conservative pietistic denominational backgrounds of the
members from Sliedrecht, and the Roman Catholic background of Carolina
and her daughter played a significant role in the introduction of
paedocommunion in Rijsbergen. A preliminary conclusion is that feelings of
discontent of the Meijwaard Overduin brothers may have been highly
significant in preparing the church of Rijsbergen for the move towards
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welcoming children to the Table. If practical theology is about ‘tracing the
sacred’, as Ruard Ganzevoort suggests1798, then it is important to observe how
the members of Rijsbergen perceived the harmony at the congregational
meeting – at which paedocommunion was approved – as indication that the
Holy Spirit rested upon the meeting. I conclude that in spite of the presence of
a patriarchal culture, hierarchical relationship and charismatic personalities,
so many members played a key-role in Rijsbergen’s process of welcoming
children at the Table that we must speak of a communal process. I conclude
that Rijsbergen’s strong emphasis on earliest practices, such as that of the
apostolic church of Acts 2 and of the first Dutch Reformed Church of London,
helped the congregation to break with tradition. No catechetical frames are
provided to encourage full participation, other than the special spontaneous
question and answer sessions in the early years after the introduction. It is
remarkable that other kinds of special attention for children were remarkably
absent in the early years of this first Dutch congregation to welcome children
at the Table. Liturgically no special attempts seem to have been made to
encourage full participation of children. Remarkably enough eyewitness
reports reveal what an impact that little change had on people’s experience of
the worship services. In retrospect most children felt at home in congregation
and at its Lord’s Supper celebrations.
Regarding the introduction of paedocommunion in Fourteenth Street
Christian Reformed Church I would like to draw the following conclusions. The
overture that originated with Fourteenth Street CRC focuses primarily on the
theological grounds in favor of paedocommunion: the intergenerational
nature of church, baptism as covenantal sign signifying full membership, a
renewed understanding of 1 Corinthians 11, the partnership between the
Word in preaching and sacrament, the history behind the separation of
baptism and Lord’s Supper, the participation of children in the early church,
and the confusion regarding current profession of faith practice. But I
conclude that the reasons behind the introduction of paedocommunion in
Fourteenth Street CRC are more multidimensional, as acknowledged by the
congregation and its members. Remarkable is the role of awkwardness of
youth, and those who sympathize with their awkward feelings, in moving the
congregation towards fuller participation of children in the Supper. I conclude
that the role of the Keeleys as educators in the process, makes explicit what is
1798

R. Ruard Ganzevoort, “Forks in the Road when Tracing the Sacred: Practical Theology as Hermeneutics
of Lived Religion,” Presidential address to the 9th conference of the International Academy of Practical
Theology, Chicago, 2009, http://www.ruardganzevoort.nl/pdf/2009_Presidential.pdf (accessed September
8, 2017).
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more hidden in the process of other congregations, and that is the role of
changing concepts of children and childhood on the introduction of
paedocommunion. It is remarkable that all three local congregations in unique
and very different ways showed sensitivity to children or youth from their
earliest beginnings. Many of the interviewees attribute a special role to the
disabled Dalton. Most of the liturgical frames were created in the process
leading towards the introduction of paedocommunion in Fourteenth Street
CRC. No significant later liturgical changes are mentioned by the interviewees.
The material of Children and Worship in many ways had prepared the children
for their participation. No need for new ways to prepare the children for
participation was highlighted in the interviews and documents. The
participation of children especially influenced the experience of the church as
one body of believers.
Regarding the introduction of paedocommunion in New West CRC I would like
to draw the following conclusions. The pace of the introduction of
paedocommunion in New West CRC is set by synodical decisions; the three
stages that we can distinguish in New West’s process follow the three waves
of the discussion at synod. Considering how a significant number of the
pastors of New West CRC have been in support of paedocommunion in a
relative early stage, it is remarkable that New West CRC has not been more at
the forefront. A preliminary conclusion could be that the conviction of pastors
and theologians is not necessarily decisive in the introduction of
paedocommunion. Just like Fourteenth Street CRC, New West has had a focus
on children and youth from the moment it gave priority to building a school
over building a sanctuary. This focus has not put New West on the forefront of
change in this regard, but it may explain why the congregation ended up
welcoming children at the Table. Another remarkable feature is how the
congregation has supported opening the Table to children, while at the same
time a significant minority of parents, with possibly a majority of children,
decided not to make use of this possibility. It may serve as an example that it
is possible for two opinions about paedocommunion to be practiced within a
congregation that worships in unity. At the same time this remarkable feature
may explain why it was perceived necessary to raise the question after it had
already been answered positively. Part of the congregational story as well as
the individual stories of interviewees is how families and children raise the
question. This feature that we have come across in all three case studies
deserves to be evaluated in more detail in the final chapter. Though the
Worship Committee has contemplated using material from Grand Rapids, no
significant changes in the Lord’s Supper have been introduced. This makes the
presence of children the most significant change. And since children are
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present during Supper celebrations of children, they start asking their parents
questions in the spirit of Exodus 12:26, whether or not they participate. The
actual participation of children has strengthened the acceptance of children
and the interaction between the generations. Some feel that it has made it
easier to integrate new members into the church family as well. Ongoing faith
nurture is an explicit goal of the New West, teaching on the Lord’s Supper is
explicitly mentioned for seven-year-old students, but at the moment of our
interviews these goals have not materialized yet. Catechetical training of
parents is emphasized to equip parents, among other thing, to teach and
instruct their children themselves regarding the Lord’s Supper.

285

Chapter 5 Denominational Discussion
Chapter 5 Denominational Discussion
5. 1. Introduction
This fifth chapter provides a description of how the paedocommunion
discussion unfolds within three denominations within the Dutch Reformed
tradition: 1) the Reformed Churches liberated1799 and its offshoot the Dutch
Reformed Churches1800, 2) the Reformed Churches in the Netherlands1801
which merged with the Netherlands Reformed Church1802 and Evangelical
Lutheran Church1803 into the Protestant Church in the Netherlands in 2004,
and 3) the Christian Reformed Church in North America. As indicated, these
three denominations in the Netherlands and in North America are connected
by more than just ecclesiastical fellowship or ecumenical relations and can be
treated as a family of churches, representative of the Dutch Reformed
tradition, even though there are relevant differences in theology, praxis and
context.
In this fifth chapter I finish the descriptive-empirical or observation step in my
research process, gathering the data which I will analyze in the sixth and final
chapter of this dissertation. To describe how the paedocommunion discussion
unfolded in these three denominations I will organize the material
chronologically, per denomination, while distinguishing the discussion on two
platforms. Per denomination I will first describe the discussion on the
platform of national or bi-national denominational periodicals and popular
theological publications associated with the denomination1804. Then I will
describe the debate on the platform of national assemblies or synods of that
denomination, as it is described in the study reports, agenda’s and acts.
I continue to work with the same multidimensional framework, similar to that
developed by Browning. For that reason this chapter is based on an underlying
coded analysis of the discussion, just like chapter four. This will allow chapter
six to focus on the various arguments separately, to include other aspects
relevant to this discussion, and to elucidate the inner coherence of the
arguments.
1799

Gereformeerde Kerken vrijgemaakt.
Nederlands Gereformeerde Kerken.
1801
Gereformeerde Kerken in Nederland.
1802
Nederlandse Hervormde Kerk.
1803
Evangelisch-Lutherse Kerk in het Koninkrijk der Nederlanden.
1804
Originally, the plan was to treat the discussion or academic discourse as found in theological journals
and books separately. But considering the scarcity of academic articles on this subject in theological
journals and the fact that most of the books written on the subject aligned with discussions found within
periodicals targeting people in the pews, I have chosen to follow the discussion on only two platforms.
1800
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5.2. The CRCNA’s Denominational Discussion in Periodicals and Books
5.2.1. The question raised
The first time the CRC Periodical Index1805 registers the issue of children at the
Lord’s Supper, it is lay-members and children who raise the questions1806. In
1950, a reader of the Banner argues that children should participate in the
Lord’s Supper because of the similar significance of both sacraments, the
restriction of the injunctions of 1 Corinthians 11 to adults, the participation of
children in the Passover, and the assumed participation of children in the
breaking of bread in Acts 2:46.
In response, Nicholas Monsma1807 defends the current practice, arguing that
Acts is silent on children, that Deuteronomy 16 changed the initial
participation of children in the Passover, and that both sacraments signify
grace in different ways. Baptism signifies regeneration and requires no action,
while Communion signifies spiritual growth and sanctification and requires
faith along with a measure of mental and spiritual development.
5.2.2. First discussion in the fifties
In 1958, a first discussion takes place in the Banner when Clarence Vos1808
takes up the question of little Margie wondering why she is not permitted to
come to the Lord’s Table1809. For Vos, the child’s question, desire, and need
are arguments in themselves. He calls for biblical evidence in support of the
current practice. Vos argues for a lower age of admission1810 based on
children’s participation in the covenant, in Passover, in baptism, and in the
hearing of the Word. Considering the paedocommunion practice of the early
church, Vos questions whether the restrictions of 1 Corinthians 11 apply to
children. He questions whether we act in the spirit of the disciples who
hindered children or in the spirit of Jesus who welcomed them.
In response1811, Martin Monsma1812 (not to be confused with Nicholas) points
to the difference between the sacraments, adding that the required faith and

1805

I made use of the CRC Periodical Index (CRCPI), which “is an index to periodicals which are official
publications of the Christian Reformed Church or its institutions, or periodicals which have a significant
number of contributors who are affiliated with the CRC or its institutions.”
1806
Nicholas J. Monsma, “Should children partake of the Lord's supper?” Banner (January 6, 1950): 5.
1807
Nicholas J. Monsma, 1892-1973.
1808
Clarence J. Vos, at that moment, serves as pastor of Bethel Christian Reformed Church, Paterson, New
Jersey. Later Vos would become associate professor of Bible at Calvin Seminary.
1809
Clarence J. Vos, “Suffer the Little Children; Thoughts on Children and Their Relation to Communion,”
Banner (February 28, 1958).
1810
But explicitly not for infant Communion.
1811
Martin Monsma, “Children and the Lord’s Supper,” Banner (March 7, 1958).
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understanding includes experiential knowledge of sin and misery. He
disqualifies the testimony of the early church on the grounds that both the
conception of transubstantiation and the necessity of the sacraments unto
salvation originate at this time. Monsma suggests that during the
Reformation, the age for profession of faith was raised to fourteen or fifteen
because many lacked maturity and sincerity. He is against needless
postponement but is happy with admission between ages seventeen and
twenty. Even so, not age, but spiritual maturity should determine admission.
The new emphasis on individual, personal conversion and commitment in the
New Testament justifies a different treatment of children than in the
Passover. Vos asserts that Baptists would agree1813. He believes the crux of the
matter is whether or not children do possess enough faith to partake in
Communion. He claims Monsma’s requirement of full understanding excludes
everyone, and turns a means into an end. Vos refers to Herman Hoeksema1814
who already in 1952 wrote in support of participation at a much younger
age1815.
5.2.3. Questions, answers and second round of discussion in the sixties
We find the same pattern in the sixties: questions asked by readers1816, a
single article by a Calvin Seminary student1817, and at the brink of the
seventies, a second round of discussion. A significant difference with the fifties

1812

Martin Monsma (1893–1968) pastored several churches and at that time served as professor of
Practical Theology at Calvin Theological Seminary.
1813
Clarence J. Vos, “Suffer the Little Children,” Banner (July 11, 1958).
1814
Herman Hoeksema (1886-1965), former pastor within the CRC, who, when refusing to accept the
doctrine of common grace in 1924, formed the Protestant Reformed Churches, a more conservative
denomination than the CRC, which for forty years he served as professor of theology.
1815
Vos quotes: “For the same reason I often wonder whether the practice of our churches not to
administer the Lord’s Supper to children before they have reached the age of adolescence* is not an error.
Surely, long before they have reached this age, they are able to discern the Lord’s body. There is, it seems
to me, not sufficient reason to withhold from them this sacrament, by which they are nourished with the
body and blood of Christ, and in which they commemorate Christ’s death, until they have finished the
course in catechetical instruction that is required in our churches and are capable of making a complete
confession of faith. Let it rather be demanded that they continue to attend catechism until they have
finished the course, but in the meantime let them partake of the Lord’s Supper at least at a much earlier
age than is usually the custom in our churches,” Herman Hoeksema, The Triple Knowledge: An Exposition of
the Heidelberg Catechism, Volume 2, 3rd ed. (1947-1952; Grand Rapids: Reformed Free Publishing
Association, 1988), 561. *Adolescence in English refers to the stage between the age of 12 and 20, whereas
the Dutch word refers to the stage which starts approximately at age 17.
1816
In 1963 a question by one of the CRC’s medical missionaries on the foreign field, John H. Bratt, “The
Reader Asks; At What Age Should We Admit to the Lord’s Supper?” Banner (January 25, 1963). In 1965 by
one of the colleagues of John H. Bratt, who was professor of religion and theology at Calvin College, John H.
Bratt, “The Reader Asks; Why Bar Children from the Lord’s Supper?” Banner (November 5, 1965).
1817
Stanley Vermeer, “Should Children Participate in the Lord’s Supper?” Stromata (February 1968).
Stromata is the annual publication of the student body.
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seems to be that now most appeals in favor of children at the Lord’s Table
come from those within Calvin Seminary.
5.2.3.1. First question and answer
The first questioner suggests that the current practice lacks scriptural support,
whereas children’s sacramental ability, the parallel with infant baptism, and
the benefits and meaning of Communion plead in favor. In response, Bratt
mentions how church order1818 points out the difference between the
sacraments, and emphasizes the requirements of 1 Corinthians 11. Bratt
argues that thirteen-year-olds might be capable of meeting most
requirements of 1 Corinthians 11, but the virile and strongly worded
requirement to “prove” requires quite some maturity1819.

5.2.3.2. Second question and answer
The second questioner favors paedocommunion on the same grounds
advanced for infant baptism: 1) the covenant concept, 2) the covenant
practice, and 3) the household concept. In response, Bratt repeats his
arguments, adding the suggestion that in infant baptism the conditions are
levied on the covenantal parents, but in the case of Communion, on the
prospective celebrant. He contends that Exodus 12:26-27 does not expressly
support children’s participation.

5.2.3.3. A student’s contribution
Calvin student Stanley Vermeer’s study of the grounds for infant baptism
makes him question the inconsistency with Lord’s Supper theology. Infant
baptism is defended carefully, whereas children are easily eliminated from
Communion by the same theologians. Vermeer’s argument is based on the
parallel between Passover and the Lord’s Supper and on the relation of both
to the covenant of grace. A Passover style question and answer could shape
the participation of children. Vermeer also mentions Eastern Orthodox
practice in support1820.

1818

Article 61.
Banner (January 25, 1963): 17.
1820
Stromata (February, 1968): 9-12.
1819
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5.2.3.4. The second round of discussion
The second round of discussion is opened in 1969 by Veenstra with this
remark: “The doctoral thesis of one of our professors of theology states that
Scripture does not forbid children’s participation in the Lord’s Supper”1821.
Veenstra briefly repeats the major arguments in favor, and closes with a plea
for better understanding of, for example, the inclusion of children in both
sacraments by the Eastern Church1822. In response, John VanderPloeg1823
quotes Berkhof1824, Bavinck1825, and Geesink1826, adding a number of quotes
from Calvin1827 in a subsequent article1828. Vermeer concurs with Veenstra,
calls for a more fair treatment of the issue, and rebuts each of Bavinck’s
arguments1829 as follows: 1) Even after the Temple was built, part of the
Passover was celebrated with the entire family. 2) Requiring children to ask
questions allows for participation at age three. 3) The mere impression that
New Testament Communion was restricted to adults is a Baptist argument. 4)
Requiring faith and self-examination from adults does not imply the same is
required from children. 5) Vermeer has experienced the blessing of Jewish
Passover which we withhold from our children. G. Henneveld also rebuts
Bavinck’s arguments: 1) The Passover, as originally instituted, should overrule
its later development. 2) Both sacraments signify our dependence on God’s
gracious initiative. 3) The silence of the New Testament on children’s
participation suggests continuation of Old Testament custom, while the
requirements are not different from those for baptism. 4) We are not in a
position to conclude that blessing is withheld from children who do not
participate in what God has instituted.1830
5.2.4. The third round of discussion, early seventies
A third round of discussion begins in 1973 with the first female contribution.
Tena Feenstra Venema tells the story of her eight-year-old son asking, “Mom,
why can’t I take of the Bread?”1831 After explaining the requirement of public
profession of faith, her son declares, “But I love Jesus now.” Feenstra
1821

Rolf L. Veenstra, “Participation,” Banner (August 22, 1969).
Banner (August 22, 1969): 3.
1823
John VanderPloeg, “The Lord’s Supper for Children Also?” Banner (August 22, 1969).
1824
Louis Berkhof, Systematic Theology: New Edition containing the full text of Systematic Theology and the
original Introductory Volume to Systematic Theology (1932/1938; Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1996), 656-657.
1825
Herman Bavinck, Gereformeerde Dogmatiek, Volume 4, 4th ed. (Kampen: Kok, 1930), 560-563.
1826
W. Geesink, Van ’s HEEREN Ordinantiën, Tweede Deel ’s HEEREN Ordinantiën in de zedelijke wereld,
Volume III, 2nd ed. (1908; Kampen: Kok, 1925), 201.
1827
John Calvin, Institutes. VanderPloeg quotes bk. IV, chap. 16, 30.
1828
John VanderPloeg, “Once Again -- Children at the Lord's Supper,” Banner (May 1, 1970).
1829
Stanley Vermeer, Stanley, “Voices: Children at the Lord’s Supper,” Banner (May 1, 1970).
1830
G. Henneveld, “Voices: Children at the Lord’s Supper,” Banner (May 1 1970).
1831
Tena Feenstra Venema, “Please Tell Me – What Should I Have Said?” Banner (January 26, 1973).
1822
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questions the Christian Reformed practice of not allowing all baptized
members to participate in the Lord’s Supper. She wonders what Jesus would
have done and challenges her readers to provide an answer she can give to
her child.
J. Harold Ellens accepts the challenge, exhorting that the Lord’s Supper is for
all believers; that the most minute glimpse of faith is saving faith; that all
children who can say, “I believe in Christ, and I love Him”, should be
permitted; that the connection between Communion, church membership,
and discipline is not warranted1832. He suggests telling her son “that the Lord
wants him to take the bread and wine, but that the church does not realize
that and understand that yet.” R.J. Van der Borgh1833 states that Ellens
misunderstands the relationships between baptism, the Lord’s Supper, church
membership, and discipline. He argues1834 that only after children are
instructed and fully understand the Christian faith can they proclaim,
themselves, appreciate the corporate nature of the Lord’s Supper, and
understand the sacredness of this sacrament for which the Reformation has
struggled. Henry Buikema1835 responds that love for Jesus is not enough.
Involvement in the struggle of faith, repentance of sin, and determination to
take up one’s cross are also needed. He believes that faith can only be
strengthened by taking the Lord’s Supper when it is already being exercised in
these ways. Buikema fears requiring nothing more than love for Jesus because
even a four-year-old will say, “I love Jesus now.”

5.2.5. Entering a new stage after 1975
In the first twenty-five years (1950-1975) of the CRCNA’s denominational
discussion of paedocommunion in periodicals, the tone is irenic. Arguments
both pro and con are evenly represented, and equal space is allotted. While
reference to Dutch theologians is made, corresponding developments in the
Netherlands are not mentioned. That changes in 1975. Tim Gallant writes,
“After stirrings in some mainline denominations, Christian L. Keidel’s landmark
1975 article regarding the practice of paedocommunion published in the
1832

J. Harold Ellens, “Commends Jan 26 Banner,” Banner (March 9, 1973).
R.J. Van der Borgh, “Voices: But Let a Man Prove Himself,” Banner (April 1973).
1834
With three somewhat puzzling references to Herman Ridderbos, Paulus: Ontwerp van zijn theologie
(Kampen: Kok, 1966) and Herman Ridderbos, “De genademiddelen,” in Het dogma der kerk, edited by G.C.
Berkouwer and G. Toornvliet (Groningen: Jan Haan, 1949). These references are somewhat puzzling while
the first two refer to statements of Herman Ridderbos that closely resemble arguments often used in favor
of children at the Lord’s Supper, i.e. the corporate nature of the Lord’s Supper celebration, and the
similarity between baptism and Lord’s Supper among others in the required faith and discernment. The last
reference to Het dogma der kerk may prove too much.
1835
Henry Buikema, “Why Can’t I Take the Bread?” Banner (May 11, 1973).
1833
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Westminster Theological Journal,1836 dropped like a bomb into the more
conservative and evangelical Reformed community, and things have not been
the same since. Particularly in the 1980s, Presbyterian and continental
Reformed churches (among others) found themselves embroiled in the
issue.”1837 Without suggesting a causal relationship, one can observe a similar
new stage in the discussion within the periodicals of the CRCNA. For example,
there is a sharp increase in the number of articles,1838 and a greater awareness
of the importance of the discussion in light of contemporary developments,
such as overtures and study reports.

5.2.6. Input from the RCA, late seventies
In 1977, George Marsden discusses the study report1839 of the Reformed
Church in America (RCA) in the progressive Reformed Journal1840. How well do
the various options comport with Scripture and the best of tradition as we
understand them? The burden of proof rests on those who desire change and
is available in the current implicit assumption that children are unregenerate
and in the withholding of means of grace from those who need them.
Marsden puts forward two risks. The first risk is participating children are
eating judgment on themselves. But, a reasonable interpretation of 1
Corinthians 11 does not allow the conclusion that believing children should be
excluded. At the same time, “every means of grace carries with it the potential
of being a means of judgment to those who abuse it.” Marsden suggests,
participation (preferably weekly) is the antidote to children’s irreverence. The
second risk comes in abandoning the requirement of profession of faith. The
RCA committee observes that “along with revivalism came the idea that the
children of the church need to be converted in the same manner as those
outside the church, (…) old covenant theology was jeopardized by a new
conversionist, individualistic theology”1841. Requiring faith and love
1836

Christian L. Keidel, “Is the Lord’s Supper for Children?” Westminster Theological Journal (Spring 1975):
301-341. A response followed: Roger T. Beckwith, “The Age of Admission to the Lord’s Supper,”
Westminster Theological Journal (Winter 1976): 123-151.
1837
Tim Gallant, Feed My Lambs: Why the Lord’s Table Should Be Restored to Covenant Children, 2nd. Ed.
(Grand Prairie: Pactum Reformanda, 2003), 17-18.
1838
I registered almost seven times as many articles on the subject in the CRCNA periodicals in the three
decades after Keidel’s article as in the three decades before his article.
1839
Baptized Non-Communicants and the Celebration of the Lord’s Supper (1977). The report can be found
in James I. Cook, ed., The Church Speaks: Papers of the Commission on Theology, Reformed Church in
America, 1959-1984. (The Historical Series of the Reformed Church in America) (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans,
1985).
1840
Marsden, George M. “Children at the Lord’s Table: a Reformed Dilemma,” Reformed Journal (December
1977).
1841
James Cook (1985), 79. Note that the RCA committee speaks of increased tension between church
theology and practice.
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appropriate to age and understanding provides a safeguard against these two
risks. A profession of faith at a riper age, without the necessity of joining the
church, remains desirable.
5.2.7. The two crucial years, 1980 and 1981
Two years, 1980 and 1981, seem crucial in the CRC’s discussion. The Banner of
November 1980 devotes much space to the discussion, granting six pastors a
voice1842 and publishing the results of a poll among children1843. Banner Editor
Andrew Kuyvenhoven1844 argues for the importance and relevance of the topic
pointing to several Reformed denominations in North America, the
Netherlands1845 and Scotland which discuss, experiment with1846 or allow
paedocommunion. Within the CRC, articles are written and several pastors
express favorable views1847. Kuyvenhoven1848 considers infant Communion a
sacramentalist practice. Thus, Communion belongs to the church and not to
the family as it did in the Jewish Passover. He suggests a bar mitzvah
ceremony close to age twelve to open the table while instruction continues.
This would be followed by a ceremony of covenant making, giving evidence of
knowledge and faith, and pledging active participation in the church when
maturity is reached.
5.2.7.1. The first pastor
The first pastor who contributes to this issue, Jelle Tuininga,1849 emphasizes
the difference between Passover and Lord’s Supper— the first as national and
familial, the second as fulfilment of that which is to be received in the
assembly of God1850. Tuininga maintains that there is still a legitimate place for
the requirements of 1 Corinthians 111851. Baptism and Communion are
different in that the latter by nature includes an element of confession and
requires genuine faith. Tuininga also argues that the potential blessing of
1842
Jelle Tuininga, James A. De Jong, John Vriend, Alvin L. Hoksbergen, Morris N. Greidanus, and Jacob
Kuntz.
1843
Cecilia Mereness, “Do children care?” Banner (November 24, 1980).
1844
Andrew Kuyvenhoven, “Awaking sleeping dogs?” Banner (November 24, 1980).
1845
Kuyvenhoven specifically mentions the Dutch book B.J. Aalbers, Kinderen aan het avondmaal? (Kampen:
Kok, 1971).
1846
Harry Buis, President of the General Synod of the Reformed Church in America, responds in a letter to
the editor that the RCA does not allow such experiments as a recommendation along such line at the 1979
Synod was defeated: Buis (1981), 4.
1847
While, as Kuyvenhoven admits, their church members did not show interest.
1848
Andrew Kuyvenhoven, “Children and the Lord's Supper,” Banner (November 24, 1980).
1849
Jelle Tuininga, “Should children participate in the Lord's Supper?” Banner (November 24, 1980).
1850
Cf. Belgic Confession Art. 35.
1851
Cf. Heidelberg Catechism Q&A 76.
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allowing a child manifesting genuine faith to participate in the Lord’s Supper is
outweighed by the potential dangers. It could jeopardize catechism classes,
undermine public profession of faith and the confessional nature of the
church, create jealousy and rivalry, and put the sacrament on equal footing
with the Word.
5.2.7.2. The second pastor
The second pastor, James De Jong,1852 does not find sufficient support in the
Bible, in the Passover, or in early church history for the participation of young
children, but he would like to encourage profession of faith by children
preferably at age thirteen or fourteen, or at least sixteen1853. De Jong believes
high school youth are able to understand the Lord’s Supper sufficiently, are in
need of this means of grace more than ever, and may in this way experience
peer identity working for the Lord. In addition, by aligning with major Christian
traditions such as Lutheran, Anglican, and Roman Catholic practices, their
wisdom would be acknowledged.
5.2.7.3. The third pastor
The third pastor, John Vriend,1854 favors frequent celebration with the whole
covenant community instead of leaving children in a limbo of our creation.
Vriend describes the family Communion practice of Church of the Servant in
Grand Rapids. Children come forward with their parents. Professing children
partake, while non-professing children participate in accord with the level of
their awareness. Both the pastor and the elders bless the babies, identifying
the children as God’s own, and share a word of encouragement with each of
them. Parents are encouraged to share their bread with their small children.
Vriend concludes: “We have found the harmony that eludes us when we
theorize about it”.
5.2.7.4. The fourth pastor
A fourth contribution comes from Pastor Alvin Hoksbergen.1855 He suggests
that objective shaping of practice based on our Reformed theology with its
covenantal flavor would mean great change in participation of children in
worship, including the Lord’s Supper. The covenant has already shaped our
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James A. De Jong, “Should children participate in the Lord's Supper?” Banner (November 24, 1980).
De Jong believes that the current average age in the Canadian changes
1854
John Vriend, “Should children participate in the Lord's Supper?” Banner (November 24, 1980).
1855
Alvin L. Hoksbergen, “Should children participate in the Lord's Supper?” Banner (November 24, 1980).
1853
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educational approach in Christian schools and our theology of infant baptism,
but it has failed to shape our Lord’s Supper theology.
5.2.7.5. The fifth pastor
Morris Greidanus1856 provides the fifth pastoral contribution. He claims the
covenant theme supports infant Communion even more soundly than that of
infant baptism. Children, he proposes, should be allowed to participate when
they can discern the body and examine themselves – around the age of ten1857
or even seven. Parents have the responsibility to decide whether their child is
still frivolous or faithfully eager. As maturing members, children need this
means of grace. Greidanus suggests that lowering the age of admission
requires rethinking of our practice of profession of faith.
5.2.7.6. The sixth pastor
Jacob Kuntz1858 is convinced that the Lord’s Supper is exclusively for believers
and sees it as an expression of faith. While public in nature, Kuntz separates it
from the public profession of faith, stating the latter is how we know whether
or not one believes. Kuntz suggests allowing early profession of faith at age
twelve, or even ten, as a means of strengthening the faith of young believers
while continuing their catechism. These combine in preparation for a
complete, public profession of faith at a more mature age when all the
privileges of membership would be granted. In Kuntz’s view the consistory
remains responsible in consultation with the parents.
5.2.7.7. Hundreds of children polled
At the Banner’s request, Cele Mereness, teacher trainer for the education
department of the Board of Publications, asked a number of teachers to poll
their children, asking, “Would you like to take Communion? Why? or Why
not?”1859 Until this time, only three children had been heard on this
subject1860. Now hundreds1861 of children are given a voice in the discussion—
with striking results. For example, within one group of 267 children, the
1856

Morris N. Greidanus, “Should children participate in the Lord's Supper?” Banner (November 24, 1980).
Cf. Calvin.
1858
Note that Jacob Kuntz was pastor of 1st CRC of New Westminster from 1965 until 1972.
1859
Cecilia Mereness, “Do children care?” Banner (November 24, 1980). Note that this is the 26th article, but
only the second female writer in the discussion (as I have been able to register it).
1860
Little Margie in 1958, Tena Venema Feenstra’s eight year old boy in 1973, and John Boer’s eleven year
old son in Kuyvenhoven’s 1980 editorial.
1861
Of the six teachers, mentioned in the article, who polled children, three mention the exact number of
children, 467 children in total.
1857
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majority of younger children indicate they would like to participate in the
Lord’s Supper. Children aged twelve and thirteen are almost evenly divided.
Most of the fifteen- and sixteen-year-olds say they would not like to
participate. In a different group of 136 students, every age has a majority who
want to participate in the Lord’s Supper.
5.2.7.8. Seventeen Voices in response
The Banner received quite a number of responses to this survey and publishes
at least seventeen in the “Voices” section of several Banners1862. Kristine
Ellestad points to the requirements of 1 Corinthians 11: discernment, selfexamination, knowledge of Christ’s sacrificial love and atonement, and Paul’s
stern warning against unworthy participation1863. Jacob Vandervate refers to
Galatians 4:11864. Calvin Seminary Professor John Stek acknowledges the
parallel of Passover as a celebration of the old exodus, and the Lord’s Supper
as a celebration of the new exodus. He concludes that only those who have
participated in the new exodus—those who by faith in Christ can testify that
they have passed from bondage to freedom—may participate in the Lord’s
Supper. He suggests that circumcision, which is related to infant baptism,
belongs to the Abrahamic covenant; the Passover belongs to the old Sinai
covenant; and, the Lord’s Supper belongs to the new covenant. The two latter
covenants are related to the Abrahamic covenant, which has bearing on the
question of the participants in these sacramental meals1865. Norman De Jong
of Trinity College questions the wisdom of dedicating the Banner to this
discussion1866 and states, “When you distribute questionnaires to school
children, you reduce theological decision making to counting uninformed
1862

I registered the following seventeen articles: Kristine Ellestad, “Voices: Children at the table?” Banner
(December 8, 1980); John H. Stek, “Voices: Children and Lord's Supper,” Banner (December 15, 1980);
Norman De Jong, “Voices: Children and Lord's Supper,” Banner (December 15, 1980); Harry Van Gurp,
“Voices: Children at the table?” Banner (December 29, 1980); George Prins, “Voices: Children at the table?”
Banner (December 29, 1980); Cornelius J. Van Schouwen, “Voices: Children at the table?” Banner
(December 29, 1980); Richard N. Ostling, “Voices: Worthy Partakers,” Banner (January 5, 1981); Jacob
Vandervate, “Voices: Worthy Partakers,” Banner (January 5, 1981); Harry Buis, “Voices: Children at the
table?” Banner (January 5, 1981); Eric B. Verhulst, “Voices: Children at the table?” Banner (January 5, 1981);
Diane Marie Patterson, “Voices: Children at the table?” Banner (January 5, 1981); Christine Wiersma,
“Voices: Children at the table?” Banner (January 5, 1981); Jack Geschiere, “Voices: Children at the table?”
Banner (January 5, 1981); Gregg V. Martin, “Voices: Children at the table?” Banner (January 5, 1981); E.
Vander Woude, “Voices: Covenant and growth,” Banner (February 2, 1981); Lauri Brower, “Voices: Polling
and Partaking,” Banner (February 2, 1981); Tracey Shannon Kooy, “Voices: Jesus Loves Us Too,” Banner
(February 2, 1981).
1863
Ellestad (1980), 4. Richard N. Ostling is even startled that in spite of 1 Corinthians 11 some found little
guidance in the New Testament on the question: Ostling (1981), 4. See also Vandervate (1981), 4 and
Martin (1981), 24.
1864
Vandervate (1981), 4.
1865
Stek (1980), 4.
1866
A similar concern is expressed by Jack Geschiere (1981), 24 and Gregg V. Martin (1981), 24.
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noses1867.” Eric Verhulst, who is positive about Vriend’s opinions and about
Kuyvenhoven’s bar mitzvah, suggests discounting a number of the reasons
given by children in the poll1868.
Harry Van Gurp seems to suggest the approaches were biased as he considers
the viewpoints of the contributing pastors predictable1869. George Prins has
mixed feelings about the children’s contributions and expresses concern for
the unity of the church. He considers some arguments weak in biblical
support, is appreciative of Kuntz’s interesting approach, and judges Tuininga’s
questions and concerns to be legitimate1870. Based on her childhood
experience as a Roman Catholic and as a mature adult participant in the
Christian Reformed Church, Diane Marie Patterson favors requiring full
understanding and self-examination as described in the preparatory form1871.
Christine Wiersma is against children participating in the Lord’s Supper, citing
her own story. She acknowledges that she only fully understood the meaning
of “Do this in remembrance of me” years after her public profession of faith at
age seventeen1872. Jack Geschiere expresses fear about a shifting emphasis
from preaching and teaching to sacraments and a shift away from Reformed
church government to an emphasis on family responsibility. Parents’ yearning
for public profession of faith is legitimate, but children should be allowed time
to grow1873. Among other concerns in this debate, Gregg Martin perceives a
small influential minority is trying to set the agenda for the entire CRC1874.
5.2.8. Progressive action and further discussion early eighties
In the conservative magazine Outlook of February 1983, Peter De Jong1875
reports1876 that at a conference1877 Hendrick Hart1878 has argued that
Communion of saints is expressed in participation of children, and describes
how at that same conference Pastor B. Nederlof1879 led a Communion service
1867

De Jong (1980), 4. Similar concerns are expressed by C. Van Schouwen: C. Van Schouwen (1980), 2,4.
Vriend (1981), 4,24.
1869
Van Gurp (1980), 2.
1870
Prins (1980), 2.
1871
Patterson (1981), 24.
1872
Wiersma (1981), 24.
1873
Geschiere (1981), 24.
1874
Martin (1981), 24.
1875
Peter De Jong, “Children at the Lord’s Table,” Outlook (February 1983).
1876
In response to the source of this news: Syrt Wolters, “Als je ’t mij vraagt,” Calvinist Contact (November
26, 1982).
1877
“From Communion to community.”
1878
Professor of systematic philosophy at the Institute for Christian Studies.
1879
At that moment, pastor of the Christian Reformed Church of Victoria, BC, Canada. Later, he played a
role in the paedocommunion discussion in the First CRC of New Westminster.
1868
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including children. De Jong speaks against this neglect of church order,
“running ahead in anticipation of possible future changes”. Besides the
requirements of 1 Corinthians 11, he also mentions the need for consistory
supervision in conformance to 1 Corinthians 5.
In March 1984, Harry der Nederlanden1880 wonders whether we have lost the
simplicity of the basic human actions that underlie the two sacraments. Even
babies can be washed and fed. His plea for child-Communion goes hand-inhand with his plea for weekly Communion. Based on his experience, he
concludes, “You can’t celebrate the Lord’s Supper every week and leave the
children out of it”.
5.2.9. From the periodicals to the floor of Synod 1984
Apparently unaware of the overture that Classis Rocky Mountains had
prepared for Synod 1984 six months earlier1881, Andrew Kuyvenhoven
suggests an overture to synod to regulate the admission of children1882 as
follows: 1) no admittance of infants, 2) consistory remains responsible for
admittance, 3) admission after a bar mitzvah ritual between the ages of ten
and fourteen, 4) continued instruction of teenagers, 5) public profession of
faith at the conclusion of the teenage years, and 6) hence, removing the
connection between admission and profession of faith.
5.2.9.1. Synodical process in the Banner, continued conservative discussion
After the question of children at the Lord’s Supper has been put on the
agenda of Synod 1984 most contributions in the Banner for the next decade
are closely related to the synodical process1883. Meanwhile, the discussion is
1880

Harry der Nederlanden, “Soapbox: Feeding the Children,” Banner (March 19, 1984).
Classis Rocky Mountain, Minutes, September 14, 1982, art. 17. Classis Rocky Mountain, Minutes,
September 13-14, 1983, art. 14, Acts CRCNA 1984 Synod, 424.
1882
Andrew Kuyvenhoven, “Children at The Lord’s Supper,” Banner (March 26, 1984).
1883
Sandra Vander Zicht, “More Wisdom Needed: Children at Lord’s Supper Subject to Scrutiny,” Banner
(July 2, 1984). Rachel TeGrootenhuis, “Classis Seeks Time to Study Juvenile Communion,” Banner (April 28,
1986). Harvey Albert Smit, “Children at the Lord’s Table,” Banner (November 3, 1986). Harvey Albert Smit,
“Children at the Lord's Supper—again,” Banner (March 15, 1993). N.N. “Children-at-communion issue
bumped back to committee,” Banner (June 29, 1993). John D. Suk, John Zevalking, Arthur Joosse. “Synod
1995: Let's welcome children to the Lord's Supper,” Banner (June 5, 1995). Phyllis Ten Elshof, “Let the
Children Come, But....,” Banner (July 3, 1995). N.N. “CRC Synod's Decision on Children and Communion,”
Christian Renewal (July 1995). Ruth Donker, “News Feature: What Our Churches Are Doing About Children
at the Lord’s Supper,” Banner (August 26, 1996). David Raakman, “Synod holds the line on children and the
Lord's supper,” Banner (July 5, 1999). Dan Postma, “Faith Formation Committee Reports,” Banner (July
2008). Gayla R. Postma, “Baptized Children at the Lord’s Supper, Take Two,” Banner (June 2010). Bob De
Moor, “Hamming for the Folks Back Home,” Banner (January 2011). Bob De Moor, “No Communion
Without Profession,” Banner (January 2011).
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continued in two conservative magazines: Outlook, speaking against children
at the Lord’s Supper, and Christian Renewal, which, remarkably enough,
publishes articles by G. Visee who is more in favor1884.
In a response to Kuyvenhoven’s 1984 editorial, Tuininga1885 repeats a number
of his principal objections, underscoring the reciprocal nature of
Communion1886. Infants can be baptized without their knowledge, but not
commune without their knowledge. With a number of questions he adds
practical objections: What will be the criterion for admission? Who is going to
apply that criterion? Won’t arbitrariness cause jealousy and hassles? Will
admission be prior to teaching since at ages ten to twelve catechism generally
has not even started? What about rebellious and indifferent youth? What
about those who have not professed their faith yet at age twenty five? Will
this not prove to be a time-bomb under public profession of faith and
undermine the confessional nature of the church? Two years later,
Tuininga1887 repeats his old arguments adding supportive quotes from Calvin,
the confessions, and Henry Van Andel1888. He offers two fresh thoughts: he
observes that there was more agitation for admitting children to the Lord’s
Supper in the sixties and seventies than at present, and he offers his own
confession: “Personally, I have often felt that in general our young people wait
too long to make profession of their faith. Young people who clearly love the
Lord at age 15 or 16 should be able to make a credible confession of their
faith”1889.
5.2.10. One editor and two pioneers in 1987
The March 9, 1987 issue of the Banner contains three contributions by Editor
Andrew Kuyvenhoven, and by Duane Kelderman and Albert Helder1890. The
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G. Visee, “May--and must--our children partake of the Lord's Supper?” published in four parts, Christian
Renewal, resp. March 17, April 7, 21, May 5, 1986. All articles translated by Tony Heins. I discuss the original
Dutch articles in the context of the discussion within RCL and DRC. K. Deddens responds in the magazine of
the Canadian and American Reformed Churches with four articles “May Children Partake of the Lord’s
Supper?” 1,2,3,4, Clarion, resp. September 4, 19, October 3, 17, 1986.
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Jelle Tuininga, “Children at the Lord's Supper,” Outlook (October, 1984).
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Mentioning Heidelberg Catechism Q&A 76 and Belgic Confession.
1887
Jelle Tuininga, “Children at the Lord’s Supper,” Outlook (June 1986).
1888
Henry Van Andel, “The Privileges of Full Communion,” in Thy Way is My Way, ed. Michael De Vries
(Toronto: Credo, 1967), 9-15. Henry Van Andel served the First CRC of New Westminster as its first pastor
from 1954 until 1965.
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Tuininga thinks that Calvin thought this was possible at age 12.
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Andrew Kuyvenhoven, “Come, eat and drink,” Banner (March 9, 1987): 6-7, Duane Kelderman, “Why
Can’t Johnny Profess His Faith?” Banner (March 9, 1987): 8-10; Albert Helder, “Should my child be there
with me?” Banner (March 9, 1987): 12-13.
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latter two are introduced by Kuyvenhoven as pastors of churches which “have
already judged the issue and set their own rules.”1891
5.2.10.1. The editor
Kuyvenhoven suggests combining the best of the 1986 majority and minority
reports1892. He considers the weakness of the majority suggestion to lower the
age of profession of faith that it will remove the motivation for continued
education. He therefore suggests disconnecting admission to the Supper and
profession of faith. Kuyvenhoven argues that the minority does not
acknowledge the church’s need for an observable order. He therefore
suggests setting a minimum age – infants should not be permitted – and
letting the elders remain responsible. His compromise would allow junior high
students to participate in the “storm and stress” period of their lives.
5.2.10.2. The first pioneer
Duane Kelderman shares how his church Ridgeview Hills Christian Reformed
Church, Denver, Colorado, decided to interview forty young people in grade
seven to twelve1893. These young people view themselves as Christians1894, are
fearful of having to profess their faith before council, and think of profession
of faith as something for older and mature people. Profession of faith is
traditionally expected at the late adolescent age when young people are most
paralyzed by peer pressure and most resistant to parental encouragement. In
the end the Ridgeview Hills decides to take a two step approach separating an
earlier professing membership from a mature voting membership1895. The
church liturgically emphasizes the link between profession of faith and Lord’s
Supper celebrating by scheduling both on the same Sunday.
5.2.10.3. The second pioneer
Albert Helder’s article is interesting in more than one way1896. At that time
Helder serves a church in Classis Rocky Mountain. His personal story about his
eight year old son asking to celebrate the Lord’s Supper, provides valuable
insight in one of the stories that seem to have led to Classis Rocky Mountain’s
1891

Kuyvenhoven (March 9, 1987): 6.
Kuyvenhoven (March 9, 1987).
1893
Kelderman (1987).
1894
“They know they are sinners, they trust in Jesus Christ alone for their salvation, and they desire to live
for him,” Kelderman (1987), 8.
1895
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(1987), 9.
1896
Helder (1987).
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overture. Later Albert Helder will serve New West Church as a pastor, and this
article reveals what motivated Helder to study the issue and part of the
process he followed doing that. He writes he was “motivated by a
determination not to trivialize my son’s faith.”1897 Jesus’ commandment to
remember prevents Helder from believing covenant children have an
automatic right to the Communion table. But based on child development
expertise he does believe children are able to remember between the ages of
five and seven. Children learn and their faith is nourished by participation in
sacramental meals and feasts. Living in a time of history where children are
exposed to the world at an early age, their faith needs to be strengthened and
encouraged equally early. Supper participation should not be a reward for
public profession of faith, but is itself a public statement of faith1898. Formal
public profession of faith can remain part of the public celebration when
children in the covenant become adults in relationship with God. After giving
some of his personal opinions, Helder closes as chairman of the Synodical
Study Committee on Children at the Lord’s Supper inviting readers and
churches to share their thoughts on the issue with the committee. Some
readers respond to the articles by Kelderman and Helder1899.
5.2.11. Last contributions before debate ceases in 1988
The following nine years the discussion in the Banner almost ceases until a
young girl makes the next contribution1900. Meanwhile the discussion
continues in other periodicals.
5.2.11.1. Outlook 1988
In anticipation of Synod 1988, Tuininga addresses the majority and minority
reports1901. He suggests that the majority report should provide more
compelling evidence and should choose between the covenant and the
participant’s faith as grounds for admission. Employing the covenant as the
basis for admission would require major changes to the confessions. It is his
opinion that the majority report is not in touch with the reality of unwilling
fifteen year olds, and falls into the trap of biblicism, when suggesting that the
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Helder (1987), 12.
Cf. 1 Cor. 11:26.
1899
David T. Koyzis, Linda Back and Cor Potstra in the Banner issues of April 6, 1987, pages 2,4, and April 20,
1987, page 4.
1900
Jozina Vander Klok, “Let the Little Children Come,” Banner (April 22, 1996). Not counting the articles
related to the synodical process and an article with the outcome of a survey of local churches, Phyllis Ten
Elshof, “Permit the children at the supper too?” Banner (July 31, 1989).
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Jelle Tuininga, “Children at the Lord’s Supper,” Outlook (March, 1988).
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Bible is silent on young people making profession of faith. According to
Tuininga this is done in neglect of clear evidence of a training process1902.
In that same issue of Outlook, Peter De Jong1903 concludes that in the majority
report our speculations concerning covenant membership and a mechanistic
educational theory of development1904 overrule biblical principles; that the
Lord’s Supper is equated with Passover, neglecting the newness of the
covenant; that two conflicting standards of admission, thus two ways of
salvation, will encourage a false dependence on baptism for salvation and
become an obstacle for effective evangelism; and finally, that church
discipline will be eliminated. The disastrous experience of the Netherlands
churches and of the New England Puritans with their “Half Way Covenant”
should warn us.
5.2.11.2. Stromata 1988
In Stromata of that same year Linda Male1905 shares the story of three
generations hesitating to profess their faith early. Male suggests there is a
sacramentalist view among those who favor very early participation, but a
latent Zwinglian view among their opponents. Male suggest that a Calvinist
who focuses on God’s action while recognizing how the significance of the
sacraments is accepted by the heart in faith, can favor earlier participation
without supporting infant Communion. Baptism should be given its due; birth
should be acknowledged; sensitivity to children and their stages of
development should be heightened, thus implying changes to the way
children are educated and profess their faith. She concludes, “It is time to take
our children out of limbo”.
5.2.11.3. More input from the RCA
In a special issue of Reformed Worship on including children in our worship
experience, James I. Cook explains why the June 1988 General Synod of the
Reformed Church in America voted to encourage boards of elders of the RCA
congregations to include baptized children at the Lord’s Table1906. Cook
distinguishes old reasons – a rediscovery of the church year1907 and a return to
1902

Tuininga mentions: Deut. 6:1, Joshua 4:1-7,20-24, Ps. 78:1-8 and Eph. 6:1-4.
Peter De Jong, “Should covenant children take part in the Lord's Supper?” Outlook (March,1988).
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Linda K. Male, “In Memory Of Anne Butler: Reflections On Children At The Lord's Supper,” Stromata
(May, 1988).
1906
James I. Cook, “The Toughest Issue: Why the RCA Said Yes to Baptized Children at the Lord’s Supper”
Reformed Worship (Summer 1989).
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A consequent more frequent celebration made the exclusion of children more obvious.
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Reformed theology of baptism – with new reasons, such as the contribution
of faith development and the clarification of 1 Corinthians 11 as addressing
adult sins.
5.2.12. Discussion picked up by twelve-year-old in 1996
Twelve-year-old Jozina Vander Klok picks up the discussion which, in the
Banner, had basically ceased nine years earlier1908. Jozina feels left out, in spite
of Jesus’ words to let the children come, in spite of her understanding of the
sacrament, in spite of the liturgy that declares we all share the same loaf.
Through participation, she is eager to demonstrate that she loves God, too.
She envisions a church where her children are allowed to participate. The
childlike nature of her input is underscored with a drawing by eleven-year-old
Jennifer Nanninga. That same year, an article with a cartoon in the Banner is
the first that addresses children directly on this issue1909.
5.2.13. Speaking from experience
As time progresses a new element is introduced in the discussion: articles by
writers who speak from personal experience on admission of children. RCA
Pastor Timothy J. Mulder is one of the first examples noted1910. He argues that
those who have experienced children participating are more open to
considering the option. Experiencing a mentally impaired girl professing her
faith seems to have served as a stepping stone in Mulder’s own thinking. He
emphasizes the importance of teaching behaviour first, then making
behaviour understood. He recognizes faith as a lifelong process including a
growing understanding of the Lord’s Supper, just like Calvin did regarding
baptism1911. Ushering children out of church before Communion is 1
Corinthians 11 in action.
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Vander Klok (1996).
Joanne E. De Jonge and Matt Vander Pol, “Adventures in Church History: Kids, Communion, and
Confession,” Banner (November 25, 1996).
1910
Timothy J. Mulder, “Adding a Leaf to the Table: In Defense of Inviting Children to the Lord’s Supper,”
Reformed Worship (June, 1998).
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5.2.14. The twenty first century
5.2.14.1. An orthodox Reformed plea in favor
Tim Gallant1912 continues the discussion in the first decade of the twenty first
century with the publication of his book1913 with companion study guide1914,
and simultaneously published articles1915 in Christian Renewal1916. More than
others, Gallant takes note of paedocommunion in the Early and Medieval
church and in the Hussite reform1917. Though Gallant acknowledges that
mainstream churches and liberal theology contributed to the renewed
interest in paedocommunion, he mentions the names of several orthodox and
conservative Reformed theologians who favor it as well1918. Gallant explains
the new Reformed interest by the influx of new blood in the Reformed
camp1919, by the renewed attention paid to the covenant1920, and by
accessibility of knowledge concerning the early church. The Hussites
acknowledged the importance of John 6:53, which Gallant defends with
Calvin’s connection between signified reality and sign. Children epitomize the
Kingdom of God1921. The Table of the Lord and the Body of the Lord are
coextensive1922. In light of 1 Corinthians 10, paedocommunion is the practical
implication of covenantal theology in which the church consists of the
believers and their seed. Chapter 11 should be read in connection with
chapter 10, but also with the Old Testament in mind. The Old Testament helps
us understand how remembrance does not exclude children from
(sacramental) rites and how self-examination should be seen as a warning
1912

One could question whether Tim Gallant should be included in this overview of the discussion in
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1917
Gallant notes that the first article of the 23 Hussite articles, drafted by the Synod of Wenceslas (1417),
demanding the right for children to participate in the Lord’s Supper.
1918
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G.I. Williamson, Robert Rayburn, R.C. Sproul Jr., Peter J. Leithart, James Jordan, Norman Shepherd, and
Douglas Jones.
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Cf. Mat 19:13-14
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Cf. 1 Corinthians 10: 16-17.
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against covenant breaking. Proclamation is a description and not a
prescription. Both sacraments convey the promise and the demand of the
covenant, and a passive-active distinction does not hold in light of the Old
Testament. The ex opere operato accusation would also count for Old
Testament rituals in which children participated. The Lord’s Supper is first of
all a blessing, but judgment and blessing both belong to it, just as in baptism,
the hearing of the word, and the swearing of the covenant.
5.2.14.2. An overview
In 2003, Ryan Faber provides an overview of the history of the discussion in
Stromata1923. Faber agrees with synod that faith – not just covenant
membership – is required by the Bible as well as by the creeds. On the other
hand, Faber believes the simplest expression of faith by a younger child should
be considered adequate for admission while taking into account different
levels of maturity. Profession of faith as public appropriation of the baptismal
promises remains necessary.
5.2.14.3. Future Faith Formation Committee member in favor 1
In 2004, Syd Hielema1924 claims we have lived a contradiction in the CRC – the
tension between a covenantal vision1925 and the two-tier system of
membership1926. On the basis of 1 Corinthians 11, we do almost the exact
opposite of what Paul intends. Hielema reminds his readers how the image of
the body of 1 Corinthians 12 follows chapter 11. Hielema advises among
others to affirm what unites all generations and to start practicing what synod
allows concerning children and Communion.
5.2.14.4. Changing opinion
In 2005, Wayne Brouwer1927 shares how his opinion changed when he became
aware of the several missteps on which the relationship between personal
faith and the celebration of the sacrament is built, and of the history of
confirmation with its perceived need of bishops to perform this rite, and of
the original maximum age limits set (ages two, three, and five) and reset at
1923

Ryan Faber, “Our Paedocommunion Discussion: Children and the Lord’s Supper in the Christian
Reformed Church,” Stromata (Spring, 2003).
1924
Syd Hielema, at that moment professor of theology and youth ministry at Dordt College and member of
the CRC Children and Youth Advisory Committee. Later he would become a member of the Faith Formation
Committee.
1925
As embodied in Christian education.
1926
Syd Hielema, “Editorial: Being Church Together,” Banner (October 2004).
1927
Wayne Brouwer, “Children at the Table,” Banner (February 2005).
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the Council of Trent to between ages seven and twelve. Brouwer also states
the importance of becoming aware of the cultural context of 1 Corinthians 11
in which the rich were excluding the poor and slaves – both of whom were
often called children and were treated as such. In addition, he compares the
sacraments to “show and tell” and concludes they are thus better understood
than many sermons.
5.2.14.5. Future Faith Formation Committee member in favor 2
Syd Hielema1928 speaks of the current practice of excluding children as a
tangled web of history, cultural context, and anxiety trumping Scripture and
Reformed theology. Children did participate in the Lord’s Supper for most of
history, but as the doctrine of transubstantiation developed, anxiety grew,
and young children were excluded. The Reformers reformed
transubstantiation theology, but held onto the anxiety, grounding it in a
misinterpretation of 1 Corinthians 11. The old elitism that Paul addressed was
replaced by a new elitism of rationalism. The “works” of right understanding
and personal commitment have become requirements for receiving a
communal means of grace. Covenant theology, the unity of the sacraments,
the unity of the Testaments, and the partnership of Word and sacrament are
all undermined. The unity of the body is not recognized, and the relationship
between mystery, understanding and human development is not properly
honored. Hielema expresses hopefulness in recognising anew the power and
wonder of worship and the consequent recovery of awe and adoration.
Additionally, a moment must come in which we recognize how we have fallen
prey to the dark spirit of generationalism.
5.2.14.6. An orthodox Reformed plea against
In the fall of 2005, Cornelis Venema starts a series opposing paedocommunion
in Outlook that continues until 20071929. Venema’s articles are published as a
book in 20091930. The question Venema intends to answer is: “Does
membership in the covenant, which is sealed to the children of believing
1928

Syd Hielema, “A Precious Feast, a Tangled Web: A Case for Welcoming Children at the Table,” Reformed
Worship (June 2005). If we can consider Cook’s 1989 Reformed Worship article an RCA article, and
Hielema’s article the first CRCNA article on the issue, then the conclusion that the magazine enters this
debate on a core worship issue quite late, seems justified.
1929
I registered sixteen articles by Venema in Outlook as listed in my bibliography. Venema served as a
Christian Reformed pastor, but has joined the United Reformed Churches in North America. Considering his
CRC past and the fact that his articles are included in the CRC periodical index I have chosen to include him
in this overview.
1930
Cornelis P. Venema, Children at the Lord’s Table: Assessing the Case for Paedocommunion (Grand
Rapids: Reformed Heritage Books, 2009).
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parents through their baptism, constitute a sufficient basis for admitting them
to the Table of the Lord?1931 Venema addresses four main arguments used by
those in favour of paedocommunion: 1) the historical argument, 2) the
covenant argument, 3) the analogy with Passover argument and 4) the 1
Corinthians 11 argument1932.
He considers the arguments from history for paedocommunion inconclusive at
best1933. He suggests that children did not participate before the third
century1934. After the third century this innovation became prevalent in the
West, but not as widespread as it was in the East, and on the basis of dubious
sacramental views. Venema downplays the role of transubstantiation in the
decline of the practice1935 and considers “the longstanding insistence of the
church fathers, Augustine included, on a believing and informed reception”
and important factor that tends to be overlooked1936. The Reformed
confessions teach how the sacraments are appendices to the Word; faith
being produced through the Word, and only confirmed by the sacraments1937.
The sacraments as signs should be distinguished from the signified reality1938.
The sacraments work, not ex opere operato, but only as the Spirit is working
through them, confirming faith that they require of the proper recipients1939.
Regarding the Old Testament Venema rejects the appeal to children’s
participation in the wilderness meals and manna1940, because even strangers
and animals were nourished by this food and drink1941. Venema suggests
Exodus 24 may be the most important precedent to the Lord’s Supper, which
provides no ground for the participation of children1942. Regarding the
Passover Venema distinguishes the first household celebration of Passover in
1931

Venema (2009), 4.
Venema (2009), 5-9.
1933
Venema (2009), 26.
1934
Venema’s interpretation of the writings of Justin Martyr, Clement of Alexandria and Origen resembles
that of Beckwith (1976) and Winzer (2007). Venema’s reference to Joachim Jeremias regarding this
conclusion is questionable. Venema refers to Jeremias (1963), 7. Joachim Jeremias, The Origins of Infant
Baptism: A Further Study in reply of Kurt Aland, 1962 (Eugene: Wipf & Stock, 2004), 39? ; Venema (2009),
14.
1935
Cp. Cornelis P. Venema, “A Further Reply to Tim Gallant on Paedocommunion,” Confessional
Presbyterian 3 (2007): 248.
1936
Venema (2009), 25. Cp. Cornelis P. Venema, “A Further Reply to Tim Gallant on Paedocommunion,”
Confessional Presbyterian 3 (2007): 248
1937
Venema (2009), 30,fn.5.; Heidelberg Catechism Q&A 65.
1938
Venema (2009), 32f.
1939
Venema (2009), 33f. , 43f. Cf. Belgic Confession, art. 35; Heidelberg Catechism, Q&A 81; Westminster
Larger Catechism, Q&A 177.
1940
Cf. Ex. 16:13-20, 1 Cor. 10: 1-5.
1941
Venema (2009), 54f., 62.
1942
Venema (2009), 64f.
1932
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Egypt and later celebration regulated by Deuteronomy 161943. He
acknowledges that “women and children were not explicitly denied
permission to celebrate the Passover” but also speaks about “the stipulation
of Deuteronomy 16 that only men go up annually to Jerusalem.”1944 He further
argues that infants and younger children could not have digested some of the
ingredients of the Passover, the cup of blessing – “an intoxicant (…) not suited
to consumption by infants and very young children” – adding a further
obstacle1945. Venema suggests that the traditions of Judaism stipulated twenty
as the age of discretion for Passover participation, a practice which changed
from age twenty to thirteen as reflected in the New Testament1946.
Regarding the New Testament text of John 6, Venema rejects the
sacramentalist reading of the Eastern Orthodox tradition1947 and concludes
that it supports the requirement of Communion with Christ by faith1948.
Regarding 1 Corinthians 11, Venema supports the traditional Reformed
understanding of this text, which also underlies the requirement of public
profession of faith prior to admission to the Lord’s Table, expressed in the
Reformed Confessions1949. Though Paul addresses a specific problem, he
moves on to give more general instruction1950. Paul stipulates that self
examination and discernment of the body of Christ are required for proper
celebration of the Supper, and thus “provides sufficient warrant for upholding
the historic view and practice of the Reformed churches.”1951
5.2.15. Regarding the third round at synod
5.2.15.1. In anticipation of round three at synod
In 2006, Robert J. Keeley1952 writes on the occasion of Classis Holland
overturning synod. Keeley is concerned that the former ruling of synod
created a confusing membership system. The distinction between baptized
1943

Venema (2009), 67f.
Venema (2009), 71.
1945
Venema (2009), 68f.
1946
Venema (2009), 72f.
1947
Venema (2009), 92.
1948
Venema (2009), 98f.
1949
Venema (2009), 104.
1950
Venema (2009), 123.
1951
Venema (2009), 124.
1952
Robert J. Keeley, “In My Humble Opinion: Children at the Lord’s Table,” Banner (June 2006). Keeley is
professor of education at Calvin College, and together with his wife played a significant role in introducing
children at the Lord’s Supper in 14th Street CRC, Holland Michigan, and in writing the overture to Synod
2006.
1944
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and confessing members is neither theologically nor biblically sound. He states
that a new discussion of 1 Corinthians 11 is needed: “It is ironic that we have
used Paul’s concern for unity of the body at Communion to exclude baptized
children. Paul actually suggests the opposite.” Keeley wants to return to the
practice of the first thousand years in which baptized babies were welcomed
to the table. The historic reasons for discontinuing that practice do not apply
to us, though they have determined our practice of exclusion.
5.2.15.2. Seminary input
In spring 2007, Calvin Theological Seminary Forum is dedicated to the question
of children at the Lord’s Supper. The editorial1953 from Calvin Seminary
president Cornelius Plantinga, Jr. reminds us that at that moment the CRC had
“graciously said Yes”, and it was expected to be a matter of formality for
Synod 2007 to affirm this decision.
a. Seminary input - Confessional
Lyle Bierma1954 explains that the Heidelberg Catechism answers the question
“Who are to come to the Lord’s Table?” based on a particular interpretation
of 1 Corinthians 11 whereas other interpretations of this text are possible.
Bierma argues that children are included in the covenant and, in the Old
Testament, received the sacraments of initiation and of nurture. This supports
their baptism and participation in Communion1955. Both sacraments
communicate the same gracious message – how God acts foremost. And
though faith is implied in the requirements for both, communal faith may fulfil
that requirement. Bierma challenges the denomination to be taught about
these matters and to deal with the tension between the new practice and the
confessions whose authors intended to forbid participation of young children.
b. Seminary input - Historical
David Rylaarsdam1956 tells the story of baptism and Communion1957. The
ancient initiation rite included baptism, “confirmation” and Communion. This
implies the Communion of children, an old and widespread practice as Church
fathers prove. To preserve the power, the West restricted confirmation to
1953

Cornelius Plantinga Jr., “From the President,” Forum (Spring 2007).
Lyle D. Bierma, “Reflections: Children at the Lord’s Supper and Reformed Theology,” Forum (Spring
2007). Bierma is professor of Systematic Theology at Calvin Seminary.
1955
Cp. 1 Corinthians 10:1-4.
1956
David Rylaarsdam is professor of Historical Theology.
1957
David Rylaarsdam, “United, Separated, Re-united: The Story of Baptism and the Lord’s Supper,” Forum
(Spring 2007).
1954
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bishops, disconnecting baptism from Communion. Later, the cup was withheld
from the laity because of the doctrine of transubstantiation. Adults received
bread. Infants received nothing. Lord’s Supper piety also became heavily
penitential, and profession of sin was required. Meanwhile confirmation was a
practice looking for a theology and slowly became sacramental, augmenting
the grace of baptism. By the time of the Reformation a threshold for first
Communion had been established at the age of discretion. This was not
questioned but was grounded on1 Corinthians 11. It was further supported by
the assumption that Passover was only eaten by those old enough to inquire
into its meaning. Rylaarsdam suggests there are biblical and theological
reasons to reconnect what has been disconnected.
c. Seminary input – Exegetical
Jeffrey Weima1958 discusses 1 Corinthians 11: 17-341959, and how discerning
the body and self-examination have a very vertical emphasis in the Reformed
tradition. Given the historical context of 1 Corinthians 11 (rich believers
humiliating the poor), there are three reasons why discerning the body should
have a more horizontal emphasis1960. Hence, excluding children is the exact
opposite of what it means to discern the body. Weima diplomatically suggests
that this does not automatically mean that children should take part, but, as
he concludes, it does provide biblical justification for the possibility of
children’s participation.
d. Seminary input – Liturgical
John Witvliet1961 answers practical questions1962, and among other things,
suggests intensified teaching, realizing no one will fully understand
Communion. But a practice of discerning the body and an element of
discipline remain, no matter what interpretation of 1 Corinthians 11. Witvliet
aims for a deepened participation. But children participating in preparing the
table and cleaning may also help to welcome them as soon as they attend a
full worship service. Reverence can be preserved considering the remarkable
capacity of children for wonder and awe. Forms that tell God’s story in vivid
1958

Jeffrey A.D. Weima is professor of New Testament.
Jeffrey A.D. Weima, “Children at the Lord’s Supper and the Key Text of 1 Corinthians 11:17-34,” Forum
(Spring 2007).
1960
1- The historical context, 2- the differences between verse 27 and 29, and 3- body as a reference to the
church occurs in the preceding and following chapter.
1961
John D. Witvliet is professor of Worship and Director of the Calvin Institute of Christian Worship; he
would later chair the Faith Formation Committee.
1962
John D. Witvliet, “Children at the Table: Some Provisional Answers to Practical Questions,” Forum
(Spring 2007).
1959
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language are well suited for children. When young people become rebellious,
or a sullen eighteen year old participates out of mere habit, the same pastoral
wisdom is required as for a stubborn thirty nine year old. Witvliet hopes love
for Christ and the warm invitation of the congregation will still encourage
children to make profession of faith. Witvliet also recommends not
celebrating the Lord’s Supper early in the worship service for the sake of
children, because the sacrament would then be reduced to a visual aid instead
of a response to the proclamation of the gospel1963.
5.2.15.3. Reformed Worship in round three
In 2009, Michael Abma1964 suggests in Reformed Worship1965 that reflection on
Reformed theology of baptism often births a desire to welcome baptized
children to the table. He pleads for clear patterns of faith nurture. In order to
encourage children to participate, Abma advises including instruction about
the meaning of the Lord’s Supper and its liturgy in the educational program
for the younger children. He also suggests the Lord’s Supper liturgy should
have certain predictability about it, without diluting its richness, because of
children’s ability to memorize. Meanwhile, he maintains the need for a robust
and mature profession of faith1966.
Later in 2009, Stanley Mast1967 shares from his fifteen-year experience of
welcoming children, often age eight or nine, after a heartfelt declaration of
faith in Christ1968. Mast provides a short liturgy for the occasion in which the
children answer the following questions: “First, do you believe that you are a
member of God’s covenant family and that your baptism is a sign of your
membership?” “Second, do you believe that Jesus Christ died for you and is
your Saviour, and do you understand that the bread and wine of the Holy
Supper are symbols of his body and blood?” “Third, do you promise to live
your life for Jesus Christ as best as you can and to continue to learn more
about him in church school and by reading the Bible and personal devotions?”

1963

John D. Witvliet, “Q&A: The Lord’s Supper and the Liturgy,” Reformed Worship (December 2007).
Michael F. Abma is co-pastor of Woodlawn Christian Reformed Church, Grand Rapids, Michigan.
1965
Michael F. Abma, “A New Order of Christian Nurture,” Reformed Worship (March 2009).
1966
Abma refers to Keith Mathison’s Given for You, Reclaiming Calvin’s Doctrine of the Lord’s Supper
(Philipsburg: R&R, 2002), John T. Hinant’s Children at the Lord’s Table (Indianapolis: Three Fountains, 2005),
and Tim Gallant’s Feed My Lambs: Why the Lord’s Table Should be Restored to Covenant Children (Grand
Prairie: Pactum Reformanda, 2002).
1967
Stanley Mast is pastor of La Grave Avenue CRC, Grand Rapids, Michigan, since 1990.
1968
Stanley Mast, “Table Fellowship: A Liturgy for Welcoming Children,” Reformed Worship (June 2009).
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5.2.15.4. Faith Formation Committee Contributions
a. Faith Formation Committee one
In 2010, Witvliet, now chair of the Faith Formation Committee, writes again in
Forum1969. He connects faith formation and discipleship with obedience by
suggesting that both rest, at least in part, on a profoundly countercultural
conviction: the notion that God’s commands are gifts. Obedience to these
commands flourishes best where they are heard but flourishes most of all
where they are practiced. Participation in obedient practices, says Witvliet,
best begins at a young age. Those practices of obedient participation grow
with us throughout our lives. The joyful journey of obedience is open to
persons with a wide range of capacities. Witvliet speaks of age- and abilityappropriate practice, age- and ability-appropriate obedience, to address the
tension experienced between the conviction that baptized children are
members of the church, and that participation in the Lord’s Supper is a matter
of active obedience.
b. Faith Formation Committee two plus
In 2011, Faith Formation Committee member Syd Hielema1970 tells about a
visit to a Greek Orthodox Church. The scene of a mother with a newborn
infant both being served Communion – the infant with a drop of wine and a
crumb of bread on the lips – drove him to study the link between baptism and
Communion. He encourages discussion and study that unnerves the
stereotyped suspicion that this is a matter of liberalism versus
conservatism1971.
Peter Hoytema1972 is in favor of including children1973, suggesting “the Lord’s
Supper is the pivotal feast that celebrates the victory of God, which he shares
with each person in his kingdom, and active participation of children at the
Lord’s Supper provides the full body of Christ with an opportunity to catch a
glimpse of God’s Kingdom”. With John Calvin, Hoytema believes that the
sacraments are given because of our chronic inability to apprehend even a
simple presentation of the gospel, and concludes: “Spiritual ignorance is not a
1969

John D. Witvliet, “The Joy of Age- and Ability Appropriate Obedience: Reflections on Faith Formation
and Children at the Lord’s Supper,” Forum (Winter, 2010).
1970
Syd Hielema, “Deep-in-the-Bones Belonging,” Banner (January 2011).
1971
Hielema reminds his readers how some of the strongest cases for changing our Communion practice
have been made by conservative Reformed theologians.
1972
Peter Hoytema is pastor of Midland Park (N. J.) Christian Reformed Church.
1973
Peter Hoytema, “Where the Generation Gather: A Case for Including Children at the Lord’s Supper,”
Reformed Worship (March 2011).
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barrier that prevents our participation in the sacrament; it is the very thing
that necessitates it”. Participation is a form of profession of faith.
c. Faith Formation Committee three
Asked how to welcome children, Witvliet1974 suggests we learn from “best
practices” such as assigning mentors, celebrating as family1975, giving children
a memento, or have older children welcome the younger ones. To sustain
meaningful participation, Witvliet suggests intergenerational education
sessions, sharing Lord’s Supper testimonies, creating artwork, and using the
week in advance for preparation. Witvliet mentions his own pastor’s1976
analogy of looking back, forward, up, around, and within, as a way to explain
to children what we do at Communion.
d. Faith Formation Committee four
In the Banner of that same month, Syd Hielema answers similar questions
regarding how to invite children to the table and how to strengthen the
practice of profession of faith1977.
e. Faith Formation Committee five
That same year, Witvliet once again diplomatically phrases common themes in
the discussion as questions1978. He emphasizes synod’s purpose of deepening
the participation of persons of all ages. Witvliet’s new suggestion is to use
social media to encourage this. His concept of celebrating multiple faith
milestones in the life of each believer – at graduations, as participants in
service projects, and at moments of ordination – is noteworthy. Witvliet tries
to balance grace and obedience and resists both overly legalistic and overly
casual approaches. Parents can be “worship participant coaches” and others
may help by shaping a culture of encouragement and spiritual growth.
f. Faith Formation Committee six
The last article I registered before Synod 2013 is by Faith Formation
Committee member Jill Friend1979. Like Witvliet, she envisions profession of
1974

John D. Witvliet, “Welcoming Children to the Table,” Reformed Worship (March 2012).
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Jack Roeda, pastor of the Church of the Servant, Grand Rapids.
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Syd Hielema, “FAQs,” Banner (March 2012).
1978
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faith as one of many milestones on a journey of lifelong discipleship,
celebrated in a memorable way, without conveying the idea of a graduation.
She acknowledges its importance, and advises proactive encouragement to
profess faith around age fifteen. She advises a continued tradition of learning
combined with mentoring and involvement of family and, in the final stage,
involving church leadership.
5.2.16. From children to professors
We note that the discussion started with questions by lay members and
children, whereas the contributions in this last stage are by professors,
members of the synodical committee, and pastor/theologians1980.
5.3. Denominational Discussion Synod CRCNA
5.3.1. Earlier attempts
The broader question of who to allow at the Lord’s Supper was raised at the
Classical Assembly1981 of the denomination as early as 1859, two years after its
foundation1982. It would take until 1950 before the specific question of
allowing children at the Lord’s Supper was raised in the CRC’s periodicals and
until 1958 for the first true discussion to occur1983. It would take until 1984
before Classis Rocky Mountain put that question on the agenda of synod1984.
This started with New Life CRC, Houston, Texas, overturing this classis1985.
Classis Orange City had been overtured unsuccessfully in the early
seventies1986. There are examples of earlier support in one of the Eastern
classes in the sixties or early seventies1987 and of support among ministers
1980

Resp. 78%, 24% and 19% in the articles I registered in the periodicals between 2000 and Synod 2013.
At that moment the highest assembly, as there was only one classis.
1982
Art. 13, Minutes, Classical Assembly, Holland Reformed Church, February 2, 1859. The name Holland
Reformed Church had only been adopted earlier that day.
1983
According to the Periodical Index of the Hekman Library.
1984
Overture 1 by Classis Rocky Mountain, Agenda CRCNA 1984 Synod, 419-424.
1985
Classis Rocky Mountain, Minutes, September 14, 1982, art. 17. Classis Rocky Mountain, Minutes,
September 13-14, 1983, art. 14. New Life CRC was led by pastors K.W. Tanis and J.A. Holleman.
1986
Kuyvenhoven mentions pastor Arthur Stienstra of Hawarden CRC, Iowa, who tried to have his consistory
adopt the rule “baptized children, at their own request, upon recommendation of the parents or guardians,
and with approval of the consistory have permission to partake in the celebration of the Holy Communion,”
and who also tried to place the matter on the agenda of Classis Orange City, but in the words of
Kuyvenhoven shelved the presentation when there was practically no support and much resistance. Andrew
Kuyvenhoven, “Awakening Sleeping Dogs?” Banner (November 24, 1980): 6.
1987
Ellens mentions a study for an Eastern classis by Edson T. Lewis that demonstrated conclusively that the
New Testament does not warrant the connection of the Lord’s Supper with either church membership or
church discipline. Edson T. Lewis, Jr. in those years served New Hope, Monsey, New York (Classis Hudson?),
1981
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within Classis Toronto in the late seventies1988. But until 1984 such classical
support never materialized in an overture to synod. After the 1984 overture,
twenty four other overtures1989 and eighteen reports would follow in a
synodical discussion which took place in three rounds and, after twenty nine
years, would come to a conclusion in 20131990.
5.3.2. 1984 – Round 1, the overture, children at the table
In 1984 Classis Rocky Mountain overtures synod to study the issue of
covenant children partaking of the Lord’s Supper. It hopes for further
clarification of sacramental understanding, application of covenantal
theology1991 and development of theology of children1992. It anticipates
emotional, defensive responses but does not reveal or express its own
emotional motives. Scripture does not expressly deal with paedocommunion,
it argues, but Scripture does say definite things about children and leans
decidedly in favor of paedocommunion. The Old Testament shows that
covenant children were sacramentally involved1993. The New Testament
suggests similar sacramental involvement by its silence1994 and speaks clearly
about the status of believing children and of children of believers1995. Biblical
warnings against ill treatment of children are more severe than the one
contained in 1 Corinthians 11. Doctrinally the covenantal view as expressed in
the Reformed doctrine of infant baptism is emphasized1996. Consistent with
infant baptism1997, which signifies children’s union with Christ, the Lord’s
Supper should feed their relationship with Christ, and strengthen their faith –
not magically, but as a means of grace that proclaims, relives1998 and
remembers1999. Supervision of children should be relinquished to the parents.

and Hoboken, New Jersey (Classis Hackensack?). J. Harold Ellens, “Commends Jan. 26 Banner,” Banner
(March 9, 1973): 20.
1988
Kuyvenhoven (1980), 6.
1989
And 4 communications.
1990
See below for details on overtures, communications and reports.
1991
Ground three mentions “compelling theological arguments from our own framework of covenant
theology for children being included in the Lord’s Supper” deserving “further study.”
1992
Especially the place of children within the covenant.
1993
Cf. 1 Cor. 10, and Calvin’s Commentary on 1 Corinthians.
1994
Cf. Francis Schaeffer on the significance of 1 Corinthians 10: 1-5 and using the argument from silence.
Francis A. Schaeffer, Baptism (Lawrenceville: CE&P, 2004), 10-11.
1995
Cf. Mark 9:36-37, 42, 10:13-16, Matt. 18: 1-10, and 1 Cor. 7:14, referencing Berkhof on ‘holy’, Louis
Berkhof, Systematic Theology: New Edition containing the full text of Systematic Theology and the original
Introductory Volume to Systematic Theology (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1996), 73.
1996
Referencing the American, Dutch Reformed and Presbyterian, theologians Louis Berkhof, Charles Hodge,
and Paul Jewett.
1997
Advocates of believer’s baptism, such as Jewett, challenge the inconsistent sacramental practice.
1998
Cf. Henri Nouwen, The Living Reminder.
1999
As the Passover did.
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The dignity of the Communion service will be safeguarded when elders and
parents set the example for children to follow.
5.3.2.1. Advisory report and the floor of synod
The advisory committee of synod is divided. The majority advises not to
accede to the overture because the study of Classis Rocky Mountain is
incomplete, and the issue should be dealt with at a minor assembly2000. On the
floor of synod advisory committee chairman John Hellinga adds the
consideration that the churches have been burdened by large and extensive
studies2001. Rocky Mountain delegate John Hofman Jr. in response insists that
the classis has done its homework. After the discussion, synod adopts the
recommendation of the advisory committee minority to appoint a study
committee2002 on the grounds that there are compelling theological
arguments from our framework of covenant theology for including children in
the Lord’s Supper, that the long discussion has raised questions within the CRC
which deserve answers at the synodical level. In addition, similar discussions
within other Reformed denominations deserve a contribution from the
CRC2003.
5.3.3. 1986 – Round 1, the study reports
The Prairie States’ study committee report to Synod 1986 is divided into a
majority2004 and two minority reports2005, with two reports and three sets of
recommendations2006, to which the synodical advisory committee adds yet
another one2007. The three reports agree that the issue is significant and
deserves further study, and all three reports move in the direction of earlier
participation2008.

2000

Art. 99. Minutes, CRCNA 1984 Synod, 650f.
Sandra Vander Zicht, “More Wisdom Needed: Children at Lord’s Supper Subject to Scrutiny,” Banner
(July 2, 1984): 2.
2002
Norman Shepherd, br. James Schaap, Dr. Carl Zylstra, Rev. Albert Helder, Dr. Russell Maatman, Rev.
Mark D. Vander Hart and br. Marvin Van Essen. Vander Zicht (1984), 2.
2003
Art. 99. Minutes, CRCNA 1984 Synod, 651.
2004
Majority report and recommendations by Dr. Carl E. Zylstra, Norman Shepherd, Dr. James C. Schaap,
Rev. Mark D. Vander Hart and br. Marvin Van Essen.
2005
Minority recommendations by committee chairman Rev. Albert Helder, and a minority report with
recommendations by Dr. Russell Maatman.
2006
Respectively Report 34 I & II, III, and IV, Agenda CRCNA 1986 Synod, 346-366, 366-367, 367-370.
2007
Harvey Smit, “Children at the Lord’s Table,” Banner (November 3, 1986): 11.
2008
The advisory committee observes. Art. 35, Acts CRCNA 1986 Synod, 618.
2001
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5.3.3.1. The 1986 majority report
The majority report states that when a child is baptized into God’s covenant,
one more place is set at the table of the Lord2009. An unbreakable union
between baptism, confession and the Lord’s Supper is to be maintained2010.
Therefore the real question is how, and how soon covenant children can be
brought to the table. Three historical answers are distinguished: the Eastern
Orthodox2011, the Roman Catholic2012. The third answer, that of the
Reformation, is through instruction2013 and examination2014, thus requiring
orthodoxy in belief and blamelessness in living2015. A more recent answer –
practiced by many2016, studied by others2017 – is that children are brought to
meaningful participation through nurture at the table from early years on.
Though some arguments resulting in this new answer are superficial2018,
sentimental2019, or weak2020, the arguments from the history of the church2021,
Passover2022, baptism2023, the covenant2024, and from the lack of biblical

2009

Report 34 I, Agenda CRCNA 1986 Synod, 347.
As 1904 Synod declared, art. 125, Acts CRC 1904 Synod, 38. (The report mistakenly mentions art. 12).
2011
From baptism through immediate confirmation. Note that the report suggests the Eastern Orthodox
initiated infant Communion out of high sacramental regard for Christ’s words in John 6:53.
2012
Only some time after baptism. Note that the report calls the link between postponement and the
doctrine of transubstantiation speculation.
2013
Cf. the Heidelberg Manual which placed the Heidelberg Catechism between the form for baptism and
the form for the Lord’s Supper.
2014
Cf. Calvin’s Institutes, IV, 19:13.
2015
Cf. the decision of the denomination in 1859, article 13, Minutes of Classis, February 2, 1859.
2016
Besides major North American Presbyterian, Methodist, and Lutheran, and European churches the
report specifically mentions the Reformed Churches in the Netherlands (RCN).
2017
The report mentions the PCA, OPC, RCA and the Reformed Ecumenical Synod (RES).
2018
E.g. the appeal to Matt. 19:14.
2019
E.g. the supposed innocence of children.
2020
E.g. the high and low view of sacraments of respectively Eastern Orthodox and evangelicals.
2021
Pro: 1- the practice of the early church until 1100/1200, 2- as continued in Eastern Orthodox church 3and only discontinued in the West because of ecclesiastical and doctrinal abuse. Contra: 1- early evidence
scarce and late compared to evidence for infant baptism, 2- Cyprian’s quote in African context of story
about heresy, Origen’s quote against is earlier and from metropolitan context, and even Augustine’s
references are indirect.
2022
Pro: 1- children participated in Passover, 2- entire households participated in worship (e.g. Deut. 12:5,
11-14). Contra: 1- Passover celebration lost family setting by Biblical command (Deut. 16) , as followed by
Jesus, 2-Lord’s Supper does not continue, but replace, 3- and the primary antecedent of Lord’s Supper is
Exodus 24.
2023
Pro: 1- Agreement with Baptists’ charge of inconsistency with infant baptism (e.g. Servetus’ charge
against Calvin). Contra: 1- Charge made by those who did not understand or agree with Reformed
arguments for infant baptism, 2- The sacraments differ as mark of birth and as mark of nurture for new life,
as passive vs. active.
2024
Pro: 1- Children included in the covenant, are holy (1 Cor. 7:14) and have right to covenant nurture, 2admittedly appropriate to their own limits and capacities (as do adults). Contra: 1- Covenant membership
allows for variations in covenant responsibilities (e.g. Num. 32:11), taxability (e.g. Ex. 38:26), 2- Christ
confirms the covenant with Abraham, but replaces the one made at Sinai: blood of Christ replaces blood to
seal the book of the law (Heb. 9:15, 19), baptism tied to (Abraham’s) circumcision (Col. 2:11-12).
2010
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prohibition2025 deserve consideration. The somewhat imbalanced
presentation2026 leads to a remarkable, neutral, provisional conclusion that the
case cannot be considered settled. The case is then settled by the biblical
requirements of 1 Corinthians 11: Covenant children can partake as soon as
they can do so in faith, discern the body, remember Christ, proclaim the Lord’s
death, and examine themselves2027. Before that, they should be present as
witnesses so that they may ask: “What does this mean?”2028 The blessing of
the sacraments lies in faith’s apprehension of Christ2029. Baptism does not
depend on that faith being present at the moment of administration2030, but
the Lord’s Supper does2031; hence the Reformed tradition of preparation2032.
Regarding the covenant, a balance between its promises and
responsibilities2033 is found when covenant blessings are received in covenant
faith2034. A minority within the majority committee believes that the glimmers
of faith and consciousness of God at age seven or eight suffice. The majority
believes more mature, self-aware faith, and a credible profession can be
expected around age twelve to thirteen2035. The report is negative about the
practice of postponing this to late- or even post-adolescence2036, and about
requiring social maturity2037. Voting rights can be postponed; education should
be continued.

2025

Pro: 1- the Bible does not prohibit participation of children, 2- 1 Cor. 11 requires self-examination from
disorderly adults, and the body of believers needs to be discerned. Contra: 1- The situation may be specific,
but the apostle applies general rules, 2- elsewhere body explicitly refers to the body of Christ, 3- to show
discerning love for the body of believers may be equally difficult for children as showing discerning love for
Christ.
2026
Granting 24% of the words to summary of pro arguments, and 76% to the contra arguments.
2027
Cf. John 6:35, 1 Cor. 11:22 (faith), 1 Cor. 11:29 (discernment), Luke 22:19, 1 Cor. 11:24,25
(remembrance), 1 Cor. 11:26, quoting Calvin’s commentary on that text “Therefore, in order that you may
celebrate the Supper properly, you must bear in mind that you will have to make profession of faith,”
(proclamation), and 1 Cor. 11:28 (self examination).
2028
Cf. Ex. 13:14.
2029
Against a high view which deems sacraments necessary for salvation and a low view which considers
them mere stimuli to faith.
2030
Baptism benefits us “not only when the water is on us and when we receive it but throughout our entire
lives,” Belgic Confession, art. 34.
2031
Cf. Belgic Confession art. 35.
2032
Which the report compares to the preparation to partake of the Passover, Num. 9:6-12 (!).
2033
Overemphasis of promises, the report warns, leads to admittance of infants, overemphasis of the
responsibilities, or considering confirmation of professions as the completion of baptism may lead to denial
of access to the table to those who believe.
2034
The stress on faith and the requirements of 1 Corinthians 11 is supported with references to the
Confessions, e.g. articles 33 and 35 of the Belgic Confession and Q&A 65, 81 and 82 of the Heidelberg
Catechism.
2035
Cf. Calvin (10), Dutch Reformed (13-14) and German Reformed (12-13) tradition.
2036
Postponement launches early adolescents “into a covenantal limbo.” “Not to encourage profession and
sacramental participation as soon as possible is to consign youth to the status of the unconverted.”
2037
It is more than the Bible requires, deprives youth of covenant life, relieves them of covenantal
responsibilities, and deprives them of a means to strengthen their faith, and may communicate that a
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5.3.3.2. The 1986 minority report I
In Chairman Albert Helder’s2038 minority report he agrees with the majority’s
argument but not with its conclusion. Children can meet the requirements
around age seven2039 or as soon as the “mustard seed” of faith is expressed.
5.3.3.3. The 1986 minority report II
According to Russell Maatman’s2040 minority report, the Bible recognizes three
kinds of life: one of lifelong rebellion, a life marked by the fundamental
conversion from rebellion to obedience, and that of a lifelong Christian born
and raised in the covenant, growing in faith, but without experiencing a
conversion2041. The majority fails to relate this last concept with participation
of children, whose covenant identity – and not ability – matters2042. Children
grow in understanding and discernment while participating. Profession of faith
remains meaningful as long as it does not imply prior rebellion and
conversion, or prior neutrality. Maatman acknowledges two other valid
biblical arguments: the Old Testament Passover was eaten by each person of
each household2043, by the entire community of Israel2044, including children
and nursing infants2045; and the New Testament’s emphasis on covenant
community2046 and warnings against fracturing it.
5.3.3.4. On the floor of synod
When the reports, the additional advisory committee report, the overture and
communication2047 are discussed at synod, William Vander Beek2048 rephrases
the central issue asking if the biblical requirement for taking part in the Lord’s
radical transition is still required or worse that a period of ‘sowing wild oats’ before settling down belongs
to spiritual development.
2038
Albert Helder (1942-2011), at that moment pastor of Immanuel, Fort Collins, Colorado, had been
involved as reporter of the classical study committee in the preparation of the overture from Classis Rocky
Mountain. From 1996-2002 he would serve First CRC, New Westminster, British Columbia, one of the three
local churches I researched.
2039
Cf. James W. Fowler’s Stages of Faith.
2040
Dr. Russell Maatman (1923-2010), a research chemist, who taught chemistry at Dordt College.
2041
The life of a covenant-breaker, which Maatman mentions later, would be a fourth kind of life.
2042
Unless they break the covenant!
2043
Cf. Ex. 12: 3-4.
2044
Cf. Ex. 12:47.
2045
Cf. Joel 2:16. “Gather the people, consecrate the assembly; bring together the elders, gather the
children, those nursing at the breast …”
2046
In contrast with our emphasis on the individual.
2047
Overture 10 by Classis Minnesota South to Refer Report 34 to the Churches for Study for One Year,
Agenda CRCNA 1986 Synod, 478, and communication 1. Rachel TeGrootenhuis, “Classis Seeks Time to Study
Juvenile Communion,” Banner (April 28, 1986). Communication 1 is not included in the agenda or acts.
2048
William L. Vander Beek (1928-), at that moment pastor serving First CRC, Red Deer, Alberta, was pastor
of First CRC, New Westminster, British Columbia from 1975-1983.
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Supper is being in the covenant or possessing a faith that believes and
repents2049. Steve Schlissel2050 supports Maatman’s covenantal perspective
based on his own Jewish youth2051. Vice President Bastiaan Nederlof2052 lists
unresolved questions that need further study; a suggestion synod follows in
its decision2053. Synod refers the report to the churches for study and instructs
the augmented2054 committee to revise its report and recommendations in
response to the reactions from the churches and to give particular attention
to Passover, history, specific Bible texts2055, biblical requirements, covenant
and profession of faith2056.
5.3.3.5. Responses
In the following period seven consistories respond to the request of Synod
1986, and several individuals and adult classes from twenty congregations
where a study provided by the committee was used2057. In 1987 the chairman
of the committee and others publish articles in the Banner2058 to which thirty
readers respond2059.
5.3.4. 1988 Round 1, more study reports
The addition of two new members does not result in a unified report to Synod
1988. A shift in balance is revealed. The new majority report is supported by
the old minority report writers2060, and the new minority report is supported
by three supporters of the former majority report.
5.3.4.1. The 1988 majority report
The majority report rephrases the central question as, “Should we admit
children to the Lord’s Supper at an earlier age and, if so, at what age and
2049

Harvey Smit, “Children at the Lord’s table,” Banner, November 3, 1986.
An elder delegate according to the Banner, but registered in the Historical Directory of the Christian
Reformed Church as minister of the Messiah’s Congregation Brooklyn, New York, from 1986-1992 (which
also mentions how he served a Baptist church from 1980-1981).
2051
Smit (1986).
2052
Bastiaan Nederlof (1917-2010).
2053
Smit (1986). Art. 35, Acts CRCNA 1986 Synod, 617-620.
2054
J. Barry Koops and Raynard Vander Laan.
2055
Ex. 12-13, Deut. 16:1-5, 13-17, Matt. 18: 1-10; 26:17-30, 1 Cor. 7:14; 10: 1-5, 14-22; 11:17-34.
2056
Article 35, Acts CRCNA 1988 Synod, 620.
2057
Report 26, Agenda CRCNA 1988 Synod, 261.
2058
Helder (1987), 12-13. Duane K. Kelderman, “Why can’t Johnny profess his faith?” Banner (March 9,
1987): 8-9. Andrew Kuyvenhoven, “Come, eat and drink,” Banner (March 9, 1987): 6-7.
2059
David T. Koyzis, Linda Back and Cor Potstra in the Banner issues of April 6, 1987, pages 2,4, and April 20,
1987, page 4, the others to the Study Committee, Agenda CRCNA Synod 1988, 261.
2060
Helder and Maatman, and supported by Koops, Vander Laan as well as Shepherd and Van Essen.
2050
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under what conditions?”2061 As instructed, the report pays more attention to
six areas and has grown2062. The historical section2063 is more accurate2064,
provides more references and interprets these more positively2065. Among
others, it suggests that the Reformers developed the subjective element
already found by Thomas Aquinas2066. It mentions the early Scottish churches’
admission of children2067 but also the Westminster Larger Catechism’s
rejection2068.
Passover provides the historical and theological background for the Supper
and its requirements. Complete households participate2069. The requirements
of faith, obedience and remembrance reside in the community in the absence
of that capacity. Children2070 are brought along to Jerusalem2071 and, upon
return2072, participate in the domestic ceremony2073 of removing leaven2074 and
eating unleavened bread. Deuteronomy 16 centralizes the sacrifice, but not
the eating2075. It requires adult males to present the sacrifice - traditionally2076
allowed from age twelve or thirteen2077 – but women and children are not
excluded2078.
1 Corinthians 10:1-5 supports the participation of the entire community. 1
Corinthians 11:17-34 has borne the weight of the case against admission of
(small) children2079, but that argument is not conclusive or even valid. The
2061

Report 26, Agenda CRCNA 1988 Synod, 261.
For example - counting words - the part on Passover grew 644%, history 809%, covenant 638%.
2063
The minority report notes that various paragraphs of the majority report were originally authored by
various members of the committee who held opposing views on what the conclusions should be.
2064
E.g. the mistaken reference of the 1986 report to Origen’s opinion is not repeated.
2065
E.g. the 1986 considers the Cyprian reference late compared to infant baptism references. The 1988
report writes “the first clear references to infant baptism” … “only predate Cyprian by about fifty years,”
(261).
2066
Aquinas required an attitude of faith and discretion and used the analogy of children acquiring the right
to an inheritance, but not the immediate possession.
2067
“When they showed a faith-knowledge of the three traditional elements of faith: the Lord’s Prayer, the
Apostles’ Creed and the Ten Commandments,” (264).
2068
Q&A 177.
2069
Each household member old enough to eat solid food Cf. Ex. 12:3-4. The report also notes that the
Passover sacrifice was the only one which could be made by every federal head whether priest or not.
2070
The First Fruits aspect of the festival also signifies that they, as fruit of the womb, belong to God.
2071
Cf. Luke 2:41-51, and as attested by Josephus Antiquities 11:4:8 (describing the era of Darius, but
reflecting first century practice) and the Mishnah, Pesachim 10, Pischa 3.
2072
Cf. Josh. 5: 10-11, 2 Kings 23:21-23, Ezra 6:19-22, 2 Chron. 30: 1-27; 35:1-19 esp. vv. 4-5, 11-13).
2073
Cf. Deut. 16:7-8.
2074
Spiritually signifying the removal of sin, cp. 1 Cor. 5:7.
2075
Cf. Deut. 16:1-8.
2076
Cf. Pesachim 88. (In these Jewish references we may recognize the expertise of Ray Vander Laan).
2077
Cp. Jesus celebrating Passover at that age cf. Luke 2:41-51.
2078
Deut. 16:14, “Be joyful at your festival—you, your sons and daughters, your male and female servants,
and the Levites, the foreigners, the fatherless and the widows who live in your towns,” is applied to the
three feast seasons, cf. the rabbinical teaching of Pesachim 10. The report also argues that the instructions
of Exodus 12-13, which include children, were not abrogated by Deuteronomy.
2079
E.g. Westminster Larger Catechism Q&A 177 has only 1 Corinthians 11:28-29 as proof text.
2062
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required discernment and understanding can be present at age twelve or
fourteen, but according to most, also at age five. Some hold that these are not
required from small children, analogue to their baptism.
Baptism is a covenant sign and seal of initiation and the Lord’s Supper of
continuity in that covenant relationship. Both sacraments reflect the promise
and obligation side of the covenant2080. The only basis for exclusion is not
youth or immaturity of faith but covenantal unfaithfulness, disloyalty, and
rebellion. A formal profession of faith is not required by Scripture but could
serve as a milestone of adulthood in the covenant. Supervision and discipline
would remain the task of elders.
5.3.4.2. The 1988 addendum to majority
In an addendum to the majority report Koops, Maatman and Vander Laan
agree with the biblical and theological content. They disagree with two of the
recommendations, as they believe the Lord’s Supper should be available as
soon as children participate in worship. They do accept the recommendations
because they would mean great improvement.
5.3.4.3. The 1988 Minority report
In an equally long report2081 the minority considers the critical theological
issue “whether youth are admitted to the Lord’s Supper because of a
demonstration of faith or simply because of their status in the covenant”2082.
The minority then answers that covenant membership is required2083 as well
as faith2084 shaped by discernment, remembrance, and proclamation2085. The
Reformed confessions2086 teach that sacraments require such faith2087; they
don’t produce, but confirm it2088. An informed profession, disconnected from

2080
Against the option of stressing only one side or connecting one with baptism and the other with the
supper.
2081
27 pages, not counting the sections of the majority report it endorses.
2082
It also phrases the question as: “What are the biblical standards for meaningful participation in the
Lord’s Supper which elders in the local churches can use as they admit covenant youth to the Lord’s
Supper?” 290.
2083
Cf. Gal. 3:29.
2084
Cf. John 6: 40, 54, 63-64.
2085
Cf. 1 Cor. 11:29, Luke 22:19, 1 Cor. 11:24-25, and 1 Cor. 11:26. In the historical section we are warned to
learn from history about the good intentions but harmful consequences of the Half-Way Covenant of the
New England Puritans and Solomon Stoddard’s view of the sacrament as “converting ordinance,” creating
faith rather than confirming faith. See also David Paul McDowell, Beyond the Half-Way Covenant: Solomon
Stoddard's Understanding of the Lord's Supper as a Converting Ordinance (Eugene: Wipf & Stock, 2012).
2086
The suggestion that the reformers uncritically accepted the practice of the medieval church is rejected.
2087
Belgic Confession, art. 35. Heidelberg Catechism Q&A 81 lists criteria equal to true faith cf. Q&A 21.
2088
Heidelberg Catechism, Q&A 65.

323

Paedocommunion in the Dutch Reformed Tradition
accepting adult responsibilities, can express such faith2089 around age ten to
fourteen2090. Allowance is made for levels of understanding2091. Baptism is
administered to children because of a specific biblical command, which the
Supper lacks2092. Exodus 24 is the key Old Testament text for
interpretation2093. This discredits any understanding primarily on the basis of
any other Old Testament ceremony2094. Moreover the new covenant meal
overshadows its antecedents and Old Testament observances do not
determine New Testament practice2095. 1 Corinthians 10 and 112096 determine
practice by guidelines2097 and strong commands2098, excluding infants and
young children.
5.3.4.4. Advisory report and the floor of synod
Synod’s advisory committee is appreciative of both reports, convinced by
neither, but yet ready to come to a conclusion2099. It notes that both reports
regard faith as a necessary condition for participation, but both fail to
adequately ground this theologically. At its proposal Synod 1988 declares: The
church is warranted in admitting to the Lord’s Supper covenant children who
give evidence of faith and are able to discern the body and remember and
proclaim the death of Jesus in celebrating the Lord’s Supper (…) The church is
to assure itself of such faith through a public profession of faith on the part of
covenant children, and Covenant children should be encouraged to make
public profession of faith as soon as they exhibit faith and are able to discern
2089

That is not intellectual, but heartfelt. Cf. Rom. 10:9.
10 cf. Calvin, 11-12 cf. Scottish Reformation, 34-14 cf. Genevan and later continental practice. Note that
Abraham Kuyper is blamed for emphasizing the intellectual and the shift toward profession in late teenage
years or even later, whereas I found Kuyper’s plea in favor of lowering the age and against intellectualizing
profession of faith. Kuyper (1890), 194.
2091
“Allowance must be made for the diverse levels of understanding of the implications of a truly Christian
confession on the part of those who may be deemed eligible,” “each individual must be examined and dealt
with specifically,” Article 76, Acts CRCNA Synod 1959, 21-22, quoted to counter intellectualism, but also to
allow leeway in the case of admission the mentally or socially handicapped.
2092
Cf. Acts 2:39, 16:31. I note that in both chapters baptism takes place two verses later and the
description of a meal follows in the following verse.
2093
Cf. Matt. 26:28, Luke 22:20.
2094
Passover is not the only Old Testament antecedent. According to the report, Paul not even mentions the
Passover while giving instruction regarding observance of the Lord’s Supper. (We wonder how the report
views 1 Cor. 5.)
2095
First, because a fundamental interpretative principle is to recognize how God’s relationship with his
people develops throughout history. Second, because many different Old Testament observances are
replaced by one single Lord’s Supper.
2096
10:1-5 cannot be treated as guideline, as it would imply admission of foreigners, infants and animals.
2097
Interesting is the remark that the agape meal does not belong to the essence of a Communion service,
because eating and drinking can be done at home, Cf. 1 Cor. 11:22.
2098
Cf. 1 Cor. 11:28.
2099
Synod does not accede to Overture 18 by Classis Hudson to Delay Decision on Children Partaking of the
Lord’s Supper, Agenda CRCNA Synod 1988, 371.
2090
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the body and remember and proclaim the death of Jesus in celebrating the
Lord’s Supper2100. Such profession at a younger age does not include
acceptance of adult responsibilities, nor does it mean discontinuation of
catechetical instruction. The CRC Worship Committee2101 is requested to
review the forms for public profession of faith2102.
5.3.5. 1989 – Review as stepping stone to round 2
In response to this mandate the Worship Committee presents a report for
study with four recommendations for approval to Synod 19892103. The report
distinguishes divergent meanings and functions of the ritual of profession of
faith, which thus signifies different milestones and processes. These include
the transition of covenant children who take personal responsibility for their
faith and life as Christians, the welcome to the Lord’s Supper2104, welcome to
new adult believers, a pledge of commitment to doctrines and government of
the CRC, and entrance into adult responsibilities. In addition popular
misconception perceives it as joining the church, graduation from church
education, an additional sacrament, and a once in a lifetime ritual. The
committee suggests that none of the approved forms capture these different
meanings and functions. The Worship Committee further argues that four
confessions2105 constitute profession of faith2106, though these four belong to
different stages of faith2107. The first two confessions are most relevant for the
admittance to the table fellowship2108. The committee recognizes some
unsettled issues, such as the fact that one new form will not fit profession of
age by children from primary school age to high school age. Another unsettled
issue is the possible need for a second profession of faith at the moment of
accepting adult responsibilities and the need for clearer distinction between
the two.

2100

Article 72, Acts CRCNA Synod 1988, 558 f.
Formerly known as Liturgical Committee.
2102
Article 76, Acts CRCNA Synod 1988, 560.
2103
Report 3, Appendix C “Public Profession of Faith for Children,” Agenda CRCNA Synod 1989, 49, 63-68.
2104
Cf. Church Order art. 59.
2105
1- Personal faith in Christ, 2- affirmation of baptism vows, 3-belief in Bible and loyalty to doctrine, and
4- commitment to church authority and ministries.
2106
In the approved forms.
2107
The report mentions theories of James Fowler and John Westerhoff II.
2108
Overture 42 by First CRC of Sioux Center, Iowa, specifically rejects the implication that profession would
not include professing faith as taught in the Bible and summarized in the confessions. Overture 42 “Reject
Worship Committee Recommendations and Mandate a Study,” Agenda CRCNA Synod 1989, 397.
2101
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5.3.5.1. Synod decides
Synod decides to recommend the report and its guidelines for study to the
churches, including the concept of a public profession of faith as occurring on
more than one occasion in the life of a Christian. Synod also recommends the
proposed form for trial use and appoints three members of the previous study
committee on children at the Lord’s Supper to work with the Worship
Committee in preparation of a final report in 19912109.
5.3.6. 1991 – Round 2 – The overture – Profession of Faith
In 1991 the committee reports that initial feedback from the churches was
sparse. Solicited reactions suggest that only 20% of the churches in the U.S.A.
and less than 2% of the Canadian churches had made use of the guidelines or
trial forms2110. The committee recommends extending the time allotted for
the churches to react and postpone the final report to 1992. Synod 1991
adopts this recommendation2111.
5.3.6.1. Overture Classis Alberta North
But that same year Classis Alberta North overtures synod to clarify the
requirement for public profession of faith by covenant children by declaring,
the church should provide ways for covenant children to profess their faith
consistent with their individual stages of physical, intellectual, emotional, and
faith development, and the church should distinguish these professions of faith
from a late adolescent/adult reaffirmation of faith2112. Several grounds are
mentioned: stages of faith development, the importance of on-going public
professions of faith, the nurturing character of the sacrament of Communion,
the ambiguity of the term, “public profession of faith”, the exclusive use of
forms as restrictive and the need to retain formal late adolescent/ adult
reaffirmation of faith.

2109
Article 49, Acts CRCNA 1989, 469f. Cf. Overture 37, by Immanuel CRC, Orange City, to Appoint Members
of Study Committee on Children at the Lord’s Supper to Work with Worship Committee, Agenda CRCNA
Synod 1989, 392.
2110
183 Responses from U.S.A., 37 said yes. 55 Responses from Canada, 1 said yes. Report 3, Agenda CRCNA
Synod 1991, 49-50. Note that another survey of worship practices by the same committee provides valuable
insight in the occurrence of young profession of faith, the age and forms used, but also in the occurrence of
children’s messages, in parallel activities for children during worship service, and in the frequency of Lord’s
Supper celebration. Report 3, Appendix A, Agenda CRCNA Synod 1991, 57-62.
2111
Article 30, Acts CRCNA Synod 1991, 702.
2112
Overture 78, by Classis Alberta North, to Clarify the Requirement for Public Profession of Faith by
Covenant Children, Agenda CRCNA 1991 Synod, 516-518
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5.3.6.2. Advisory committee and the floor of synod
The advisory committee of synod first recommends not acceding to this
overture2113. But after it is sent back to the advisory committee to provide
better grounds, the committee recommends appointing a study committee to
clarify the requirement of profession of faith for admission to the Lord’s
Supper on the part of younger covenant children2114. This way, the overture
gives the impetus to a second round of study on the subject. This also means
the Worship Committee will not come with its final report in 19922115.
5.3.7. 1993 – Round 2 – the study report
In 1993, the synodical study committee presents one report2116. After a
historical overview of the synodical discussion within the CRC the committee
focuses on two issues: first, the foundational, theological issue of the
relationship between participation and expression of personal faith, and
second, the practical issue of perceived difficulties that arise when young
children wish to give personal expression to their faith in anticipation of
participation2117. The committee touches on the foundational issue by
presenting two positions, the first, parallel to infant baptism, bases
participation on covenant membership as expressed through the faith of
believing parents; the second argues that in the new covenant, regeneration
and personal faith are prerequisites. After introducing what looks like a third
position2118 emphasizing the symbiotic relationship between the faith of
parents and the developing faith of children, and resisting the emphasis of the
individual over the community, the committee changes its focus on the
practical issues, the primary reason for their appointment. The committee is
unanimous in its desire to encourage younger children to participate and in its
agreement that expressions of personal faith can be given with integrity at an
early age. The committee presents ten guidelines that arose from previous
reports2119, as well as a six-step sample scenario of how children can

2113

Article 37, Acts CRCNA 1991 Synod, 707.
Article 102, Acts CRCNA 1991 Synod, 785.
2115
Report 4, Agenda CRCNA 1992 Synod, 42.
2116
Clarification of Public Profession of Faith for Covenant Children, Agenda CRCNA 1993 Synod, 237-246.
Though there is no minority report, the report is not signed by the chairman, Henry Lunshof.
2117
Parallel to the two grounds attached to Synod 1991 decision.
2118
Characterized as a compromise in the Banner, Harvey Albert Smit, “Children at the Lord's Supper—
again,” Banner (March 15, 1993): 7.
2119
1- Profession of faith and administration of sacraments should be contextualized, 2- profession of faith
should be life-long and on multiple occasions, 3- membership records should proceed from and not dictate
our view on faith formation. 4- By nature faith is expressed within the church. 5- Profession of faith should
ordinarily be conducted in association with the Supper. 6- Young professions of faith should include
commitment to further education, 7- should be followed by subsequent occasion for assuming adult
2114
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participate2120. Special mention is made of the mentally challenged2121. The
committee responds to four questions that were raised by Synod 1991. What
evidence of faith must be present before a child should participate in the
Lord’s Supper? The simplest expression of faith should be adequate. In
response to the request to establish an adequate procedure by which a child
can give expression to his or her faith, an interview by an elder or pastor in a
family or informal setting is suggested. The concern on maintaining and
nurturing faith as a life-long process is addressed in suggestions such as the
enhancement of continued education. Membership records, addressed in the
fourth question, should reflect the three important times in the life of a
covenant child2122. The committee recommends accordingly2123.
5.3.7.1. Divided responses
In response to the unified report, continued differences of opinion are
revealed by three overtures2124, a communication2125, and a majority2126 and
minority synodical advisory committee report2127. The synodical advisory
committee majority report resists a three-step membership, opposes
redefining profession of faith as the simplest expression of faith by a younger
child, and pleads to uphold article 59a of the church order. If such a profession
of faith takes place at an earlier age it should be left to the local consistory to
determine how privileges and responsibilities be assumed appropriate to age,
responsibilities, 8- and for commitment to creeds. 9- Lord’s Supper should be conducted in accordance with
spiritual and cognitive level of participants, 10- and should be celebrative.
2120
Step 1: a child expresses interest in participation. Step 2: a parent or faith mentor discusses the meaning
of the sacrament and assesses the child’s motivation. Step 3: an elder hears the testimony regarding the
child’s desire and faith. Step 4: first Communion can be marked by a simple public question and answer
moment, including step 5: a commitment to further education, and followed by step 6: agreement with the
creeds and commitment to adult responsibilities at an agreed later age. The Worship Committee requests
Synod to modify step 4 of the sample scenario to make clear that a public profession of faith is called for,
Unified Report of Agencies and Committees, Agenda CRCNA Synod 1993, 69.
2121
Referring to a booklet, published by the CRC: The Profession of Persons with Handicaps.
2122
Baptism, admission to the Lord’s Supper, and commitment to adult responsibilities in the institutional
church. Membership categories would then be: baptized -, communicant -, and voting members.
2123
Recommendation F, recommending annual renewal of permission for persons beyond the age of 18 not
yet ready to make a commitment, is rejected by the Worship Committee, by those overtures that reject all
recommendations, but also by Classis Alberta North, which expresses delight with all other
recommendations. Unified Report of Agencies and Committees, Agenda CRCNA Synod 1993, 69;
Communication 2: Classis Alberta North, Agenda CRCNA Synod 1993, 327.
2124
Overture 7 to Reject Recommendations of Committee to Study Clarification of Public Profession of Faith
for Covenant Children, by Classis Hudson, Overture 8 to Replace Public Profession of Faith with Public
Affirmation of Baptism, by Classis Toronto, Overture 57 to Reject Recommendations of the Committee to
Study Public Profession of Faith, by Classis Hamilton, Agenda CRCNA Synod 1993, 280-281, 423-424.
2125
Communication 2 by Classis Alberta North expressing delight in all but one recommendation, Agenda
CRCNA Synod 1993, 327.
2126
Article 75, 103, Acts CRCNA Synod 1993, 550-553, 604.
2127
Article 75, 103, Acts CRCNA Synod 1993, 553-557, 603.
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ability and spiritual giftedness. The synodical advisory committee minority
report distinguishes three options2128 and recommends separating profession
of faith into two: one required for admission to the Lord’s Supper, and one
required for admission to adult responsibilities and privileges2129.
5.3.7.2. On the floor of synod
After a few recommendations of the minority report have been adopted by
synod2130, it adopts the motion to reconsider these same adopted
recommendations and concludes by recommitting the matter of clarification
of public profession of faith for covenant children to the study committee for
another year2131. The Banner comments that several delegates were not ready
to bring the discussion to a successful conclusion because they had spent all
their energy on the long debate on women in office2132. Helen Emmelkamp
voices her frustration in the Banner “No wonder, we have 184 fathers and not
one mother to voice an opinion on when a child becomes aware of his or her
need of salvation.”2133
5.3.8. 1995 – Round 2, more reports
Before the 1995 Synod begins, Banner Editor John Suk encourages synod to
welcome children at the Lord’s Supper2134. But it is not made easy for synod to
come to a unified decision as, once again, the committee is divided – this time
in two equal halves presenting Report A2135 and Report B2136.

2128
1- To require no ceremony for admission to the Lord’s Supper, but a public profession for adult
responsibilities, 2- to require public profession for admission to the Lord’s Supper, but leave adult
responsibilities for local consistories to decide, 3- to allow two kinds of profession, one for admission to the
Lord’s Supper, another for adult responsibilities. N.N. “Children-at-communion issue bumped back to
committee,” Banner (June 29, 1993): 23.
2129
Procedurally intriguing, and adding to the confusion, is how the study committee is said to yield to the
advisory-committee minority report in article 75 of the agenda and to yield to the advisory committee
majority report in article 103, later in the discussion. Article 75, 103, Acts CRCNA Synod 1993, 556, 603.
2130
Article 75, 103, Acts CRCNA Synod 1993, 557, 603.
2131
Article 103, Acts CRCNA Synod 1993, 604.
2132
N.N. “Children-at-communion issue bumped back to committee,” Banner (June 29, 1993): 23.
2133
Helen Emmelkamp, “Voices: The Matter of Children,” Banner (August 23, 1993): 2.
2134
John D. Suk, “Synod 1995: Let's welcome children to the Lord's Supper,” Banner (June 5, 1995): 2. “CRCpleidooi voor kind aan avondmaal,” Nederlands Dagblad (?), June 9, 1995.
2135
Clarification of Public Profession of Faith for Covenant Children, Report A, Agenda CRCNA 1995 Synod,
265-274. Signed by William D. Buursma, Dean Deppe (reporter), Robert C. De Vries, and George Hettinger.
2136
Clarification of Public Profession of Faith for Covenant Children, Report B, Agenda CRCNA 1995 Synod,
275-303. Signed by Wayne A. Brouwer, Eldean Kamp, Henry Lunshof (reporter) and Bert Polman.

329

Paedocommunion in the Dutch Reformed Tradition
5.3.8.1. Report A
In line with the two grounds stated by Synod 1991, Report A distinguishes two
parts in the committee’s mandate: to clarify the requirement of profession of
faith, and to resolve practical difficulties. In support of an expression of
personal faith as a prerequisite for participation in the Lord’s Supper, Report A
mentions the differences between the sacraments2137, and the need for both
sacraments to be tied to profession of faith2138. It suggests the Lord’s Supper
differs from the Passover as the universalized new covenant2139 implies
regeneration and the internalization of faith2140, unlike the Jewish Passover.
The general applicability of the requirements of 1 Corinthians 11 is supported
by referring to two Dutch systematic theologians –Berkouwer2141 and
Bavinck2142 – and by referencing John 62143. Profession of faith is in line with
the New Testament2144, and prerequisite to participation according our
creeds2145, church order2146, and tradition2147. In conclusion it recommends
upholding the decision of 1988 that the Bible makes clear that participation in
the Lord’s Supper is the result of status in the covenant and also entails an act
of faith on the part of those participating.
Report A categorizes practical difficulties in four areas. Regarding the evidence
of faith in the life of a child, the report points to the simplicity and straight
forwardness of professions in the Bible, and suggests children of elementary
and junior high school age can fulfil the requirements of Heidelberg Catechism
Q&A 81. Regarding an adequate procedure, four steps are suggested for such
children: 1) A child expresses interest in participation, 2) parents discuss the
2137
Baptism is administered once, as initiatory rite, requires no physical activity, and is based upon
corporate faith of the community. Lord’s Supper administered frequently, requires physical activity implying
the initiative of personal faith, nourishes not to faith, but to maturity of faith cf. Belgic Confession Article
35.
2138
The report seems to consider it self-evident why baptism may be followed by such a profession,
whereas it is prerequisite for the participation in the Lord’s Supper.
2139
Note that the report suggests the universalizing of the promises explains why in the Old Covenant only
male were circumcised, whereas both male and female are baptized in the New Covenant.
2140
The report refers to Jer. 31:31-34, mentioning the law which is written on the hearts of Gods people.
(No explanation is given of the “least” in verse 34, PGS).
2141
Berkouwer, Sacraments, 255-256. (G.C. Berkouwer, Dogmatische Studiën: De Sacramenten (Kampen:
Kok, 1954), 341).
2142
Bavinck, Gereformeerde Dogmatiek IV (Kampen: Kok, 1911), 641-642 (561 in my 4th edition). Note that
this is the second quote from these same pages of Bavinck’s Dogmatiek in this report.
2143
John 6:35, 52-58.
2144
Cf. Rom. 10:9-10, Matt. 10:32, 1 Tim. 6:12. The report states “confessional statements” … “are also
thought by biblical scholars originally to have been tied to baptismal events. In the case of infant baptism,
profession would occur later in time as an appropriation of the promises which God made at baptism,” 267.
2145
E.g. Belgic Confession art. 35, Heidelberg Catechism Q77 A76, Our World Belongs to God (stanza 40),
Westminster Larger Catechism Q&A 177.
2146
Church Order art. 59a, Church Order of Dordt, art. 61.
2147
Cf. Calvin, Institutes 4:16:30.
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sacrament’s meaning and assess the child’s motivation, 3) an elder and/or
pastor meets with the child and parents and provide/s a short process of
preparation, 4) a simple and appropriate public profession is made during a
regular worship service. Regarding nurturing and expressing a Reformed
understanding of faith, continued catechism until grade 12 is suggested,
followed by a commitment to adult responsibility. Regarding membership
categories the report suggests to distinguish three categories: baptized,
communicant or professing, and corporate or voting members.
5.3.8.2. Report B
Report B proposes to allow both views as expressed in Report A and B to be
practiced. Clarifying the issues at stake may resolve the synodical discussion.
The first issue is whether profession of personal faith or communal faith is the
basis for participation. The nature of this profession only becomes an issue in
the first case. Similarly, in circumcision, the Passover and baptism, some share
blessings apart from personal profession of faith, whereas the Lord’s Supper is
treated as an exception. The report also clarifies how Synod 1988’s decision
encouraged younger participation. This raised the question whether three
kinds of membership were needed. It also necessitated simpler forms for
profession of faith. Participation on the basis of communal faith would require
a smaller revision of this form. Synod created ambiguity by merging the
position that requires individual faith with that which requires mere covenant
membership. This ambiguity sustained by a theology of covenant membership
for families and their children2148 conflicts with the theology2149 of admission
and must be resolved by synod. From the Reformed perspective the efficacy
of the Lord’s Supper is not ex opere operato, and the benefits are contingent
on the exercise of faith. But Reformed theology and historical practice also
suggest this may be communal faith. Moreover, Jesus’ presence at the Lord’s
Supper is the ultimate source of grace. Celebrating Communion is entering
into Christ’s holy sphere of life and power2150. The Reformed interpretation of
1 Corinthians 11 is challenged by a large part of the Christian church of the
past and present, and therefore challenged in the report2151. The intended
audience is not some individual, but the community. Their faith is required in
2148
The report also mentions others connected with believers to who grace and blessings are mediated, and
promises are given. E.g. the unbelieving partner of 1 Cor. 7:14 and the 318 male warriors in Abraham’s
household, cf. Gen. 14:14.
2149
And practice of admission.
2150
Cf. Herman Ridderbos, Paul (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1975), 426 (476 in Dutch copy). Note that the
references to theological literature reveal strong influence of Dutch theologians in Report B’s theological
considerations. Also referenced: Berkouwer, The Sacraments (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1969); Herman
Bavinck, Gereformeerde Dogmatiek IV (Kampen: Kok, 1911).
2151
Quoting Bavinck’s Gereformeerde Dogmatiek, but not New Testament scholars.
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similar ways as in baptism, circumcision, and Passover2152. Proclamation,
worthy participation, discernment and self-examination should be interpreted
in light of the covenant. Historically, participation of children is supported by
the tradition prior to the Fourth Lateran Council2153. The Reformed tradition
focused primarily on soteriology at the cost of ecclesiology, and on individual
faith – in a sacramentalist context2154 – at the cost of communal faith –
needed in our rampant individualistic context. Personal profession of faith is
important, but not as prerequisite for children’s participation, in whose case
communal expression suffices.
5.3.8.3. In response
In response to these two reports, four overtures2155 and one other
communication2156 the advisory committee of synod built consensus on the
realization that the practical differences might be smaller than the underlying
theological differences. The consensus meant that the advisory committee’s
recommendations were in agreement with Report A, with an increased
emphasis on commitment to the creeds and confessions, and with the
changed recommendation to maintain two categories of membership. By
adopting these recommendations Synod 1995 in essence reaffirmed the
Synod 1988 approach2157.
5.3.9. 1999 – In between
In 1999, Classis Hamilton overtures synod to permit the variant procedure of
Ancaster CRC for admitting children to the Lord’s Supper2158. This procedure
lessens the public character of the profession of the child and increases it for
those who reach maturity. It also delegates the responsibility for oversight of
2152

The continuity between Old and New Testament lies in its covenantal nature.
And currently by changing patterns in some Presbyterian and Reformed churches.
2154
Pagan mystery religions caused this sacramentalism, which lives on in some of the awe and reference
for the Supper in Reformed tradition.
2155
Overture 17, to reject both reports regarding children at the Lord’s Supper, by Classis Hudson; Overture
18, to reject Report B of the Committee to study clarification of public profession of faith for covenant
children, by Classis Columbia; Overture 19, to reject the recommendations of Report A and Report B
regarding clarification of public profession of faith for covenant children, by Classis Heartland; Overture 84,
to return Reports A and B on clarification of public profession of faith for covenant children to committee,
by Classis Hamilton, Agenda CRCNA 1995 Synod, 371-373; 373-375; 375-376; 605-606.
2156
Communication 12, by First Christian Reformed Church of Everett Washington, Agenda CRCNA 1995
Synod, 613.
2157
Article 69, 109, Acts CRCNA 1995 Synod, 712-721, 762-763. See also N.N. “CRC Synod’s Decision on
Children & Communion,” Christian Renewal (July 1995): 17, and Phyllis Ten Elshof, “Let the Children Come,
But....,” Banner (July 3, 1995) (which mistakenly speaks of a majority and minority report).
2158
Overture 28, Permit a Variant Procedure for Admitting Children to the Lord’s Supper, Agenda CRCNA
1999 Synod, 439-443.
2153
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communing children to the parents. Synod does not accede to the
overture2159.
5.3.10. 2006 – Round 3, the overture
In 2006, Classis Holland overtures synod to appoint a study committee to
examine the admission of all baptized members to the Lord’s Supper and to
consider the nature and practice of profession of faith both in the life of
individuals and the church2160. It mentions a renewed sense that ministry and
worship ought to be intergenerational, cites the one membership of the
covenant, and refers to the arguments of 1988 majority report and 1995
Report B. The overture also takes into account that “body of the Lord” refers
to the church and argues the following: that there is a partnership between
the preached Word and the sacramental Word; that historical reasons for
separation of baptism and the Lord’s Supper in the medieval church have not
been explored enough; that participation of children in the early church sets a
precedent; and that the current understanding of profession of faith is
confusing and inconsistent.
5.3.10.1. Advisory committee and the floor of synod
The advisory committee of synod is divided and presents a majority report2161
and a minority report2162. The majority report points out that synod did not
accept the argumentation based on covenant membership of the 1988
majority report and the 1995 Report B, and how Synod 1995 strongly
encouraged covenant children to express their faith by accepting the four-step
procedure. The minority agrees with the majority that another study
committee is not warranted but recommends that synod recognize “there is
no basis in the theology of the covenant or the theology of the sacraments for
denying to growing children the Lord’s Supper.”2163 In line with the minority,
synod accepts the majority recommendation not to accede to Overture 16’s
request to appoint a study committee, but more importantly, synod allows for
the admission of all baptized members to the Lord’s Supper on the basis of
their full membership in the covenant community2164. The Board of Trustees is
2159

Article 27, Acts CRCNA 1999 Synod, 563. See also David Raakman, “Synod holds the line on children and
the Lord's supper,” Banner (July 5, 1999): 17.
2160
Overture 16, Agenda CRCNA 2006 Synod, 526-530.
2161
Article 71, Acts CRCNA 2006 Synod, 727-729.
2162
Article 71, Acts CRCNA 2006 Synod, 729.
2163
Cf. Agenda CRCNA 1988 Synod, 283.
2164
The Faith Formation Committee notices that this statement suggests broader admission than ground
three which speaks of evidence of faith, and age-appropriate expression of faith or knowledge. Faith
Formation Committee, Agenda CRCNA Synod 2008, 235.
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instructed to appoint a taskforce with the charge to bring church order into
conformity with this 2006 decision, to evaluate the impact of the 1995
decision, and to come with proposals regarding the discipleship of communing
children and appropriate ways to celebrate their entrance into full
membership as adults2165.
5.3.11. 2007 – Round 3, broader context of faith formation recommended
The Children at the Lord’s Supper Task Force, as appointed by the
denominational Board of Trustees2166, presents its report in 20072167 as well as
an additional survey summary2168. The task force presents a number of church
order revisions, has evaluated the 1995 decision with a survey revealing that
the vast majority of congregations allows professions of faith at a younger
age, though in most cases not at elementary but at high school age, and also
reveals very different ways of implementing the second and more mature
commitment. The 2006 decision is welcomed with gratitude and enthusiasm
but once again raises concerns about honoring 1 Corinthians 11, the Reformed
confessions, public profession of faith and about proper and prudent
procedure. The task force recommends ecumenical learning from other
Reformed denominations and the Reformed Ecumenical Council. The task
force suggests dealing with the questions of participation of covenant children
and the response of faith to the covenantal promises in the broader context of
faith formation. Special attention is paid to those with developmental
disabilities or cognitive impairments. The task force also suggests appointing a
committee and assigning it with a shepherding role. In line with this
shepherding role, a yearly report for the next five years is suggested in which
a working draft of a statement will be emended as required.
5.3.11.1. Synod appoints Faith Formation Committee
Three overtures2169, one additional communication2170, and a long discussion
ensue in response to the report. Synod appoints the suggested Faith
Formation Committee with the mandate to “deepen the integration of biblical
2165

Article 71, Acts CRCNA 2006 Synod, 730-731. Elizabeth González, “Church Moves to Allow Children at
Communion,” Banner (July 2006): 33.
2166
Board of Trustees Report, Agenda CRCNA 2007 Synod, 26.
2167
Board of Trustees Report, Appendix B: Children at the Lord’s Supper Task Force, Agenda CRCNA 2007
Synod, 43-60.
2168
Addendum: Survey Summary, Agenda CRCNA 2007 Synod, 61-63.
2169
Overture 13 by Classis Columbia not to adopt the decision of Synod 2006 regarding Church Order article
59, Overture 14, by Classis Pella to revise Synod’s decision to admit children to the Lord’s Supper and
Overture 15 by Classis Illiana not to adopt the changes to Church Order article 59, Agenda CRCNA 2007
Synod, 426-427, 427-433, and 433.
2170
Communication 2 by Classis North Central Iowa, Acts CRCNA 2007 Synod, 539-540.
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teaching; confessional norms; church polity; and liturgical, educational, and
pastoral practices in the CRC with respect to (1) participation in the Lord’s
Supper and (2) public profession of faith.” The recommendation to grant to
congregations the freedom to admit all baptized members to the Lord’s Table
upon approval of the consistory, in line with Synod 2006 its decision is
defeated2171. The decision causes disappointment with some congregations
and confusion for others2172.
5.3.12. 2008 – 1st Faith Formation Report
In the fall 2007, the denominational Board of Trustees appoints the Faith
Formation Committee2173. With two months of deliberations, the committee
presents Synod 2008 with a preliminary report2174. It clarifies the status quo
after Synod 2007 has not upheld the decision of Synod 2006. Four positions in
the current discussion are distinguished: 1) those against admission of
children before profession of faith, but also against age appropriate profession
of younger children2175, 2) those in favor of age appropriate profession of faith
at a younger age, under supervision of council2176, 3) those in favor of
participation before formal profession of faith, after reaching an age of
discretion and under supervision of parents or guardians, 4) those in favor of
allowing all baptized members regardless of their level of understanding2177.
The committee aims to present an updated study of 1 Corinthians 112178 along
with life-giving ways to obey its commands. A study of congregational
practices has been initiated by reflection on the 2006 survey and by focus
group conversations2179. Special attention will be paid to the influence of the
cultural context on the issue. As part of the shepherding process, the
committee envisions providing information in the first stage, entering into
conversations with councils, classes and synod in the second stage, and
communicating even more interactively in a third stage2180. The intention is to
2171

Article 67, Acts CRCNA 2007 Synod, 653-657. Bob De Moor, “Hamming for the Folks Back Home,” “No
Communion Without Profession,” Banner (July 2007): 27, 32.
2172
Heather Wright, “Welcoming Children to the Table,” Banner (April 2008): 11.
2173
Dr. John D. Witvliet (chairperson), Dr. Howard Vanderwell (secretary), Irene C. Bakker (-2012), Andrew
Chun (1970-2009), Jill Friend, Dr. Syd Hielema, Pat Nederveld, Dr. H. David Schuringa, Gerard L. Dykstra (ex
officio). After Synod 2010 Peter Choi joined the committee. After Synod 2011 Joel R. Boot would replace
Gerard L. Dykstra.
2174
Faith Formation Committee, Agenda CRCNA Synod 2008, 231-242.
2175
Thus opposing what Synod 1995 endorsed.
2176
Not going beyond what Synod 1995 endorsed.
2177
This would allow for infant Communion.
2178
The committee notes over thirty new publications on this passage and the issue by Reformed writers
since the 1995 decision.
2179
Lunch time discussion of the committee members with all Synodical delegates is held on June 17 2008,
Article 32, Acts CRCNA Synod 2008, 454.
2180
E.g. through webinars.
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create a network of fifty correspondents to implement this process2181. The
committee considers its work part of denomination-wide efforts related to its
mandate2182.
5.3.13. 2009 - 2nd Faith Formation Report
In 2009, the Faith Formation Committee reports on its progress2183. As the
committee progresses, the new shepherding model for committee work takes
shape; a website provides information; conversations2184 take place as
planned2185 with the help of a network of fifty eight correspondents and
include discussion with ethnic representatives2186. The committee observes a
focus on six practices: 1) one-on-one mentoring of children, 2) celebration of
baptism by remembering and reaffirming, 3) age-appropriate preparation, 4)
liturgical tools for profession of faith, 5) instruction in theological issues, and
6) joyful celebration of the Lord’s Supper2187. The 2008 report distinguished
four positions in the discussion. The 2009 report lists five models: 1) the
traditional2188, 2) modified traditional2189, 3) 1995 CRCNA2190, 4) first
Communion2191, and 5) paedocommunion model2192. The committee seeks
feedback on two draft documents: “Affirming Baptism and Forming Faith”2193
2181

The correspondents are mentioned in the report, the number 50 by Dan Postma, “Synod Shorts: Faith
Formation Committee Reports,” Banner (July 2008): 44.
2182
Among others two publications are mentioned: Robert J. Keeley, Helping Our Children Grow in Faith:
how the Church Can Nurture the Spiritual Development of Kids (Grand Rapids: Baker Books, 2008), and
Howard Vanderwell, ed., The Church of All Ages: Generations Worshiping Together (Herndon: The Alban
Institute: 2008).
2183
Faith Formation Committee, Agenda CRCNA Synod 2009, 433-447.
2184
Some common themes in these conversations were: the diversity of practices, support for younger
participation, Supper as means of grace rather than judgment, reevaluation of the practice of profession of
faith, a desire for intergenerational worship, a longing to realize the missional significance of the Supper,
the supervising role of elders, and 1 Corinthians 11 and joyful, age-appropriate obedience of its
requirements.
2185
Including a discussion with synodical delegates over lunch on June 16, 2009, Article 31, Acts CRCNA
Synod 2009, 584.
2186
The report mentions representatives of Asian congregations, the Korean Council, Black and Reformed
Conferees, and Hispanic representatives.
2187
The report notes “Though the question about admitting children to the Lord’s Supper was the initial
question that spurred the current discussion in the church, many other questions about the Lord’s Supper
are also present among us, including the frequency of the sacrament, the manner of distribution, and
especially the spirit and tone of the liturgy,” Agenda CRCNA Synod 2009, 439.
2188
Profession round age 18, immediate assumption of adult responsibilities, and admission to Supper.
2189
Profession and admission in teenage years, often later assumption of adult responsibilities.
2190
Profession or welcome to table fellowship ceremony in grade school or junior high, later assumption of
adult responsibilities. The report registers lack of awareness about the 1995 decision within the
denomination.
2191
Public welcome at the table for grade 1, 2 or 3 children, profession round junior high school age,
assumption of adult responsibilities round age 18.
2192
Welcome of baptized children at the discretion of parents, profession at junior high or high school age,
assumption of adult responsibilities at age 16 or 18.
2193
Article 43, 44, Acts CRCNA Synod 2009, 594, 595, June 17, 2009.
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and “Perspectives on 1 Corinthians 11.”2194 In its exploration of developmental
concepts, the paradigm of “faith milestones” as developed by the Lutheran
Youth and Family Institute has captured the attention of the committee.
5.3.14. 2010 - 3rd Faith Formation Report
In its third report2195, the Faith Formation Committee reports on its continued
collaborative efforts2196, repeats the list of key themes2197 to which the
concept of milestones of faith formation is added2198, and provides three key
documents: 1) a Bible study on 1 Corinthians 11 titled, A Practice of Christian
Unity 2199, 2) Children at the Table: Toward a Guiding Principle for Biblically
Faithful Celebrations of the Lord’s Supper2200, and 3) Affirming Baptism and
Forming Faith2201.
The groundwork for a guiding principle is laid in the second document. Some
of its key ideas are the conviction that all baptized persons are members of
the church; who are invited to the table out of grace as covenant members;
who should participate in age-and-ability-appropriate ways, which prevents
two opposing errors of overemphasizing or minimizing the importance of
understanding and learning; a prior public profession of faith is not a biblical
requirement, but might be wise. After a thorough study of 1 Corinthians 11 by
the committee2202, the report states that the central theme of the chapter is
to confront the lack of hospitality and to promote unity2203. Discerning the
body is interpreted as referring to Christ as well as the church2204.
2194

The acts do not mention a discussion or decision on this document.
Faith Formation Committee, Appendix A, and Appendix B, Agenda CRCNA Synod 2010, 586-591, 592626, 626-646.
2196
Among others with Faith Alive, providing materials such as the forthcoming book edited by Robert J.
Keeley, Shaped by God: Twelve Essentials for Nurturing Faith in Children, Youth, and Adults (Grand Rapids:
Faith Alive, 2010).
2197
The missional significance of the Supper and intergenerational worship have been dropped off the list of
key themes.
2198
By now CRC material on the subject has been developed: Laura and Robert J. Keeley, Celebrating the
Milestones of Faith: a Guide for Churches (Grand Rapids: Faith Alive, 2009).
2199
http://www.crcna.org/sites/default/files/Faith%20Formation_bible%20study.pdf (accessed January 5,
2015)
2200
Appendix A of the report, available online in Korean and Spanish translations.
2201
Appendix B of the report, also available online in Korean and Spanish translations
2202
The thoroughness of the Faith Formation Committee’s study of 1 Corinthians is reflected in the
unpublished reader prepared by the committee, 718 pages in total, containing relevant passages on 1
Corinthians 11 from 109 different books, 105 different theologians, ranging from Chrysostom to Anthony
Thiselton’s 2006 commentary.
2203
Cf. Jeffrey A.D. Weima, “Children at the Lord’s Supper and the Key text of 1 Corinthians 11:17-34,”
Calvin Theological Forum, Spring 2007, 7-8.
2204
As attested throughout church history, cf. for example Thomas J. Davis, This is My Body: The Presence of
Christ in Reformation Thought (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2008).
2195
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Discernment and other imperatives, including waiting for each other, should
be obeyed in age- and ability-appropriate ways. Judgment in 1 Corinthians 11
should be perceived as divine discipline. In order to understand this chapter,
three errors should be avoided: the tendency to ignore the communal
dimension2205, employing legalistic interpretations in which the imperatives
overshadow the welcome to the table, and cheap grace that disregards the
demands and words of judgment.
5.3.14.1. Guiding principle
The committee then distinguishes two basic positions: one in favor of
welcoming before public profession of faith2206, and the other against. The
first argues from the Bible’s silence, membership of the covenant, the
Passover, and early church history. The second also argues from the Bible’s
silence, lack of proof regarding the Passover, the requirements of 1
Corinthians 11, and the difference between the two sacraments. The
Reformed Confessions tie membership to baptism2207, convey that proper
participation arises out of faith2208, involves self-examination and belief2209,
and only explicitly exclude hypocrites, the unrepentant, and the wicked2210,
though elsewhere, the authors reject infant participation2211. The committee
cautions against the use of inconclusive arguments, such as Bible texts that
lack sufficient detail, the analogy with Passover, the communal agent
approach, and the historical argument. This leaves two substantive
arguments: those based on 1 Corinthians 11:17-34 and those based on
covenant theology. The committee recommends that synod endorse the
following guiding principle2212:
2205

Regarding discernment of the body and self-examination. Cp. Gordon D. Fee, The First Epistle to the
Corinthians: The New International Commentary on the New Testament (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1987),
569.
2206
The committee leaves the wisdom of requiring public profession of faith to local discernment. As good
reasons it mentions Biblical illiteracy, and superstition, as in the days of the Reformation, cf. Robert M.
Kingdon, “Catechesis in Calvin’s Geneva,” in Educating People of Faith, ed. John Van Engen (Grand Rapids,
Eerdmans, 2004), 294-313 (The report refers to pp. 150-178).
2207
Cf. Belgic Confession art. 34.
2208
Cf. Heidelberg Catechism Q&A 81, Belgic Confession art. 35.
2209
Cf. Heidelberg Catechism Q&A 76, Belgic Confession art. 35.
2210
Cf. Heidelberg Catechism Q&A 81, Belgic Confession art. 35.
2211
Reference is made to Zacharias Ursinus, Commentary on the Heidelberg Catechism, trans. G. W. Willard
(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1954), 366-67, 425, 429.
2212
When the recommended guiding principle is accepted, the next step is to discern what practices best
enact this principle, by identifying common criteria for such discernment (7 criteria formulated on p. 615616), by describing or commending practices that should be common (four practices commended on p.
616), and by describing complementary practices of welcome to the table which fit in different
circumstances (welcome: 1- offered in worship, 2- through public profession of faith, 3- through a welcome
to the table process).
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All baptized members are welcome to the Lord’s Supper for age- and
ability-appropriate obedience to biblical commands about
participation, under the supervision of the elders. The elders have
responsibility to nurture grateful and obedient participation by
providing encouragement, instruction, and accountability in the
congregation. Although requiring a formal public profession of faith
prior to participation in the Lord’s Supper is one pastoral approach to
consider, but is not required by Scripture or the confessions.
5.3.14.2. Unanimous support
In response to the report and three overtures2213 synod adopts the guiding
principle2214 and all other recommendations2215 with nearly unanimous
support. One could argue that, with the adoption of the guiding principle, the
core questions in the synodical debate about children at the Lord’s Supper
have been answered. However, the following years are important for
completing the shepherding process, fulfilling other mandates, and
embedding the guiding principle in church order.
5.3.15. 2011 – 4th Faith Formation Report
In its fourth report2216, the Faith Formation Committee recommends the
document “Affirming Baptism and Forming Faith”2217 for endorsement. The
committee also recommends changes to church order in the spirit of the
adopted guiding principle regarding participation in the Lord’s Supper2218. The
document, “Children at the Table: Toward a Guiding Principle for Biblically
Faithful Celebrations of the Lord’s Supper”, is a slightly revised edition in
response to Synod 2010’s encouragement to include a more detailed study on
the command to “examine oneself”2219 and to include a comparison of the
2213
Overture 9, by Classis Zeeland to Withhold Action on Recommendations from the Faith Formation
Committee re Children at the Lord’s Supper, Overture 10 from Classis Columbia to Withhold Action on the
Recommendations of the Faith Formation Committee, Overture 11 by Classis Illiana to Reject the Guiding
Principle Proposed by the Faith Formation Committee; Reaffirm the Decisions of Synods 1988 and
1995Agenda CRCNA 2010 Synod, 664-668; 668-679; 680-681.
2214
A slightly edited text
2215
Article 27, 28, Acts CRCNA Synod 2010, 810-812. Gayla R. Postma, “Baptized Children at the Lord’s
Supper, Take Two,” Banner (June 2010): 12. Peter Sinia, “Nieuwe wegen in het gesprek rond kinderen aan
het Avondmaal,” Opbouw (September 17, 2010): 12-14.
2216
Faith Formation Committee, Appendix A, B, C, D, Agenda CRCNA Synod 2011, 541-549, 550-569, 569577, 577-612, 612-621.
2217
The document is the same as the one presented in 2010, with some minor editorial changes.
2218
Though public profession of faith is no longer required for admission to the Lord’s Supper, it is
encouraged.
2219
The committee does not choose between an interpretation following the context of the chapter, or a
more general one.
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“confirmation” process of other Christian traditions. With two short sections
on Old Testament texts anticipating the Lord’s Supper and the multiple images
given in the New Testament, the report aims to place 1 Corinthians 11 within
a larger biblical context. The committee adds a section expressing its
enthusiasm for public profession of faith2220. This document is also presented
for approval; the document on Infant Dedication and the Christian Reformed
Church has a more preliminary nature.
In response to the report, including the appendices and the four overtures,2221
the document, “Affirming Baptism and Forming Faith”, is endorsed; the
recommended changes to church order are adopted with some minor
editorial changes; the revised version of “Children at the Table” is accepted;
and the term of the committee is extended for one year2222.
5.3.16. 2012 – 5th Faith Formation Report
In its fifth report to synod,2223 the faith formation committee recommends
restoring a phrase in the church order stating that profession of faith includes
a commitment to the creeds and confessions. The committee presents the
document, “Infant Dedication and the Christian Reformed Church”,2224 for
approval. It endorses the document, “Forms for Baptism and Profession of
Faith”,2225 for the churches, and offers the principle regarding infant
dedication (already affirmed by Synod 20112226) for final approval. Without
formulating recommendations the committee affirms its desire to strengthen
the profession of faith as a significant milestone, and mentions practices2227
and resources that can be used for that purpose. Some early considerations to
2220
With a long quote of a section from the document “Affirming Baptism and Forming Faith.” I note that
the added sections on multiple images and on confirmation are also nearly identical to those in this
document.
2221
Overture 24, by Classis Holland to Alter Wording for Church Order Articles Proposed by the Faith
Formation Committee, Overture 25, by Owen Sound CRC, Do Not Adopt the Proposed Church Order
Supplement, Article 59-c within the Faith Formation Committee Report, Overture 26, by Classis Columbia,
to Withhold Action on Church Order Changes by Faith Formation Committee, Overture 27, by Hope CRC,
Brantford, to Provide Churches with Another Year to Consider Church Order Changes Proposed by the Faith
Formation Committee, Agenda CRCNA Synod 2011, 688-692.
2222
Article 36, 57, Acts CRCNA Synod 2011, 829-832, 857.
2223
Faith Formation Committee, Agenda CRCNA Synod 2012, 412-424.
2224
Appendix A, Infant Dedication and the Christian Reformed Church, Agenda CRCNA Synod 2012, 425 434.
2225
Appendix B, Forms for Baptism and Profession of Faith, Agenda CRCNA Synod 2012, 434-447. These
forms were newly developed by the Reformed Church in America.
2226
Article 36, Acts CRCNA Synod 2011, 831-832.
2227
1- proactive encouragement of profession, 2- a new timeframe encouraging profession two years before
finishing high school, 3- rigorous and relevant study of the Bible, the history, creeds and confessions of the
church, 4- renewed family involvement, 5- mentoring, 6- meeting with the elders prior to profession, 7meaningful liturgical celebration of profession, and 8- ongoing discipleship after profession of faith.
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embed faith formation in the denominational structure are shared. Synod
adopts all recommendations2228.
5.3.17. 2013 – Final Report Faith Formation Committee
In its sixth and final report,2229 the Faith Formation Committee affirms the
wisdom of appointing shepherding committees rather than study committees;
presents three articles: first, “A Primer for Welcoming Children to the Lord’s
Supper and the Role of Public Profession of Faith”2230 and second,
“Strengthening Profession of Faith: A Guide for Councils”2231 for
recommendation to the churches, and third, a slightly edited version of
“Forms for Baptism and Profession of Faith”2232 for approval. Synod adopts all
recommendations2233, the committee’s work ends, the synodical debate on
children at the Lord’s Supper has come to a conclusion, but the work of faith
formation continues2234.
5.4. Denominational discussion RCL DRC in Periodicals and Books
5.4.1. First round of discussion about church of Rijsbergen
The denominational discussion within the Reformed Churches liberated (RCL)
starts with, and initially focuses on, the first Dutch case of paedocommunion.
The church of Rijsbergen has been allowing children at the Lord’s Supper since
early 1962. Yet it takes a year and a half before even a congenial national
magazine takes notice of the novelty and writes about it.2235 It takes another
nine months and a small conference to raise national attention for the
practice of the church of Rijsbergen.2236 In the most prominent national
2228

Articles 62, 67, Acts CRCNA Synod 2012, 771-772, 774-775.
Faith Formation Committee, Agenda CRCNA Synod 2013, 318-328.
2230
Appendix A, Agenda CRCNA Synod 2013, 329-331.
2231
Appendix B, Agenda CRCNA Synod 2013, 331-333.
2232
Appendix C, Agenda CRCNA Synod 2013, 333-347.
2233
Article 20, Acts CRCNA Synod 2013, 552-553.
2234
Gayla R. Postma, “Faith Formation Committee Ends, Work Continues,” Banner (July 2013): 34.
2235
W. van Rheenen and P. Aalbersberg, “Rijsbergen een Oase!” Contact (October 26, 1963): 11-12.
2236
The small conference of “free biblical Christians” in Rijsbergen on June 27 1964 is first mentioned in the
national Reformed (RCL) newspaper Gereformeerd Gezinsblad of the following Tuesday July 7, “Berichten
van hier en daar: Vrije bijbelse christenen te Rijsbergen bijeen,” Gereformeerd Gezinsblad, Tuesday July7,
1964. This article is based on a preview of an article by Reverend de Boer in the local church bulletin De
Fakkel of the independent Free Reformed Church of the Frisian town Wolvega, in the northern part of the
country, D. de Boer, “Landelijke contact-samenkomst van vrije bijbelse christenen, gehouden te
Rijsbergen,” De Fakkel 7, no. 2, July 10, 1964: 1-6. The protestant Frisian newspaper Friesch Dagblad
publishes an article on July 15, 1964, “De kerk vandaag: Jeugd in Geref. Kerken (vrijg.): Organisatie beheerst
het kerkelijk leven te strak,” Friesch Dagblad, July 15, 1964. These articles get the attention of a journalist
and a subsequent article is published in four Christian newspapers (known as “kwartetbladen”) in the
2229
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magazines of the Reformed Church liberated, Opbouw and De Reformatie, this
causes a flurry of more than twenty articles,2237 not counting the articles in the
likeminded magazine Contact,2238 as well as some positive articles in national
Christian newspapers. All of these add fuel to the discussion,2239 and cause a
similar flurry of articles in local and regional church bulletins.2240 This flurry
lasts for almost a year.

western part of the Netherlands: “Terug naar de oergestalte van de christelijke gemeente,” De
Rotterdammer, Nieuwe Haagsche Courant, Nieuwe Leidsche Courant, Dordts Dagblad, July 18, 1964.
Further articles appear in the national newspaper Gereformeerd Gezinsblad: “Van Binnenlands Gebeuren:
Ook nu weer,” Gereformeerd Gezinsblad, July 20, 1964. “Persschouw: Een Vrij-Evangelisch kerktype,”
Gereformeerd Gezinsblad, August 12, 1964. “Persschouw: Tweemaal?” Gereformeerd Gezinsblad, October
19, 1964.
2237
I registered the following articles in order of publication: J.R. Wiskerke, “Einde van het gereformeerde
leven in schending van de liefde I,” De Reformatie 39, no. 44 (August 22, 1964): 344; G. Visee. “Kerkelijk
Leven: Vrije bijbelse christenen,” Opbouw 8, no. 20 (August 28, 1964): 157-158; J.R. Wiskerke, “Einde van
het gereformeerde leven in schending van de liefde II,” De Reformatie 39, no. 45 (August 29, 1964): 352. J.
Kamphuis, “Kerkelijk leven: Kandeleer Kerkverband,” De Reformatie 39, no. 47 (12 September, 1964): 366.
F. de Vries, “Persschouw: Rijsbergen,” De Reformatie 40, no. 1 (October 3, 1964); F. de Vries, “Persschouw:
De wijze, waarop de laatste cIassis Noord-Brabant-Limburg zich heeft geconstitueerd,” De Reformatie 40,
no. 4 (October 24, 1964): 30. G. Visee, “Mogen en moeten onze kinderen deelnemen aan het avondmaal
des Heren I,” Opbouw 8, no. 46 (March 5, 1965): 368-369; G. Visee, “Mogen en moeten onze kinderen
deelnemen aan het avondmaal des Heren II,” Opbouw 8, no. 47 (March 12, 1965): 375-376; G. Visee,
“Mogen en moeten onze kinderen deelnemen aan het avondmaal des Heren III,” Opbouw 8, no. 48 (March
19, 1965): 384-385; G. Visee, “Mogen en moeten onze kinderen deelnemen aan het avondmaal des Heren
IV,” Opbouw 8, no. 49 (March 26, 1965): 392-393; G. Visee, “Mogen en moeten onze kinderen deelnemen
aan het avondmaal des Heren V,” Opbouw 9, no. 1 (April 2, 1965): 400-401; G. Visee, “Mogen en moeten
onze kinderen deelnemen aan het avondmaal des Heren VI,” Opbouw 9, no. 2 (April 9, 1965): 12-13; G.
Visee, “Mogen en moeten onze kinderen deelnemen aan het avondmaal des Heren VII,” Opbouw 9, no. 3
(April 16, 1965): 20-21; J. Kamphuis, “Kindercommunie en open avondmaalstafel?” De Reformatie 40, no.
36 (June 12, 1965): 286-287; J. Kamphuis, “Documentatie: Jeugdconferentie in Rijsbergen,” De Reformatie
40, no. 37 (June 19, 1965): 296; J. Kamphuis, “Kerkelijk leven: Het oude ideaal,” De Reformatie 40, no. 38
(June 26, 1965): 303-304. Note that none of these articles are written by or interviewing Jan van Katwijk,
who pastors the church of Rijsbergen.
2238
Sollie, A.F. “Rijsbergen,” Contact 14, no. 19 (October 3, 1964): 6-7; By the time that a third article titled
“Rijsbergen in het nieuws,” (Rijsbergen in the news) appears in Contact, the media attention has
diminished. P. Aalbersberg, “Rijsbergen in het nieuws,” Contact 15, no. 16 (August 21, 1965): 11; J. Jansen.
“Ingezonden: Rijsbergen,” Contact 16, no. 17 (September 17, 1966): 9-10; P. Van Loo “Mogen en moeten
onze kinderen deelnemen aan het avondmaal des Heren?” Contact 17, no. 16 (September 9, 1967): 2-3.
2239
“’t Is een doodgewone christelijke gemeente: In Rijsbergen gaan kleuters naar het heilig avondmaal en
is er geen catechisatie,” Trouw, September 5, 1964. 10. “Gereformeerde Kerk? Neen!” Trouw, September
15, 1964. 10. “Jeugdconferentie in Rijsbergen: Terug naar eerste christengemeente,” De Rotterdammer,
Nieuwe Haagsche Courant, Nieuwe Leidsche Courant Dordts Dagblad, June 6, 1965.
2240
In national magazines some of those are mentioned: I. de Wolff, “Het lichaam onderscheiden,"
Gereformeerd Kerkblad voor 0verijssel en Gelderland, October 3, 1964, M.J.C. Blok “Rijsbergen, waarheen?"
Ons Kerkblad (Utrecht); Tj. Boersma “Een Vrij-Evangelisch kerktype,” in Pro Ecclesia, church bulletin of Urk
(date after July 11 before August 12, 1967); P. Deddens (from Creil) Kerkpost (title and date unknown); D.
Van Dijk an article with unknown title in Gereformeerde Kerkbode voor Groningen, Friesland, Drente, July 1,
1967; M. Vreugdenhil in Waarheid en Eenheid (title and date unknown), D.K. Wielenga “Belijdenis van de
gereformeerde religie doen,” De Schaapskooi, March 20, 1965, and I. De Wolff “Vreemde gang van zaken,”
(name of bulletin and date of publication unknown).
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5.4.1.1. Strong words
The church of Rijsbergen introduces several changes and organizes
conferences with likeminded Christians. Together, they propose even more
radical changes.2241 The discussion during that first year of the debate often
addresses the issue of children at the Lord’s Supper as an integral part of that
cluster of changes.2242 Strong words may express strong emotions that are not
explicitly named by the opponents of paedocommunion, but which the
proponents identify as fear. Opponents view paedocommunion as an offense
against church order, as unfaithfulness to the confessions, and as disloyalty to
the denomination. In line with a rather exclusivist vision of the true church,
allowing Christians from other denominations at the Lord’s Supper is seen as
an even more dangerous consequence of the already dangerous practice of
paedocommunion.2243 Allowing either, means profaning the Lord’s Supper.
Allowing participation without proper understanding equals magic or
witchcraft. The decision to have only one worship service per Sunday is seen
as a sad consequence of the more frequent celebration of the Lord’s Supper.
This, combined with the emphasis on the sacrament, is taken as proof of a lack
of hunger for God’s Word, or in other words, as carnal laziness.
5.4.1.2. Visee’s extensive contribution
In this stage of the debate, G. Visee provides an exceptional extensive
discussion of paedocommunion.2244 The practice of Lord’s Supper at
Rijsbergen and the Reformed grounds for infant baptism both justify his study.
2241

Among others Congregationalist ideas as proposed by W.C. van Zwieten and inspired by North American
independent and Congregationalist churches as discussed in the book Lebendige Gemeinde - aber wie? by
Franz von Hammerstein (Stuttgart: Calwer Verlag, 1960).
2242
It is claimed that this includes: lack of recognition of the denomination, lack of recognition of church
order, lack of afternoon services, lack of Catechism preaching, and Catechism teaching, loss of profession of
faith, no compliance with standards for admission to Lord’s Supper (open Communion and
paedocommunion), preaching and administration of sacraments by non office-bearers, singing of hymns
other than those approved by Synod, etc.
2243
Wiskerke for example speaks of a Lord’s Supper accessible to members of the church and the antichurch and the unwillingness to strengthen the walls of Zion, Wiskerke (August 8). A random illustration of
the newspaper article in the kwartetbladen suggested (to the horror of Wiskerke) that Roman Catholic nuns
attend Rijsbergen’s Lord’s Supper celebrations, which at that time had not happened yet, but would later ,
Jan Hendriks, ed., Kijken met andere ogen: Een rondreis langs open en gastvrije kerken (Kampen: Kok, 2004),
92.
2244
G. Visee, former pastor of the German Evangelische Altreformierte Kirche, then serving within the
Reformed Church liberated, initially writes an article in Opbouw addressing the whole cluster of changes.
Visee (August 28, 1964). His seven articles about paedocommunion are republished in Onderwezen in het
Konkrijk der Hemelen: keuze uit de persarbeid van ds. G. Visee (Kampen: Van den Berg, 1979). His articles
are also republished in English in a series of four under the title “May – and Must – Our Children Partake of
the Lord’s Supper?” in Christian Renewal in the year 1986. As such it is part of the material of the Report of
the Ad-Interim Committee to Study the Question of Paedocommunion presented at the 16th General
Assembly of the Presbyterian Church in America in 1988.
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He presents the historic example from the Palatinate2245 as a plea for including
younger children2246 and lowering the requirements for admission.2247 He
suggests that the simplicity of the Palatinate Church Order is a better format
for admission by profession of faith than the more current church order.2248
He believes that minimal knowledge, or understanding according to age and
ability, should be required.2249 In 1 Corinthians 11, the celebration of the
Lord’s Supper is a commandment. How to celebrate is the real question. Selfexamination cannot be a spiritual, individualistic exercise, but should be moral
and congregational. The question of self-examination by children should be
answered in light of God’s covenant promises.2250 While on one side there is
the danger of the sin of magic,2251 on the other side there is the danger of
rationalism and subjectivism.2252 1 Corinthians 5:7 connects the Lord’s Supper
with the Passover, also a feast of remembrance at which children were
present, partaking and asking questions,2253 as they would do in later Jewish
tradition. Likewise, sacraments are dumb (nonverbal) signs that precede and
provoke questions and thus lead to teaching.2254 Children should be allowed to
receive the sign of a reality that they already have and enjoy as heirs2255.

2245

The example of the historical practice of the Palatinate is strategically chosen as it makes aware of the
changes within the Reformed tradition, but also provides the historical context for the Heidelberg
Catechism and by quoting from a church order of 1563 – the same year of publication of the Heidelberg
Catechism – Visee shows a credible Reformed alternative to the current church order. Visee’s source is: W.
Niesel, Bekenntnisschriften und Kirchen Ordnungen der nach Gottes Wort reformierten Kirche. 2nd ed.
(Zürich: Evangelischer Verlag, A.G. Zollikon, 1938).
2246
Later Visee describes how his prior bias against paedocommunion gradually changed while studying
scripture. Visee (1979), 263. In his initial article he expresses his willingness to discuss paedocommunion,
but also emphasizes the need for understanding and the danger of magic or witchcraft. Visee (August 28,
1964). The following series of articles reflects this development as it now presents a strong plea for soft
paedocommunion, but already suggests that even strict paedocommunion might be biblical.
2247
The 1563 Palatinate church order requires reciting the Apostolic Creed, the Ten Commandments, the
Lord’s Prayer, and the (Heidelberg) Catechism on the Lord’s Supper. If the children were not able to do that
the pastor had to remind them of the content. And in this way profession of faith was made, and children
(presumably teenagers) were admitted to the Lord’s Supper. The Palatinate example is also presented as
plea for more frequent celebration and greater parental involvement.
2248
In comparison with the then current church order article 61 and the forms for profession of faith that go
back to the Utrecht Synod of 1923. In response to D.K. Wielenga, Visee argues that church order articles
should be understood in their historical setting, were not intended to deal with children, can be changed,
and should be changed if overruled by Scripture (This response to Wielenga is only found as a postscript in
the 1979 republication of these articles in Onderwezen in het Koninkrijk der Hemelen).
2249
“In accordance with the faith God has distributed to each of you” (Romans 12:3). “In accordance with
the measure of their faith,” Canons of Dordt, chapter V, article 9.
2250
Visee refers to Gen. 17, Acts 2:39, and 1 Cor. 7:14.
2251
Visee mentions the Eastern Orthodox Churches as example of such magic.
2252
Visee refers to the Canons of Dordt, chapters III and IV, paragraph 13, and the Belgic Confession art. 35.
2253
Cf. Exodus 12:26.
2254
Visee refers to the confessions which treat the sacraments as educational tools to nourish and sustain
faith. Heidelberg Catechism, question and answer 66 and 75. Belgic Confession, article 33.
2255
In response to I. de Wolff who defends different treatment of children based on Galatians 4: 1-5 which
speaks as heirs who in their childhood are like slaves.
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5.4.1.3. The end of debate and unity
Visee encourages further conversation at both congregational and council
levels. The conversation certainly doesn’t take place on a national level. Less
than a year after it started, the discussion comes to an end. This is probably
because priority is given to other debates and tensions that lead to a
denominational split around 1967.
5.4.2. Two new rounds of debate in the seventies
A full decade after the discussion comes to an end, two new rounds of debate
are published in Opbouw2256. Both are dominated by DRC pastor and opinion
leader, Henk de Jong.2257
5.4.2.1. The first round in the seventies
Henk de Jong opens the first round with a strong plea for profession of faith,
which he believes to be in line with the Bible and a prerequisite for
participation in the Lord’s Supper. Challenged by C.P. Kleingeld,2258 de Jong
replies with a series of articles. Paedocommunion practice is now spoken of as
typical of the mainline Netherlands Reformed Church,2259 and is unconsciously
influenced by socialism with its levelling tendency. Refusing to follow this
example will help the church to stand strong against the accusation by the
charismatic movement of Reformed covenantal automatism. Kleingeld argues
from the metaphor of citizenship by birth, sonship by acknowledgment of the
father alone, and admission to family dinners by invitation of the parent
without intervention of the siblings. De Jong uses metaphors of the family
home and the marital bed to support the distinction between what is fit for
children and what is not. De Jong makes a strong distinction between baptism
and Lord’s Supper, and pleads for acknowledging two sides in our relationship
with God: the promise of being inside and the call to enter; the sign on the
doorpost and the sign on the forehead;2260 covenantal and personal faith; the
family and the individual.
2256

K. Deddens writes “Rev. K.C. Smouter and Rev. M.R. van den Berg wrote about this topic in Opbouw,”
Clarion, September 5, 1986. I am not sure which articles Deddens is referring to, but as K.C. Smouter died in
1974 and as M.R. van den Berg’s 1978 book on the subject refers to earlier articles, these articles may have
been published in this period. M.R. van den Berg, Voor wie is het Avondmaal?: Sacrament voor ingewijden
of verbondsmaaltijd? (Kampen: Kok, 1978).
2257
De Jong dominates the discussions in the sense that he participates in both and in the sense that his
contribution counts 4,5 times more words than Kleingeld’s and Cornelisse’s together.
2258
C.P. (Kees) Kleingeld had known Jan van Katwijk since the late fifties. Later Kleingeld would also be
connected to Rijsbergen through family ties. In 1999, at the age of 57 Dr. Kleingeld is ordained as pastor of
the Free Reformed Church of Wolvega.
2259
The church of Rijsbergen, part of De Jong’s own denomination, is not mentioned.
2260
Exodus 12:7, Ezekiel 9:4.
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5.4.2.2. The second round in the seventies
In 1965 the Reformed Church liberated of Dordrecht – a congregation with
strong ties to Rijsbergen – follows the example of Rijsbergen in allowing
children at the Lord’s Supper. Twelve years later, Dordrecht’s pastor, N.
Cornelisse2261 (now part of the Dutch Reformed Churches), opens the second
round of discussions with De Jong.2262 For Cornelisse, paedocommunion is in
line with the Reformed theology of baptism as expressed in the
confessions,2263 but De Jong continues to emphasize the difference between
baptism and Communion.2264 Therefore, current practice is a wise compromise
in De Jong’s eyes,2265 but it’s the result of objectionable theology of the
Middle Ages2266 in the eyes of Cornelisse. Early Reformed tradition2267 sets the
direction for Cornelisse; later Reformed tradition2268 sets the direction for De
Jong. De Jong’s emphasis on the necessity of discipline is remarkable in light of
the denomination’s history and culture.2269 Just as remarkable is De Jong’s
elevation of the Lord’s Supper as the climax of all liturgies, of which he speaks
in metaphors of sexual intercourse.
Both see Anabaptism as the ultimate consequence of the other side’s position
and practice. De Jong points out that Jesus did not institute the Lord’s Supper
in the context of feeding the multitudes that included women and children,
but in the intimate group of the twelve, when only faithful believers had
remained. He fears that with paedocommunion, the witnessing character of
the Lord’s Supper will be lost, and that only the social aspect will remain. Even

2261
N. Cornelisse, at that moment, pastors the churches of both Dordrecht and Zwijndrecht. The first
welcomes children at the table; the second does not. Later Cornelisse returns to North America to become
pastor in the CRC.
2262
Cornelisse initiates the discussion in response to a short report in Opbouw about a critical letter
regarding paedocommunion send by the church of Leerdam to the church of Dordrecht. “Kerknieuws: De
verhouding tot de kerk te Dordrecht,” Opbouw 21, no. 35 (September 30, 1977): 284.
2263
Heidelberg Catechism, question and answer 74.
2264
De Jong distinguishes incorporation vs. nurture and nourishment; emphasis on Gods initiative vs.
emphasis on the reciprocity of the covenant. De Jong also point to the difference between Heidelberg
Catechism Question 69 on Baptism and 75 on the Lord’s Supper. The first speaks of the sacrifice of Christ
being of “real advantage to thee,” the second says of the Lord’s Supper “thou art a partaker of that one
sacrifice of Christ.”
2265
As no explicit Scripture text guides us in this matter, common threads in Scripture and wisdom should
according to de Jong.
2266
Forth Lateran Council 1215, Council of Bordeaux 1255, and Council of Trent 1545-48.
2267
Cornelisse seems to be thinking of Calvin who mentions an age of ten and of the practice in the
Palatinate as described in the 1563 Palatinate church order.
2268
De Jong mentions the church order of Dordt (1618/1619), article 61 “The consistory shall admit to the
Lord's Supper only those who have made public profession of the Reformed faith and lead a godly life.
Members of sister-Churches shall be admitted on the ground of a good attestation concerning their
doctrine and conduct.”
2269
See for example G. Van den Brink and H.J. van der Kwast, Een kerk ging stuk (Amsterdam: Buijten &
Schipperheijn, 1992), 220f.
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though the stakes seem high, neither is willing to divide the church over the
issue.

5.4.3. A Dutch Reformed book in the seventies
The year 1978, the same year the second round of debate in Opbouw takes
place, Meint van den Berg publishes his book on children at the Lord’s Supper.
The book is based on earlier articles and papers, and does not interact with
the most recent discussion in Opbouw2270. Van den Berg is in favor of
welcoming covenantal children at the Lord’s Table. Instead of seeking support
for paedocommunion in history, Van den Berg blames the influence of pagan
mystery religions and the connotations inherited with the use of the term
sacrament for the early rise of unbiblical misconceptions concerning the
Lord’s Table2271. Even the Reformed tradition inherited some of this pagan
magical thinking by continuing use of the term sacrament2272. Before
addressing the specific issue of children at the Lord’s Supper, Van den Berg
treats two topics that had been central in the split with the Reformed Church
liberated, a decade before: a critic of the contemporary church discipline
practice as connected with the Lord’s Supper2273, and an ecumenical plea in
favor of open Communion2274. By the time Van den Berg addresses the issue
of paedocommunion, he approaches this from the perspective of a biblical
defence of infant baptism2275. In the spirit of his tradition he puts strong
emphasis on the covenant2276 and considers the individualistic and subjective
application of 1 Corinthians 11 the reasons why the covenantal meals aspect
of the Supper was lost2277. The Hellenistic context of 1 Corinthians 11 is
important for his conclusion that this chapter does not apply to children2278.
Van den Berg sees a strong connection between Passover and the Supper and
defends how children continued to partake, even after there may have been a
shift from family to community as the people entered Canaan2279. The general
pattern of Van den Berg’s argument resembles that of other
paedocommunion advocates, the details of his book are often quite original.
One of those original perspectives is that Van den Berg, as a former
2270

Van den Berg (1978), 5.
Van den Berg (1978), 11f.
2272
Van den Berg (1978), 15, 22.
2273
Van den Berg (1978), 28f.
2274
Van den Berg (1978), 35f.
2275
Van den Berg (1978), 43f.
2276
Van den Berg (1978), 50f.
2277
Van den Berg (1978), 54.
2278
Van den Berg (1978), 55f.
2279
Van den Berg (1978), 64f.
2271

347

Paedocommunion in the Dutch Reformed Tradition
missionary to South Africa, introduces the image of apartheid in the discussion
of paedocommunion2280.

5.4.4. Reformed liberated discussion in the early eighties
Meanwhile, in the Reformed Church liberated, the discussion comes to an end
as the churches of Rijsbergen and Dordrecht are no longer part of the
denomination.2281 In 1974, no one is of the opinion that children belong at the
Lord’s Supper,2282 but that changes in the early eighties.2283 In a series of three
articles,2284 Barend Kamphuis suggests that the seemingly opposite
movements against infant baptism and in favor of children at the Lord’s
Supper, in the end, are one in their Anabaptist spiritualistic rationale2285. He
argues that classifying baptism and Communion as sacraments is important as
this pair reflects the structure of the covenant.2286 Kamphuis emphasizes the
historic nature of God’s relationship with His people, and history as a
succession of events governed by God.2287 Kamphuis points out that “it has
been God's own wise decision to give man a history, from infancy to
adulthood.” “And He revealed Himself as One who wants to join man in that
history.” “There is an economy in God's grace.” Kamphuis who positions
himself over against Karl Barth – who has questioned infant baptism – writes
that for Barth “there is no covenant history with a gradual development.”
Though the introduction of time considerations in the analysis of
paedocommunion by Kamphuis seems significant2288, the conclusion of
2280

Van den Berg (1978), 38, 99.
It is interesting how B. Kamphuis writes in 1982 about churches like Rijsbergen and Dordrecht: “You
know that in the circles of what is now the Dutch Reformed Church children have been admitted to the
Lord’s Supper here and there for a long time,” as if this is not part of the history of his own denomination.
Kamphuis, B. “Kinderdoop en kinderkommunie I,” De Reformatie (February 6, 1982): 285.
2282
According to R.H. Bremmer. “Kinderen aan het avondmaal? (1),” De Poortwake (August 30, 1974): 120.
2283
According to Barend Kamphuis (Barend Kamphuis is not to be mistaken for his father J. Kamphuis who
we met earlier in this section).
2284
B.Kamphuis, “Kinderdoop en kinderkommunie I,” De Reformatie (February 6, 1982): 284-287;
“Kinderdoop en kinderkommunie II,” De Reformatie (February 13, 1982): 299-302; “Kinderdoop en
kinderkommunie III (slot),” De Reformatie (February 27, 1982): 329-332. These articles were republished in
English with a slightly altered text in: Kamphuis, B. “Infant Baptism and Infant Communion,” Lux Mundi 11,
no. 3 (September, 1992): 2-10.
2285
Kamphuis does not seem to consider the possibility that these two opposite trends reveal tension
created by the inconsistence of Reformed theology and practice regarding the place of children in God’s
church; a tension that can be released in two opposite directions.
2286
Unilateral in its initiative, bilateral in its existence.
2287
In line with Berkouwer Kamphuis sees dualism as Karl Barth’s pitfall. Kamphuis suggests that it is
because of this dualism that Barth fails to recognize the historical aspect of God’s covenantal relationship
with His people. Kamphuis (1982a), 300. Cf. G.C. Berkouwer, Karl Barth en De Kinderdoop. (Kampen: Kok,
1947), 123f.
2288
Cf. the introduction of time consideration into economic analysis by Von Böhm-Bawerk. Robert B.
Ekelund, Jr. A History of Economic Theory and Method, 3rd. ed. (New York: McGraw-Hill, 1990): 345.
2281
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Kamphuis’ argument is not much different from H. de Jong’s regarding the
distinction between baptism and Communion. Kamphuis does point to the
multiple professions of faith2289 in Reformed practice, but this does not alter
the sense of only two stages in the life of a covenant child2290. Kamphuis2291
also emphasizes that the Old Testament feasts do not have one systematic or
dogmatic origin, but a redemptive historical one.2292 This means that feasts
and sacrificial rituals may, in fact, overlap in meaning. Kamphuis concludes
that, only on this basis, can lowering the age of admission, other forms of
involvement of children in the Lord’s Supper and participation of mentally
handicapped be discussed. Twenty five years after Kamphuis’ concluding
words, participation of mentally handicapped is the incentive for a new round
of debate.

5.4.5. A Reformed liberated book in the eighties
In the meantime, in 1986, Reformed liberated Pastor Aryjan Hendriks
publishes his book on children at the Lord’s Supper2293. Approximately half the
book is dedicated to a historical overview2294. The focus of this overview is
more on the history of the profession of faith and on catechizing than on
paedocommunion2295. References to crucial paedocommunion documents are
remarkably indirect2296. Hendriks does acknowledge that baptism opened the
gate to participation for children and sucklings in the Eucharist, and that infant

Kamphuis’ attention for history is typical of both the RCL and the DRC. See for example the analysis by H. De
Jong and J. Kamphuis in Roel Kuiper and Roel Sikkema, “Discussie-Interview H. de Jong en J. Kamphuis,” in
Vuur en Vlam: Kinderen van de vrijmaking; Deel 3, ed. R. Kuiper and W. Bouwman (Amsterdam: Buijten en
Schipperheijn Motief, 2004), 343.
2289
Kamphuis mentions profession of faith before the admission to the Lord’s Supper, at Baptism, at the
installation of office bearers, and as part of the wedding ceremony.
2290
Kamphuis further recognizes a need for profession of faith in the catechetical atmosphere of Passover
(Cf. Exodus 12: 26-27), the need for ceremonial cleanliness for Passover (Cf. Number 9: 6-12) and in the
later requirement of pilgrimage to Jerusalem at Passover (Cf. Deuteronomy 16:16).
2291
In a book review of Coppes’ Daddy; May I take Communion? Paedocommunion vs. the Bible in “Daddy,
May I Take Communion?” Lux Mundi 14, no. 3 (September, 1995): 9-11.
2292
This difference between Coppes and Kamphuis, a difference in emphasis on systematic theology or
Biblical theology, may reflect one of the differences between continental (Neo-Calvinist) Reformed theology
and Anglo-Saxon (Puritan) Reformed theology.
2293
A.N. Hendriks, Kinderen aan de tafel van Christus? 2nd ed. (Kampen: Van den Berg, 1990)
2294
60 of 121 pages text.
2295
Interestingly enough Hendriks does quote Dankbaar, who challenges Calvin’s assumption that children
in the ancient Church were examined – after being properly catechized – and then professed their faith
before the bishop. Hendriks (1990), 5, fn. 105; W.F. Dankbaar, De Sacramentsleer van Calvijn (Amsterdam:
H.J. Paris, 1941), 217; Calvin, Institutes, bk. IV, 19:4, 13.
2296
E.g. Cyprian’s De Lapsis is mentioned with in the footnotes a reference to M.H. Bolkestein, “Confessio
en admissio,” Kerk & Theologie 15 (1964): 34-35. The only extra information Bolkestein provides is the
number of the chapters in De Lapsis. Hendriks (1990), 24, fn.25.
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and children’s Communion was practiced until the Fourth Lateran Council2297.
A shorter chapter on Scripture focuses on the requirements of 1 Corinthians
11, and shortly defends how the apostolic church required profession of
faith2298, self evidently baptized its children2299, and catechized children in
families, but probably also in church2300. The Communion of infants and very
young children in the apostolic church must be considered impossible2301.
Then, in a short chapter Hendriks discusses the five major arguments of
paedocommunion advocates. 1) Participation of children in Passover is no
argument for their participation in the Supper in light of the novelty of the
Supper2302. 2) Baptism does grant the right to participate in the Supper, but
baptism also obligates to do so in faithful response to God’s call, in faithful
acceptance of His gifts, actively believing2303. 3) Children can believe, but their
faith only opens the Table to them if they are able to fulfil the requirements of
1 Corinthians 112304. 4) The Lord’s Supper is a means to educate children, but
Hendriks suggests that witnessing the Supper suffices to learn2305. 5) Arguing
in favour of paedocommunion by emphasizing the family character of the
Supper fails to do justice to the difference with the Passover and the New
Testament requirements of 1 Corinthians 11. In one of his final remarks
Hendriks mentions developmental psychology in support of the contemporary
practice of professing faith round age eighteen2306.

5.4.6. Dutch Reformed introduce paedocommunion without discussion
I wrote that twenty five years after Kamphuis’ concluding words, participation
of mentally handicapped is the incentive for a new round of debate. But
before going there, it’s important to note that the national discussion within
the Dutch Reformed Churches has almost ceased.2307 At the same time, it is in

2297

Hendriks (1990), 24f.
Hendriks (1990), 88f.
2299
Hendriks (1990), 94.
2300
Hendriks (1990), 94f.
2301
Hendriks (1990), 95f.
2302
Hendriks (1990), 101. Regarding children’s participation in the Passover Hendriks also emphasizes texts
such as Deut. 16.
2303
Hendriks (1990), 104-107.
2304
Hendriks (1990), 107f.
2305
Hendriks (1990), 110f.
2306
Hendriks (1990), 121.
2307
A few relevant articles are published in Opbouw, of which only one deals with the question directly. J.J.
van Es, “Kinderen en avondmaalsonderwijs (1),” Opbouw (November 4, 1994), “Kinderen en
avondmaalsonderwijs (2),” Opbouw (November 18, 1994), “Kinderen en avondmaalsonderwijs (3),”
Opbouw (December 2, 1994); J. Mudde, “Kinderen aan het avondmaal?” Opbouw (Januari 13, 1995): 4-6,
“Recht doen, ook aan het ongedoopte kind,” Opbouw (January 2, 2009).
2298
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this period without national debate that a number of local Dutch Reformed
Churches open the table to children.2308

5.4.7. Participation of handicapped incentive for new liberated debate
In December 2006, the denominational committee Depin sends a brochure to
all Reformed Churches liberated dealing with the question whether severely
mentally handicapped people may participate in the Lord’s Supper2309. Robert
Roth2310 responds with three articles2311 and gives the incentive for a new
round of discussion within the Reformed Churches liberated. Roth questions
whether 1 Corinthians 11 sets cognitive criteria for anybody.2312
He interprets proclamation (11:26) as verbal and descriptive, and therefore
not as requirement, but as second ground for the accusation that the
Corinthians misbehave though they should know better. Roth points to the
remarkable fact that the report depends on Bible texts and examples in which
2308

DRC “Tehuisgemeente” Groningen (1996), “Tehuisgemeente: avondmaal ook voor jongeren,”
Nederlands Dagblad, March 12, 1996. DRC Oegstgeest (1997), “Basisschoolkinderen naar het Avondmaal,”
Nederlands Dagblad, December 23, 1997. DRC Utrecht (1999/2000), “Kerk in Utrecht: jonger aan
avondmaal,” Nederlands Dagblad, November 9, 1999. DRC Wageningen (2000), Unpublished letter from
Nederlands Gereformeerde Kerk Wageningen to Zusterkerken in de Regio Arhem, September 20, 2000. DRC
Culemborg (2001), “Kinderen aan avondmaal,” Nederlands Dagblad, August 9, 2001. DRC Schiedam (2006),
M. de Rooij, “Op Locatie: Schiedamse kinderen mogen aan avondmaal,” Opbouw (April 14, 2006). DRC
Maassluis (2009/2010), “Notitie Kind en Avondmaal,”
http://www.DRCmaassluis.nl/upload/base1Toerusting%20kinderen%20en%20tieners.pdf (accessed July 4,
2012). DRC Breukelen (2010), Unpublished report “werkgroep ‘kind en avondmaal’,” November 3, 2010,
Nijmegen (2011), Unpublished memorandum “kinderen aan het avondmaal,” September 13, 2011.
2309
RCL, Acta van de Generale Synode Amersfoort-Centrum 2005 van de Gereformeerde Kerken in
Nederland: Bijlage VI – III Rapport deputaten Integratie (Gereformeerde Kerken in Nederland, 2005).
Robert Roth distils seven arguments in favor of participation of mentally handicapped from this report: 1)
Neither the sin to which 1 Corinthians responds, nor the ethical and cognitive criteria apply to mentally
handicapped, and 2) neither does Church Order article 60. 3) Proclamation is not prescribed, but described,
though the mentally handicapped do proclaim analog to the children of Psalm 8. 4) Likewise, the Lord’s
Supper communicates the gospel in nonverbal languages that mentally handicapped may better
understand. 5) Through Baptism the mentally handicapped are full members of the body. 6) The
congregation exercises its responsibility for mentally handicapped when allowing them to participate. 7)
The Lord’s Supper is a foretaste of wholeness for the broken, especially the mentally handicapped.
2310
As pastor of the Reformed Church (RCL) of Breda, Robert R. Roth was part of ecumenical conversations
with the Dutch Reformed Church (DRC) of Rijsbergen and its pastor. An already existing interest in youth
and its catechism and the anticipation of ecumenical conversations on Rijsbergen’s paedocommunion
practice are the beginning of long personal study of children at the Lord’s Supper.
2311
Roth, Robert R. “Onmondigen aan het Heilig Avondmaal? (1),” De Reformatie (December 1, 2007): 168170; “Onmondigen aan het Heilig Avondmaal? (2),” De Reformatie (December 15, 2007): 184-185;
“Onmondigen aan het Heilig Avondmaal? (3),” De Reformatie (December 17, 2007): 202-205.
2312
Roth points to Paul’s ironic use of the word wise or sensible (1 Cor. 10:15) to the inclusion of children in
Old Testament rituals of remembrance, and to the phenomenon of learning by doing. In support of learning
by doing at the Lord’s Supper he cites RCL New Testament scholar J. van Bruggen’s commentary on Mark
14:22: “While their hearts still reject it, Jesus already teaches their mouths eating of it to satiety,” J.van
Bruggen, Marcus: Het evangelie volgens Petrus, 3e serie CNT (Kampen: Kok, 1988), 338.
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children are central, yet draws opposite conclusions regarding the
participation of mentally handicapped and the participation of children. He
also challenges the suggestion that mentally handicapped should be allowed
at the Lord’s Supper only at an age where they normally would have been able
to profess their faith.2313
A year later Roth continues to challenge his denomination’s theology and
practice. In a short, meditative article on Matthew 16:21-22, he suggests that
grace precedes and teaches faith and therefore allows disciples time to learn
even at the Lord’s Supper.2314 In a subsequent meditative article on 1
Corinthians 10: 16-17, he points to an inconsistency. In our baptism practice,
grace precedes faith, and therefore children are considered to be one with
Christ and His church; yet in our Lord’s Supper practice, they are not allowed
to eat and drink from the bread and wine that signify that unity.2315

5.4.8. Dutch Reformed periodicals respond to CRCNA
Meanwhile, some attention is given to paedocommunion in the DRC as
Opbouw reports on the developments in the CRCNA.2316 New in the Opbouw
articles is the explicit inclusion of baptized babies2317 in a plea for
paedocommunion, positive reference to the uninterrupted historical
paedocommunion practice of the Eastern Orthodox Church, and exposure to
the practice of the church of Rijsbergen.2318 The position of Calvin is central in
Harry Bruins’ response and a reply by myself. In Bruins’ vision sacraments are
not only sign and seal of God’s promise but also of our promise of faithfulness
in response, and therefore, require understanding. In reply to Bruins, Calvin’s
awareness of the pedagogical nature of the Lord’s Supper is mentioned, as
well as his argument that participating in the signified reality supports
participating in the sign. In my reply to Bruins I further warn not to apply
2313

And suggests that based on their own arguments DEPIN should have proposed allowing mentally
handicapped children as well.
2314
Robert R. Roth, “Avondmaal: genade voorop,” De Reformatie (October 4, 2008): 4.
2315
Robert R. Roth, “Avondmaal: eten en drinken is gemeenschap met Christus,” De Reformatie (October
25, 2008): 57.
2316
The first article by myself: Peter G. Sinia, “Nieuwe wegen in het gesprek rond kinderen aan het
avondmaal,” Opbouw (September 17, 2010): 12-14. Harry Bruins, biologist and theologian, responds with a
short article “Avondmaal vraagt om belijdenis,” Opbouw (November 26, 2010): 22-23. In the same issue I
was allowed to respond: Peter G. Sinia, “Kindercommunie en Calvijn,” Opbouw (November 26, 2010): 23.
2317
And even covenant children in their mother’s womb.
2318
Other arguments in favor mentioned are: 1 Corinthians 11 as argument in favor instead of obstacle for
paedocommunion, the inclusion of children in the New Covenant, in the Kingdom and in Old Testament
ritual meals such as Passover. Partakers of the signified reality and should take part in the sign. The
question should be dealt with in communal terms, rather than individual. Many arguments in favor of infant
baptism support infant Communion. And lack of arguments convincing arguments to the contrary.

352

Chapter 5 Denominational Discussion
words addressing adults to children indiscriminately. It is argued that the Bible
uses sign and seal in the context of [infant] circumcision. It is argued that
celebration of the Lord’s Supper equals the profession of faith, something
Bruins stipulates as a requirement.

5.4.9. Open discussion among Reformed liberated
In 2011, in the Reformed Church liberated, Roth’s plea results in a true open
discussion on children at the Lord’s Supper – the first in the existence of the
magazine De Reformatie, and the first of this nature within this denomination
since the church split in the sixties. In his first contribution,2319 Roth argues
from the ambiguous liturgical position of children as reflected in Reformed
baptism and Communion liturgical practice. Roth underlines previously used
arguments about the similarity of the two sacraments by emphasizing how
both deal with Christ’s body and Christ’s blood. He considers how both
sacraments reflect the unilateral and bilateral nature of the covenant, and
tries to overcome the dilemma between the unilateral and bilateral by
highlighting Christ’s role as mediator. Just like Visee, Roth emphasizes how
remembrance was already part of the Passover in which children
participated.2320 Church history as an argument in favor for paedocommunion
is mentioned in a footnote.2321 Most remarkable in Bas Luiten’s response to
Roth2322 might be the irenic tone and a surprising plea to consider lowering
the age of admission to thirteen or fourteen. With the analogy of children
participating in a birthday party without drinking wine, Luiten speaks of
different ways of being part of the celebrating community. The tension of the
unilateral and bilateral nature of God’s covenant, as reflected in the different
celebration of the sacraments, is a God given tension that we should not
resolve. The content of what was remembered with Passover and with the
Lord’s Supper is so different that it justifies faith as (new) prerequisite.

2319

Robert R. Roth, “Neem, eet en gedenk: De liturgische positie van de kinderen van de kerk,” De
Reformatie (April 8, 2011): 296-299.
2320
Roth refers to a Dutch dissertation on this aspect of the Lord’s Supper: G.N. Lammens, Tot zijn
gedachtenis: Het commemoratieve aspect van de avondmaalsviering. (Kampen: Kok, 1968). Roth also refers
to two North American sources: Tim Gallant, Feed My Lambs: Why the Lord’s Table Should be Restored to
Covenant Children. 2nd ed. (Grande Prairie: Pactum Reformanda, 2003) and David M. Rylaarsdam,
“Reconnecting Baptism and the Lord’s Supper: Sacraments of the Covenant Community,” an unpublished
document from 2004-2005 now put online for the readers of De Reformatie
http://www.dereformatie.nl/content/files/Files/Bijlagen/86/86-14_Robert_Roth.pdf (accessed July 5
2011).
2321
Roth refers to Anna W. Zegwaard’s dissertation, Als kinderen meevieren: Een onderzoek naar de
discussie over kindercommunie binnen de kerken. (Gorinchem: Narratio, 2006).
2322
Bas Luiten, “Gelovig proeven,” De Reformatie (April 8, 2011): 300-302.
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5.4.9.1. Response by blog
In response, Pastor Van der Schee stresses in his blog2323 that the acting agent
in the Lord’s Supper is not the individual believer, but the community as body
of Christ. The Reformation, reacting to Roman Catholic ecclesiology and taking
shape in the age of the discovery of the individual and the subject, has failed
to understand this. God may be the subject of the remembrance. Against the
analogy of a child as dating Christ and considering whether to marry Him, Van
der Schee suggests the analogy of Christian children as married to Christ with
the option to remain faithful or to get divorced. Van der Schee also argues
that sacraments are “irreversibly established rites”2324 and are part of the
“enduring structure” of liturgy,2325 and that, therefore, the Lord’s Supper
should be celebrated weekly, which would almost automatically expose all
extra biblical traditions.

5.4.9.2. First female contribution
The article by church musician and liturgist Anje de Heer provides the first
female contribution to the discussion in this context.2326 It is also the first
article in this context that explicitly deals with church history prior to the
Reformation and the councils of the thirteenth century. Without overtly taking
a position, De Heer shows the development from infant Communion and
baptism as the only requisite to the thirteenth century requirements of
confession and confirmation, and the growing Reformed emphasis on
sanctification and self examination. She raises the question whether ability
matters in a liturgical reality that transcends our abilities anyhow, and
whether liturgical reality by its eschatological nature might allow taking into
account what is not yet, but certainly will be.

2323

Wim van der Schee, “Dit is mijn lichaam,” Theobloog, entry posted May 13, 2011,
http://www.wimvanderschee.nl/?p=1787 (accessed august 13, 2012).
2324
Van der Schee derives the term “irreversibly established rites” from Robert W. Jenson, Systematic
Theology: Volume I; The Triune God (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1997), 34f. There Jenson gives the
following definition: Irreversibly established rites are rules of the church’s discourse in three ways. First, they
must themselves be done as instituted. Second, no other rite can be proper that does not bond dramatically
with them into one encompassing, continuing communal action. Third, no teaching can be true whose
consequences would pervert the practice or darken the understanding of irreversibly instituted liturgy.
2325
Van der Schee derives the term “enduring structure” from Nicholas Wolterstorff, “The Reformed
Liturgy,” in Major Themes in the Reformed Tradition, ed. Donald K. McKim, 2nd ed.(Eugene, Wipf & Stock
1998) 273-304.
2326
Anje de Heer, “Kinderen en avondmaal: Een historische en liturgische invalshoek,” De Reformatie
(September 9, 2011): 512-513.
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5.4.9.3. Initiators respond
In May 2012, Roth and Luiten respond in two articles.2327 Roth references the
Heidelberg Catechism by which we teach our children that they share in all
Christ’s treasures and gifts,2328 that both sacraments were instituted to make
us understand God’s promise more clearly and to seal that promise. Roth
mentions pastoral motives to welcome children. Luiten states he has
experienced how current the issue is by the response to his article. He also
states that if 1 Corinthians 11 would be the only ground, then children should
be allowed to participate. Church history seems to support paedocommunion,
but history also reflects debatable theology. This needs further research, and
church history should not be decisive in this discussion. Luiten considers both
the unilateral or bilateral nature of sacraments and the question, to what
extent parents can represent children, to be core issues in the discussion.2329

5.4.10. A continuing discussion
Of the three denominational discussions that I research, the discussion in the
Reformed Churches liberated and the Dutch Reformed Churches is the most
active. It is impossible and maybe not necessary to include an analysis of the
most recent articles in this dissertation, but I will shortly mention them. In
June 2016 Pastor Ulbe van der Meer2330 writes an article in the national
Christian newspaper Nederlands Dagblad in favour of paedocommunion2331.
January 1, 2015 the periodical De Reformatie and Opbouw merge into a new
periodical by the name Onderweg. December 10, 2016, Onderweg dedicates a
whole issue to the subject of children at the Lord’s Supper2332. Sermons of
Ulbe van der Meer are among the reasons that the issue is discussed in a
number of Reformed Churches liberated. The national Christian newspaper
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Bas Luiten, “Kinderen en avondmaal: Verschil in sacramenten: Reacties op reacties – 1,” De Reformatie
(May 18, 2012): 388-389. Robert R. Roth, “Kinderen en avondmaal: Samen één lichaam: Reacties op
reacties – 2,” De Reformatie (May 18, 2012): 390-391.
2328
Heidelberg Catechism, Lord’s Day 21.
2329
According to Luiten parents can say yes to God’s promises on behalf of their child with Baptism, but
they cannot make the choice of faith on behalf of their child, such as needed at the Lord’s Supper
celebration.
2330
Van der Meer is pastor of the Reformed Church liberated of Tiel at that moment, but has already
accepted the call to the church of Ede South.
2331
Ulbe van der Meer, “Kinderen hebben avondmaal nodig,” Nederlands Dagblad, June 18, 2016.
2332
This issue contains the following articles: Peter Hommes, “Maaltijd van het verbond,” Onderweg
(December 10, 2016): 3; Peter Sinia, “Kinderen aan de tafel van de Heer,” 8-11; Embert Messelink, “Robert
Roth en Kees de Groot in Discussie: ‘Kan een kind het avondmaal wel echt beleven?’,” 12-15; Jordi Kooiman,
“Het avondmaal met kinderen: hoe doe je dat?” 16-18; Luite-Harm Kooij, “Avondmaal in de vroege kerk:
Natuurlijk vierden kinderen mee,” 20-21.
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Nederlands Dagblad reports these developments2333, and a few readers
respond2334.

5.5. Denominational Discussion National Assembly DRC
5.5.1. No overtures
The issue of paedocommunion has been discussed within the Reformed
Churches liberated and the Dutch Reformed Churches at the classical and
regional levels2335. Though I have not searched classical and regional minutes, I
know that the admission of children to the Lord’s Supper in Rijsbergen has
been discussed at the Reformed liberated Classis of the South in the sixties2336.
After the split within the Reformed Churches liberated gave birth to the Dutch
Reformed Churches, there are indications that some Dutch Reformed regional
meetings engaged discussion on the issue2337. But neither the Reformed
liberated synods nor the Dutch Reformed national assemblies were ever
overtured regarding children at the Lord’s Supper.
5.5.2. Questions raised in ecumenical partners
The issue does play a role in the interdenominational relations of the Dutch
Reformed Churches and is repeatedly mentioned in that context in the reports
of the denominational ecumenical committee CCS2338. Foreign denominations
in ecclesiastical relationship with the Dutch Reformed Churches, and those
considering such relationships, will often inquire about the practice2339.
Likewise, they often question it2340. In later years reports indicate that some

2333

Eline Kuijper, “‘Zoals het brood plakt, zo echt is Gods liefde’,” Nederlands Dagblad, April 14, 2017.
Bas Luiten, “Ingezonden: Kind en avondmaal,” Nederlands Dagblad, April 15, 2017; Jan Bosman,
“Ingezonden: Kinderen,” Nederlands Dagblad, April 20, 2017.
2335
The RCL uses the term classis. After the split, the DRC uses the term regional meeting.
2336
I have an undated testimony in concept by Jan van Katwijk (concept getuigenis), which was probably
read at a 1966 classis meeting.
2337
See for example “Discussie kindercommunie onder buitenverbanders: Nota-Oegstgeest onderwerp van
gesprek,” Reformatorisch Dagblad, June 17, 1978, 2. And the report of CCS to the National Assembly of
2004, “Regionale bezinning,” code LV2004.22.2.4. Page 9 of 35.
2338
The denominational ecumenical committee is called Commissie Contact en Samenspreking (CCS).
2339
For example the Reformed Churches of Australia in 1988, Akta van de Landelijke Vergadering van de
Nederlands Gereformeerde Kerken te Dronten, 1988, 71.
2340
For example the Reformed Church of South Africa (GKSA), Akta DRC (1988), 74. Akta van de Landelijke
Vergadering van de Nederlands Gereformeerde Kerken te Ede, 1991, 61-67; and the Reformed Churches of
New Zealand Akta van de Landelijke Vergadering van de Nederlands Gereformeerde Kerken te Doorn, 1998,
103.
2334
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change positions within their own denominations2341. In light of the questions
raised by foreign denominations about the practice of paedocommunion in
some local churches, it is remarkable that the national assembly is hesitant
when the military chaplaincy2342 proposes to enter into a relationship with the
church of Zeven/Seedorf in Germany. One of the concerns of the national
assembly is that this church may have children at the Lord’s Supper2343.
In attempts to establish ecumenical relationships with the Dutch
denomination of Christian Reformed Churches in the Netherlands and later to
restore unity with the Reformed Churches liberated, the issue of children at
the Lord’s Supper has proven to be a stumbling block2344. The concerns of the
Reformed Churches liberated are even considered a stumbling block in
maintaining ecclesiastical fellowship with the Reformed Churches of South
Africa, which have no paedocommunion praxis, but which are in ecclesiastical
relationship with the Dutch Reformed Churches2345.
5.5.3. No arguments for or against
Whenever paedocommunion is mentioned in the acts of the national
assembly, no arguments are mentioned either for or against it; instead the
existence of paedocommunion praxis serves as one of the grounds for
concerns regarding the faithfulness of the Dutch Reformed to the confessional
standards and the Reformed nature of its church order, especially when it
comes to mutual accountability within the denomination2346.

2341

For example the Christian Reformed Churches in North America, Akta DRC (1998), 104; and the
Reformed Churches of Australia, Akta van de Landelijke Vergadering van de Nederlands Gereformeerde
Kerken te Amersfoort, 2001, 113f.
2342
Contact Orgaan Gereformeerde Militairen en Alleenstaanden (COGMA) and the Commissie geestelijke
verzorging van militairen.
2343
Akta DRC (1991), 7.
2344
Regarding the Christian Reformed Churches (CGK) see for example: Akta van de Landelijke Vergadering
van de Nederlands Gereformeerde Kerken te Apeldoorn, 1994 1995, 178; and regarding the Reformed
Churches (RCL) see for example: Akta DRC (1998), 119.
2345
Akta DRC (1988), 76f.
2346
The Dutch Reformed are accused of congregationalism (independentisme), see for example: Akta van
de Landelijke Vergadering van de Nederlands Gereformeerde Kerken te Doorn, 1998, 103.
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5.6. Denominational Discussion RCN/PKN in Periodicals and Books
5.6.1. Questions as early as 1898, discussion since nineteen sixties
Within the Reformed Churches in the Netherlands I found the question of
children at the Lord’s Supper raised as early as 18982347. In 1949 J.L. Koole
suggests that paedocommunion praxis in the apostolic church is not
completely unthinkable2348. But the denominational discussion within the RCN
only starts in response to similar discussions within in the Netherlands
Reformed Church2349. In late 1961, the discussion within the NRC begins with
suggestions to include children by the pastors Kaastra, Mooi, Post, and Spilt at
synod2350 and a similar plea by Professor Jonker around the same time2351.
5.6.2. Children and lay-members ask, theologians discuss
Children are among the first to raise the question and, as the examples from
similar Dutch Reformed denominations suggest, other lay members2352. When
theologians of the Netherlands Reformed Church write their first articles2353 in
the early sixties, theologians2354 of the Reformed Churches in the Netherlands
enter into the discussion2355. Many of them are editors of the periodicals and
faculty staff2356. Children do not participate in this discussion2357. Lay members
when mentioned remain anonymous. I will follow the discussion by listening

2347

Hoogenbirk, “Voor kinderen,” De Heraut (December 11, 1898): 4.
“We zullen de gedachte van een kindercommunie [in de apostolische kerk PGS] niet geheel van ons
kunnen afzetten,” J.L. Koole, Liturgie en ambt in de apostolische kerk (Kampen: Kok, 1949), 46.
2349
And to a lesser extent by discussion and changes within the Reformed Churches liberated and the
Lutheran Church.
2350
Acts NRC 1961 Synod, 320-330. “Oecumenische viering mogelijk? Stemmen op synode: ook kinderen
aan Avondmaal,” Nieuwe Leidsche Courant, November 1, 1961.
2351
H. Jonker, Liturgische Oriëntatie: Gesprekken over de eredienst (Wageningen: Zomer & Keuning, N.d.),
133.
2352
“Vragenbus,” De Saambinder (August 27, 1953): 3-4. Miskotte (1982), 165f.
2353
For example D.J. Karres, “Open- en oecumenisch Avondmaal,” Woord en Dienst, July 7, 1962; M.H.
Bolkestein (1964); J. Van der Werf, “Overwegingen ten aanzien van de kindercommunie,” Kerk & Theologie
16 (1965).
2354
All theologians, with the possible exception of J.A. Voogt in 1982.
2355
In my search for articles in periodicals, Anna Zegwaard’s dissertation, Als kinderen meevieren, and her
personal advice have been a great resource. Anna W. Zegwaard, Als kinderen meevieren: Een onderzoek
naar de discussie over kindercommunie binnen de kerken (Gorinchem: Narratio, 2006).
2356
Indication of the topicality of the discussion is that G.P. Hartvelt opens his chapter on question and
answer 81 and 82 with a discussion of paedocommunion in his 1966 commentary on the Heidelberg
Catechism G.P. Hartvelt, Tastbaar evangelie: de sacramenten; Nieuwe Commentaar Heidelbergse
Catechismus Deel III, Zondag 25-31. (Aalten: De Graafschap, 1966), 88-104.
2357
Based on publication date, the youngest writer I came across was 28; the average writer was
approximately 52.
2348

358

Chapter 5 Denominational Discussion
to the arguments of each theologian in the chronological order of his2358 first
contribution.
5.6.3. Youth asks, theologians reject in the sixties
In 1968 the title, Child molesters in a consumptive church2359, sets the tone for
Van Minnen’s2360 article in Gemeentetoerusting. In response to proposals at
the NRC Synod, he rejects paedocommunion as abuse of children’s innocence
and denial of their freedom to choose, expressing Barthian sentiment saying,
“as if baptism is not already the ultimate limit which one can go to with a
child, if that is already allowed.”2361
In 1969, youth offers a report, Samen op Weg2362 to the synods of the
Netherlands Reformed Church and Reformed Churches in the Netherlands.
The report deals with profession of faith and admission to the Lord’s Supper,
and includes the results of a survey held among church councils and youth. In
response2363 Van der Woude2364 argues that these issues were already raised
and adequately answered within the Reformed tradition2365. 1 Corinthians 11
requires discerning faith and self-examination. The story of the Ethiopian2366
models how such discerning faith can be tested and publicly professed before
the sacrament is received2367. Such testing can be ability appropriate because
“From everyone who has been given much, much will be demanded.”2368 Two
readers2369 respond. One argues that neither be administered. The other
argues that both sacraments should be administered to children. Against the
latter’s argument that children were circumcised and participated in the
Passover, Van der Woude follows Calvin’s argument. He rejects both the
Eastern Orthodox praxis of communing babies as part of their baptism and the
Roman Catholic praxis – to commune children at the age of seven – because
of the underlying ex opere operato theology. Assuming Calvin admitted
2358

All RCN theologians in this discussion as registered by us are male!
J.M. van Minnen, “Kinderlokkers in een konsumptieve kerk,” Gemeentetoerusting (August 10, 1968).
2360
Dr. Johan M. Van Minnen (1913-1997).
2361
1968 is the year after publication of Barth’s, Church Dogmatics IV, 4 in 1967.
2362
Deputaten Kerk en Jeugd and Raad voor het Jeugdwerk, Samen op Weg (’s Gravenhage: n.p., 1969).
2363
C. van der Woude, “Nieuwe en oude vragen in ons kerkelijk leven,” Ouderlingenblad (December 1969);
“Kindercommunie en openbare belijdenis,” Ouderlingenblad (1970).
2364
C. van der Woude (1896-1983), professor of church history and church polity at the Theological
University of Kampen (1961-1966) and co-editor of Ouderlingenblad.
2365
Van der Woude refers to Voetius’ Politica Ecclesiastica, F.L. Rutgers’ Kerkelijke Adviezen, Van der Woude
(1969), Calvin’s Institutes, and Plomp’s study on Calvin and discipline, Van der Woude (1970).
2366
Acts 8.
2367
Van der Woude (1969), 58.
2368
Luke 12:48b.
2369
Who remain anonymous!
2359
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children at the age of fifteen, he allows some leeway regarding the specific
age and conditions. Yet Van der Woude prefers a more solid profession of
faith after the Sturm-und-Drang stage of life.
5.6.4. Hartvelt and the change of tone in the seventies
We can conclude that the few Reformed contributions to the discussion in the
sixties rejected the idea of communing children. In the seventies, this changes
dramatically2370. Hartvelt2371, a major contributor to the discussion within the
Reformed Churches in the Netherlands2372, reflects this change. He rejects the
idea in 1966, but is more and more open to the idea in the seventies2373. Later,
in retrospect, Hartvelt concludes that ecclesiology – vision on the nature of
the church – was most decisive in the introduction of paedocommunion2374.
His articles emphasize sacramental vision and church history. His historical
argument against exclusion of children states: it was not this way from the
beginning2375. Though it is self-evident to him that the earliest Christian church
did not administer the sacraments to infants, the practice of
paedocommunion followed soon after the early church started to baptize its
infants2376. The theology that receiving the sacraments is necessary for
salvation2377, led to the practice of communing the children2378, and even
babies. In later centuries the church of the West could no longer accept
Communion of infants2379. Although the age of admission increased, and
infants were excluded2380, relatively young children still participated. . The
Reformation did not fully break with that practice2381. Luther admitted
2370

Gerben Heitink, Een kerk met karakter: Tijd voor heroriëntatie, 2nd ed. (Kampen: Kok, 2008), 247.
Gerrit Pieter Hartvelt (1921), professor of Systematic Theology at the Theological University in Kampen
(RCN) (1966-1986), member of the synodical study committee on paedocommunion.
2372
I found the following seven contributions: G.P. Hartvelt, Tastbaar evangelie: de sacramenten; Nieuwe
Commentaar Heidelbergse Catechismus Deel III, Zondag 25-31 (Aalten: De Graafschap, 1966);
“Kindercommunie,” Centraal Weekblad (Januari 30, 1971); “Kindercommunie,” Centraal Weekblad (May 1,
1971); “Het avondmaal en de kindercommunie,” Centraal Weekblad (May 15, 1971); “Kinderkommunie?”
Praktische Theologie (1974); “Gezinscommunie,” Centraal Weekblad (May 7, 1977); “Communie binnen het
gezin,” Centraal Weekblad (May 14, 1977).
2373
W. Nijenhuis, “Kindercommunie en confirmatie in de Reformatie, bepaaldelijk in het Calvinisme,” Kerk &
Theologie (1974): 298. Aalbers (1971), 43, Hartvelt (January, 1971), 2.
2374
Hartvelt in a personal telephone conversation with the author in 2011.
2375
Cf. Jesus’ words in Matthew 19:8. See Hartvelt (January, 1971), 1; Hartvelt (1974), 119.
2376
Hartvelt (January, 1971), 1.
2377
Based on texts such as John 6:53.
2378
Hartvelt (January, 1971), 1; Hartvelt (May 1, 1971), 1. It is interesting to note that Hartvelt, who seems
to suggest that theology preceded paedocommunion practice in the early church, suggests that the
reintroduction of the paedocommunion fails a prior theological reflection and is therefore in need of
theologia in loco, Hartvelt (1974), 114.
2379
Hartvelt considers it clear that nobody would want to return to this practice. Hartvelt (1966), 94.
2380
By the 1255 Council of Bordeaux. Hartvelt (1966), 89.
2381
Hartvelt (May 1, 1971), 1.
2371
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children at age seven to ten, Calvin at age ten, and ‘Heidelberg’ at age
fourteen or fifteen2382. Interestingly, Hartvelt easily imagines why some would
say that the fourteen and fifteen year old youth of Calvin’s days equal the
twenty or twenty two year old youth of our days2383. The confessions reassure
us that the children of believers whom God calls to himself in infancy
participate in the Wedding Supper of the Lamb2384. Those same confessions
may have contributed to the rise of the age of admission with their
requirement of understanding misery, redemption and gratitude2385. In more
recent history, Hartvelt registers a shift from a solemn to a festive celebration
of the Lord’s Supper with a new emphasis on gratitude or thanksgiving2386. In
1977, he shows how the concept of childhood and the position of children in
society have changed in the last two hundred years2387, but also notes that
another shift has occurred in the last twenty years2388. This period is marked
by a new appreciation of ourselves – in which the child shares –, a loss of
parental authority to provide answers2389, but a new relation with parents
which allows for a joint search for answers.
Hartvelt also emphasizes the importance of our sacramental vision2390.
Generally, the Reformed tradition lacks three things concerning the Lord’s
Supper: a positive definition, a central place for it, and sensitivity to its
symbols2391. Where it is not absent, it has been distorted since the context of
the agape meal was lost, when the meal became a table, and the table
became the altar2392. With the dramatic individualization in the West, two
more aspects of the Lord’s Supper were lost: the awareness that the Supper is
both Communion with God and with the congregation, and that the body is
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Hartvelt (January, 1971), 1; (May 7, 1977), 2.
Hartvelt (May 1, 1971), 1
2384
As Hartvelt rephrases Canons of Dort I, art. 17. Hartvelt (January, 1971), 1.
2385
Hartvelt (May 1, 1971), 1.
2386
Discussing the case of NRC of Purmerend, Hartvelt (1974), 113. See also Hartvelt (May 7, 1977), 2.
Theologically this is a shift in emphasis from misery to gratitude, but one wonders whether this is not also
symptom of a broader cultural change in the Netherlands from high context to low context. Compare
Edward T. Hall, Beyond Culture (New York: Anchor Book, 1981).
2387
Hartvelt echoes some of the arguments of Van den Berg and Ariès, such as the lower average age, the
apparent early ripeness of famous theologians and the children as miniature adults in art in the past. He
notices the birth of a children’s world, and of the century of the child, with sickness, sexuality and death as
taboo for children, Hartvelt (May 1, 1971), 1; (May 15, 1977), 8.
2388
Hartvelt (May 7, 1977), 2; (May 14, 1977), 8. Note how this period of twenty years would coincide with
the first reintroduction of children at the Lord’s Supper in protestant churches in the Netherlands and other
Western countries. Note how a similar change is also registered by Neil Postman in his 1982 The
Disappearance of Childhood, who suggest 1950 and the introduction of the television as the beginning of a
new era, Postman (1994), 67f.
2389
Postman speaks of the collapse of the information hierarchy, Postman (1994), 77.
2390
See especially Hartvelt (May 1, 1971) (May 15, 1971) and (1974).
2391
Hartvelt (May 1, 1971), 1; (May 15, 1971), 3; (1974), 119f.
2392
Hartvelt (1974), 115f..
2383
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both corpus crucifixum as well as corpus mysticum2393. In 1966, Hartvelt
suggests that the required recognition of our mutual connectedness excludes
infants2394. In 1974, he suggests that in order to restore Communion the
Reformed should look into the participation of children2395. Hartvelt observes
a growing appreciation of the community of family and congregation as it is
expressed in the new practice of the whole family gathering on the platform
for baptisms2396. Reflection on baptism as incorporation in the body of
Christ2397 changes Hartvelt into a proponent of paedocommunion2398. Yet he
doesn’t emphasize this argument, possibly because he fears the consequence
of Communion of babies, and the risk of such an argument backfiring against
infant baptism2399.
In 1966, Hartvelt argues that participation requires profession of Jesus Christ
as Lord2400. Celebration of the Lord’s Supper is also an act of profession2401 or
proclamation2402, as Zwingli emphasized2403. Regarding the preparation for
such profession and participation, Hartvelt raises the question whether
catechism classes should teach or convert, and answers that teaching alone
would be too minimal2404. Historically, catechism teaching was followed by a
more casual introduction to the Lord’s Supper where protestant churches
were state churches. A more formal public profession of faith was introduced
in Roman Catholic areas where membership of protestant churches was a
conscious choice2405. Parents have prime responsibility in teaching children

2393

1 Corinthians 10: 16-17. Hartvelt (1974), 115f. Communion with each other is grounded in our
communion with God. But Hartvelt also notices that God communicates His salvation through the other,
Hartvelt (May 15, 1971), 3.
2394
Zuigelingen, Hartvelt (1966), 103.
2395
In a similar way the Roman Catholic Church should look into greater participation of the congregation,
Hartvelt (1974), 117.
2396
Hartvelt (January, 1971), 2.
2397
Aalbers (1971), 43.
2398
Hartvelt (January, 1971), 2. Aalbers (1971), 43.
2399
E.g. Hartvelt (1974), 113.
2400
Hartvelt (1966), 103. A requirement which excludes at least the smallest children. Christ commits
Himself to us, but only reaches those who respond in faith, Hartvelt (May 15, 1971), 3.
2401
Hartvelt (1966), 65.
2402
1 Corinthians 11:26.
2403
Hartvelt (May 15, 1971), 3.
2404
Hartvelt (1966), 96. In 1971 Hartvelt suggests that Profession of faith preferably takes place after the
possible crisis in faith of the adolescent. Hartvelt (January, 1971), 2.
2405
Hartvelt (1966), 96. It is interesting to compare this to the observation of Holeton that “Whenever the
church has come to see itself as a small, gathered, Eucharistic community, the Communion of all the
baptized quickly becomes a real question. This can be seen in the Eucharistic practice of both the Nonjurors
and the Catholic Apostolic Church. Similarly, when the church sees itself as established, encompassing the
whole of society, there is little question of communicating all the baptized,” David R. Holeton, “Communion
of All the Baptized and Anglican Tradition,” in Children at the Table: A Collection of Essays on Children and
the Eucharist, ed. Ruth A. Meyers (New York: Church hymnal Corporation, 1995), 35.
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about the Lord’s Supper, preparing them for participation in - congregational
life2406.
Hartvelt recognizes the stress on cleanliness in preparation for the Lord’s
Supper2407, yet salvation as purification of sinners should prevent the exclusion
of the imperfect2408. Hartvelt compares sacrament and sermon. Both require
faith and lead to faith, and both condemn us in the absence of a faithful
response2409.
5.6.5. Aalbers and the first book within the denomination
In his 1971 book, Aalbers2410 deals with the question of children at the
Supper2411. This question will always be asked by children2412 and is currently
raised by youth from both Netherlands Reformed and Reformed churches
(RCN)2413. It is put on the agenda, quite literally, of 1962 Netherlands
Reformed Synod2414 as a result of ecumenical contacts with the Roman
Catholic2415, Lutheran2416, and East-German churches2417. The praxis of pioneer
churches, such as Rijsbergen, also raises the question2418. In Aalbers’ historical
overview, he suggests infant Communion came into existence with the rise of
infant baptism 2419. He also suggests a growing resistance against communing
babies explains the introduction of the term “years of discretion” in 1215, the
definition of this age as approximately seven2420, and the prohibition of

2406

Hartvelt (1974), 119. Alluding to Psalm 122 in the Psalter Hymnal, he writes that only those parents who
believe can say to others “come, join us, and do like we do,” Hartvelt (May 14, 1977), 8.
2407
A practical example of this emphasis is the story that the Reformed would pay their grocery in cash the
week before Lord’s Supper celebration, Hartvelt (May 15, 1975), 3.
2408
Hartvelt (1974), 118).
2409
Hartvelt (May 14, 1977), 3
2410
B.J. Aalbers (1929), at that time pastor of the RCN/NRC of Geldrop. In 1970 the local church of Geldrop
was the first in which the RCN and NRC federated.
2411
B.J. Aalbers, Kinderen aan het avondmaal?, Gemeentetoerusting (Kampen: Kok, 1971).
2412
Aalbers (1971), 9f. Cf. Ex. 12:26.
2413
Aalbers mentions the 1966 NRC report Kerk 66-2000, the 1969 RCN report Daadwerkelijke mondigheid,
and the 1969 joint RCN NRC report Samen op Weg. “Kerk 66-2000” in Handelingen van de vergadering van
de generale synode der Nederlandse hervormde Kerk op 20, 21, en 22 november 1967, 181-190; Jan Hakkoer
et.al., Daadwerkelijke Mondigheid (Rotterdam: Werkgroep Denken en Doen, 1969); Deputaten Kerk en
Jeugd and Raad voor het Jeugdwerk, Samen op Weg (’s Gravenhage: n.p., 1969).
2414
With the report Open en Oecumenisch Avondmaal.
2415
E.g. youth of the RCN of Utrecht-Oost sends a letter to Synod. Aalbers (1971), 12.
2416
Aalbers refers to C.Pel, Avondmaalsgast en Kerklid: Over kindercommunie en confirmatie (Weesp:
Synodale Commissie van de Evangelisch-Lutherse Kerk in het Koninkrijk der Nederlanden, 1968).
2417
Aalbers suggests in competition with Jugendweihe of the Communist Party, Aalbers (1971), 13.
2418
Aalbers (1971), 16.
2419
Aalbers (1971), 18.
2420
By Pope Pius X. Compare Canon 88 of the 1917 Code of Canon Law. Charles Augustine, A Commentary
on the New Code of Canon Law, Volume II, 3rd ed. (St. Louis: B. Herder: 1919), 10f.
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communing infants2421. The Reformers rejected the idea of confirmation as
perfection of baptism, and stressed catechism as a means of strengthening
faith2422. Netherlands Reformed church order reflects the outcome of this
historical development. Netherlands Reformed church order even specifies
the minimum age as eighteen2423. Aalbers also provides a comprehensive
overview revealing how only a dozen theologians have entered the discussion
in this early stage2424. It is interesting to note how he is aware of the articles of
Visee and the Bible study of Smouter2425, both of whom were from the
Reformed Churches liberated and later have become Dutch Reformed pastors.
Aalbers presents his own opinion in his last chapter. The church of all ages and
places puts the perceived newness of paedocommunion in perspective2426.
Restoring the relationship between catechism teaching and the worship
service2427, and improving the churches’ understanding and practice of the
Lord’s Supper2428 will open the table for children. Doing justice to the
Passover, liberation background, and to the eschatological aspect would
restore the gladness and simplicity of Acts 2:462429. Celebrating the Lord’s
Supper in the context of an agape meal would do justice to the original more
informal setting2430. Reading 1 Corinthians 11 in context will prevent wrong
notions of self-examination and judgment2431. Restoring a frequent
celebration prevents setting the Lord’s Supper more apart than intended2432.
Aalbers argues in favor of family-wise participation of children parallel to the
Passover, and of parents who teach their children in response to their
questions in the spirit of Psalm 78 and later Jewish tradition2433. Children’s
2421

Canon 854 of the 1917 Code of Canon Law. Charles Augustine, A Commentary on the New Code of
Canon Law, Book III, Volume IV, 2nd ed. (St. Louis: B. Herder, 1921), 225f. Aalbers (1971), 19.
2422
Aalbers (1971), 21. One wonders whether Aalbers implies that catechism teaching has taken the place
of the Lord’s Supper as means of strengthening the young in their faith (Belgic Conf., Art. 33).
2423
Ordinantie 9, art. 4, lid 1 “The preparation for public profession of faith normally does not start before
the age of approximately eighteen years,” (my translation PGS). Aalbers (1971), 26. Part of church order
since 1962, Heitink (2008), 249.
2424
Aalbers mentions as opponents Bolkestein (NRC), Van Ruler (NRC), Groenenberg (NRC), Van Minnen
(RCN), Hartvelt’s early contribution (RCN), and Van der Woude (RCN), and as proponents Hartvelt’s later
contributions (RCN), Smouter (RCL), Visee (RCL), Deurloo (NRC) and Van der Werf (NRC).
2425
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reprinted twice (1968, 1969, 1970). K.C. Smouter, De Maaltijd des Heren (Breda: K.C. Smouter, 1968). “Ds.
Smouter overleden,” Reformatorisch Dagblad, January 28, 1974.
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participation is grounded in their place within the people of God and the body
of Christ2434. Profession of faith should be the goal rather than the starting
point of a child’s faith journey. 2435 It is not so much a step forward as
remaining where God had brought us2436. Especially in mainline churches it
would be good to still mark the step towards participation2437. While admitting
children, justice can still be done both to God’s promise, to God’s act through
the sacrament, and to the need for our faithful response2438. Aalbers
concludes by observing how changes in views of children and childhood – such
as described by Van den Berg’s Metabletica2439 - can be used both in favor of
raising, or lowering the age of admission2440. Nauta2441 wonders whether
Aalbers has taken the difference of underlying sacramental theologies into
account and whether the required faith does not imply more knowledge2442.
Three years later Aalbers recognizes three major problems2443. First,
participation of children challenges the faith of parents and challenges the
traditional way of being church. Second, there are conflicting developments
regarding participation of children in the church2444. Third, the problem of a
healthy relationship between participation in the Lord’s Supper and
profession of faith, in light of the foreign youth – in related German churches
– who leave the church “auskonfirmiert”. In 1976 Aalbers looks back on the
now fourteen year old conversation2445. The conversation on a lower age of
participation has taken place in the context of two movements in the opposite
direction: a concern about the tendency to postpone profession of faith
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In light of what the Bible teaches us on the covenant and baptism. Aalbers (1971), 64, 73.
Aalbers (1971), 67.
2436
Aalbers (1971), 73.
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Smouter and Telder argue in a context of churches with a high degree of participation, whereas Van der
Werf argues from the different context of a mainline church. Aalbers (1971), 75.
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Aalbers (1971), 77f.
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J.H. van den Berg, Metabletica: of leer der veranderingen; beginselen van een historische psychologie, 7th
ed. (1956; Nijkerk: Callenbach, 1958).
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Dr. Doede Nauta (1898-1994), was professor of church history and church polity at the Free University
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Geldrop,” Praktische Theologie (1974).
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disappear where greater participation is wanted. Aalbers (1974), 82. Note that Sunday school is an older
phenomenon in the Netherlands, but kindernevendiensten were introduced round 1959. “Amsterdams
gereformeerd initiatief geslaagd, “Kindernevendiensten” voldoen heel goed, Gezamenlijke kerkgang met
aparte preek voor de kinderen,” Zeeuwsch Dagblad, January 27, 1960.
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beyond the age of eighteen2446; and a loss of the self-evidence of infant
baptism2447. Though paedocommunion should not be a mere means towards
other ends, Aalbers believes the conversation may lead to a spiritual revival in
family and church. It has been an impetus for the reflection on infant baptism
and on the position of the baptized child. Renewed appreciation of infant
baptism is already expressed in liturgy2448. The movement toward restoration
of the unity between Word and sacrament, and the movements towards
participation of children in the Supper mutually reinforce each other.
Renewed insight in the Jewish roots of the worship service and of the Lord’s
Supper has enriched and deepened the experience of the latter2449. The
church will also gain liturgically now that a renewed interest digs up the
liturgical treasures of church history2450. Aalbers realizes that
paedocommunion may change the practice of catechism teaching followed by
profession of faith, but is hopeful that explanation of Scripture will always lead
to faith which is professed in words and deeds2451.
5.6.6. The warnings of Herman Ridderbos in 1973
When the synodical committee on paedocommunion publishes the interim
report in Kerkinformatie of November, 19732452, Herman Ridderbos2453
responds in Gereformeerd Weekblad2454. He considers current practice to have
grown out of responsible and prudent tradition, but is yet open for debate.
The Reformed tradition has always acknowledged that children, in their own
way and with their own faith, share in God’s grace. Nevertheless, there are
overriding reasons in psychological and pedagogical factors such as children’s
lack of readiness to raise the age of admission. According to Ridderbos, the
synodical committee fails to determine whether the Reformed were right or
not. We should be warned by those foreign churches that practice
confirmation between the ages of thirteen and fifteen, and who neglect
ongoing catechetical teaching and who subsequently lose control of their
youth. Ridderbos also warns against introducing two professions of faith,
because the first would undermine the second, and warns against making
2446

At the NRC Synod. Aalbers (1976) 86. Compare Bolkestein (1964), 28f.
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Aalbers (1976), 87-90.
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“Kinderen aan het avondmaal,” Kerkinformatie 30 (1973): 13-14.
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Herman Nicolaas Ridderbos (1909-2007), was professor of New Testament in Kampen (1943-1975).
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Herman N. Ridderbos, “Van week tot week: Kindercommunie,” Gereformeerd Weekblad (December 14,
1973). The article would be republished in the Frisian newspaper, “Deputaten adviseren synode Geref.
Kerken: Kinderen ook aan avondmaal; Kritische kanttekeningen van prof. dr. H. Ridderbos,” Friesch
Dagblad, January 5, 1974.
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decisions on admission of children before finishing the discussion on
profession of faith.
5.6.7. Matter’s hesitance towards infant baptism in 1974
In a later Gereformeerd Weekblad article, Matter2455 suggests he is adding
more substantial considerations to Ridderbos’ practical arguments2456. The
New Testament reflects the practice of the church in the seventies and
eighties of the first century – a church which did not practice
paedocommunion. Matter seems to express a similar hesitance towards infant
baptism as Van Minnen2457. Salvation is lying at Abraham’s side like
Lazarus2458, but the parable in which a guest is removed from the royal
wedding dinner2459 reminds the early church that salvation by grace does not
equal cheap grace without self-criticism or self-examination. The story of the
disciples on their way to Emmaus reflects how believers in the early church
recognized Jesus at the Lord’s Supper, but only after extensive catechism did
they experience burning hearts and make a deliberate choice to invite
Jesus2460. The Lord’s Supper is like the celebration of the return of the prodigal
son2461, but celebration implies gratitude that is expressed in a profession of
faith and a conscious response to God. A nineteen year old should be able to
make such a conscious choice, and some children might be able to do the
same at age fifteen, fourteen or even thirteen.
5.6.8. Heitink, from remembrance to celebrative eschatology in 1975
In 1975, I come across the first of a number of contributions by Heitink2462. In
an article on the experience of the Lord’s Supper2463, he mentions a decline in
Lord’s Supper attendance since 19642464, office bearers participating out of
obligation instead of need, and failure to implement the synodical
2455

Dr. H.M. Matter (1906-1984) was a RCN pastor and taught for some years at the protestant theological
faculty of Aix-en-Provence.
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2457
Though unlike Van Minnen, Matter does not mention Barth’s name.
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Matthew 22:11-13.
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Catechism: Luke 24:13, 27, 32. Burning hearts Luke 24:32 and invitation: Luke 24: 29.
2461
Cf. Luke 15.
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Gerben Heitink (1938) taught Practical Theology in Kampen since 1970 and was Professor of Practical
Theology at the Free University in Amsterdam (1988-2003).
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G. Heitink, “De beleving van het avondmaal,” Ouderlingenblad (October 1975).
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Following the downward trend in church attendance with a five year delay. Heitink does not specify the
source for the decline in Lord’s Supper attendance since 1964, but mentions the 1959 report “Stand van het
geestelijk leven” regarding the decline in church attendance. In 1980 Heitink reports a decline in profession
of faith in previous years which seemed to stabilize in 1980, Gerben Heitink, “Belijdenis doen: ja of nee?”
Ouderlingenblad (January 1980): 7/115.
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recommendation that more frequent celebration may bring great blessing2465.
In response to questions of anonymized congregation members, Heitink
argues his case. With the loss of the congregation as table community, we
have lost the heart of the congregation. With the loss of the meal we have
made it easier to experience that community while drinking coffee after
church. We fail to experience the communication of salvation in the
sacraments as we do in the preaching. We experience the Lord’s Supper too
much as a remembrance suitable for Good Friday2466, and fail to experience its
eschatological nature. The reading of long forms, and warnings when
thanksgiving should be expressed further damage the experience. In a culture
of Lord’s Supper abstention, many have failed to understand condemnation in
its context, to distinguish it from eternal condemnation, and to understand
how self-examination should lead to participation. Heitink draws the
paradoxical conclusion that a church with such a poor Lord’s Supper practice is
not ready to welcome children, but also needs children to regain a celebrative
Lord’s Supper practice.
5.6.8.1. Heitink and stalemate in 1976
Heitink’s paradoxical conclusion and the Trouw headline, No new arguments
for or against children’s Communion2467, suggest that a discussion based on
arguments alone will end in a stalemate. After Heitink has experienced
Communion with his eight and ten year old children2468, he claims one can
only be convinced by such an experience. He also states that parents, and not
synod, should have prime responsibility. The article in Trouw receives a similar
response by pastor Harms2469 about the practice in Eindhoven North2470. He
explains how all the following events – ecumenical conversations, questions of
parents and children, questions in catechism classes to do justice to the
relationship between Lord’s Supper and baptism, more frequent celebrations,
a different experience of these celebrations, and a different perspective on
the relationship between Word and Sacrament – brought about the change.
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Acts RCN 1963-1964 Synod, 342.
Which for the disciples in Emmaus was an Easter experience, in line with the Church Order of Dort,
article 63: “The Lord’s Supper shall be administered once every two months, as much as possible. It is also
edifying, wherever the circumstances of the churches allow, that the same be done on Easter, Pentecost
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“Geen nieuw argument pro- of contra kindercommunie,” Trouw, October 6, 1976. As quoted in G.
Heitink, “Gezinscommunie een impressie,” Ouderlingenblad (November 1976): 9.
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In the NRC Thomaskerk of Amsterdam South.
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Harms (1929-).
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5.6.8.2. Heitink’s celebration of liberation in the eighties
In 19802471, Heitink suggests that the original order – catechism, profession,
baptism, Communion – changed with the introduction of infant baptism. Now
parents and the church profess faith on behalf of their baptized and
communing children. But the postponed individual profession remains
meaningful. In 1984, Heitink argues that the nature of Lord’s Supper
celebration – liberation, community, sacrifice and expectation – requires
participation of the young2472. Children know how to celebrate liberation. The
Passover and seder tradition model how to include them by asking
questions2473. Baptized children belong to the community which Communion
constitutes. Paul taught this2474; the Corinthian and our self-centred praxis
have neglected this at risk of condemnation2475. In their trust and submission,
children exemplify the offering of ourselves as living sacrifices2476. This is the
appropriate response to the sacrificial nature of the Supper. Youth who are
often dedicated to social justice, need the encouragement of the Supper as a
foretaste of the messianic feast2477 – the conspiracy meal – in anticipation of
the Kingdom.

5.6.8.3. Heitink and the pedagogical shift in retrospect
Twenty four years later, Heitink looks back and writes: I too have insisted on
admission of children in articles in the past and was an advocate for open
Communion. Impressed by cultural developments and by an often miserable
practice I have come to think somewhat differently on this. Admission to the
Supper requires reconsideration in a post Christian era2478. He doesn’t oppose
the decisions taken in the seventies, but opposes the practice without age
limits and proper catechism that resulted. He still envisions admission
between ages seven and ten2479, preceded by age-appropriate catechetical
preparation2480. Heitink observes that the pedagogical shift towards the
child2481 motivated this change in the seventies, but that it was expressed in
2471

Gerben Heitink, “Belijdenis doen: ja of nee?” Ouderlingenblad (January 1980).
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theological language in the debate2482. Heitink’s renewed appreciation of
Christian initiation2483 and ‘discipline of the mystery’2484 also lie behind his plea
to reconsider the admission of children.

5.6.9. Schippers’ response to synodical publication
I followed a string of articles by Heitink starting in 1975. In December 1976, a
month after Heitink’s second article, the General Synod of the RCN publishes a
special issue of the magazine Kerkinformatie2485. The special issue contains the
reports of the deputies, of the synodical committee and a summary of the
synodical discussion in the hope that the churches will answer two questions:
1) What is your opinion on the admission of children and/or youth at the
celebration of the Lord’s Supper?2486 2) Do you consider it desirable that this
admission – no matter your own conclusion – should be left to the freedom of
the local churches?2487 Schippers2488 responds critically suggesting that from a
theological perspective the congregation cannot really contribute to the
answer of the first doctrinal question, and warning that a positive answer to
the second question would introduce a new way of interaction within the
denomination2489. Schippers believes that in response to their own
unhappiness about the status quo, adults started to emphasize the celebrative
and communal aspect of the Lord’s Supper. And this new practice raised the
question of the participation of children. Schippers believes that therefore the
right question would be regarding the state of our Lord’s Supper celebration
and the place of children in that context.

In May 1984, a special issue of Ouderlingenblad deals with the question of
children’s participation. In his contribution2490 Schippers suggests that parents
2482
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will often ask the question and that councils should not fear conflict but
welcome discussion as a means to revitalize the Lord’s Supper celebration.
Such discussion will reveal the awkwardness which believers experience with
the current practice. In contemporary culture, parents experience a greater
sense of unity with their children and shape their children’s faith more by
sharing than by teaching. Children are more sensitive and experience a breach
of the bond with their parents and the congregation when they are left out of
the celebration. They may perceive a conflict between Jesus who blesses
children and the church that hinders them. But the congregation as a whole
also desires a communal experience of the Lord’s Supper, and that should
include the children. Schippers notices how Luther and Calvin welcomed
children and claims that the child was welcome at the table in the days of the
Old and New Testament. In another article that same year2491, Schippers calls
attention to the recurring complaint of youth, now voiced in a survey, that the
Lord’s Supper practice lacks celebrative character. The whole liturgy should be
more relaxed. In yet another article that same year2492, Schippers argues for a
more communal preparation and celebration of baptism and Lord’s Supper in
order to create a climate in which faith formation can flourish. The church as
community, the institution of infant baptism, and covenantal thinking are
grounds for children to participate in the celebration, but also in the
preparation of the Lord’s Supper.

5.6.10. Schravendeel follows up on minority report
After the RCN Synod published a special issue of Kerkinformatie in December
1976, Schravendeel2493, one of the two writers of the minority report, writes
an article in Credo2494. Regarding the biblical aspects, Schravendeel points to
the difference in meaning and context2495 of Passover and the Lord’s Supper.
The New Testament church did not practice magic, but required faith. It met
after the bedtime of the little children. Therefore it differed from
contemporary religions that welcomed children at their tables. 1 Corinthians
11 requires accountability, whether the context is a doctrinal problem or an
2491
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ethical one. Doctrinally, the Lord’s Supper is a meal of reconciliation,
congregation and anticipation, and as such requires faith. Children have faith.
But as children lack faith for which they can be held accountable, we should
be careful not to embrace magical views of the sacrament. In spite of the
individualism the church is responsible for administration to the faithful.
Regarding the psychological and pedagogical considerations, Schravendeel
notices that they come up in the context of a culture that has been called
cofigurative2496, but as culture will change, the question may disappear. He
also suggests that young children are “amorphous”, conforming to what their
parents deem right and proper, and that therefore the question in all
likelihood is the question of parents and not of children2497. Children of four
are sensitive to celebrations in groups, but the consciousness of their faith
should be questioned. Children of eight are more conscious, but their faith is
more a matter of obedience to parents than to God. Children of thirteen or
fourteen often break with tradition, proving that they were not ready to be
admitted before. Children are also sensitive to peer pressure, which makes
their motives to participate questionable. Schravendeel further suggests that
church order is based on faith and confessions, and that changing one cannot
easily be done without changing the other. Does admission without prior
profession of faith mean that we will also baptize without requiring faith of
the parents? Youth already resist the idea of being baptized without their
consent. Schravendeel wonders if their resistance will grow when they were
also taken to Communion without their consent.

5.6.11. Van Oeveren’s twelve reasons against
In that same issue of Credo, Van Oeveren2498 gives twelve short reasons
against participation of children2499: 1) New Testament2500 and the Reformed
tradition connect the Lord’s Supper with profession of faith. 2) Passover is not
identical to the Lord’s Supper, 3) but it teaches the duty to catechize2501. 4)
2496
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The New Testament never mentions participation of children in the Lord’s
Supper. 5) Youth may hold it against parents who made them participate too
early, considering their stage of psychological development. 6) Pedagogically
speaking, parents should allow their children time and space to grow towards
a conscious choice for Christ. 7) Local churches should not be allowed
freedom of choice in what may hurt the denomination. 8) The praxis of other
churches is a warning against admission. 9) Teaching about baptism is more
needed than answering the question about children’s Communion. 10)
Admission without prior profession will increase the resistance of youth
against profession of faith. 11) As baptism communicates the same salvation,
children miss nothing when they do not participate in the supper. 12) Parents
have the duty to raise their children with baptism as their starting point and
independent, individual choice for profession as their goal.

5.6.12. Denominational pastor for the youth speaks out
After the 1976 Synod allows local churches to welcome children at the table,
Hogenhuis2502, denominational pastor for the youth, tries to answer the
question whether profession of faith has become superfluous2503. Hogenhuis
explains how in the New Testament baptism and laying on of hands were
combined2504, and how the latter became a separate rite of confirmation at an
older age, while the content changed from blessing with the Holy Spirit to a
moment of confession. “Jesus is Lord” is the basic confession of the New
Testament church2505, but the Enlightenment added the requirement of
rational knowledge, Pietism the requirement of inner knowledge, and the
denomination the requirement of confessional loyalty2506. Children who
celebrate the Lord’s Supper and youth who reach the traditional age of
professing their faith often do not struggle with professing that Jesus is Lord,
but with all the non biblical additions. Changing Profession of Faith according
to its original meaning of “saying together”2507 might open ways for children
to profess with their parents and with the congregation and for this profession
to grow in age and ability appropriate ways as children learn and mature. But
it will also challenge the older generation to inspire the young by a truly
confessional life.
2502
H. Hogenhuis (1923-1994) was denominational pastor for pastoral care for the youth and advisor for the
synodical committee.
2503
H. Hogenhuis, “Belijdenis doen – moet dat nog wel?” Ouderlingenblad (May 1978).
2504
Cf. Acts 8:16,17, 19:5-6, Matt. 3:11, Acts 1:5.
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2507
homologein.
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Hogenhuis continues to take part in the conversation on the relation between
admission of children and profession of faith2508 because people fear decline
of profession of faith, and the consequent loss of sanctity of the Lord’s
Supper, thus eating and drinking condemnation unto oneself. Hogenhuis
suggests profession is about faith, baptism, the Lord’s Supper and the
relationship to the local congregation. But tension arises and contributes to
the hesitance of youth as God has already established the relationship to the
church in a covenantal way, as signified in baptism. Profession of faith as an
answer to God’s initiative – a repeated and lifelong expressed answer – would
deal with the problem that now threatens profession of faith.

In an article in 19802509, Hogenhuis summarizes what he perceives as the main
arguments of opponents and proponents. Opponents experience the Lord’s
Supper as exceptional, holy, transcending the ministry of the word. A low
frequency of celebration supports this perception. 1 Corinthians 11 gives extra
weight to the requirement of discernment and self-examination with the
threat of condemnation. Children cannot fulfil the requirement and should
not be exposed to the danger of condemnation. Participating without
discernment introduces an ex opere operato theology. Participating without
proclamation would damage the professing character of the church.

Proponents aim to restore the character of the meal, to do justice to the
connection with Passover, and to highlight the dimension of anticipation in
messianic joy. Baptized children are members who have been welcomed into
the covenant and may participate in this covenantal supper. By nature,
children are more communal beings, believing, praying and worshiping with
their family. Children exemplify trust and are often more sensitive to symbols.
Children need to be taught, but in age and ability appropriate ways. They need
the sacrament as a teaching tool and to strengthen their faith. After his
summary of the pro and contra arguments, Hogenhuis suggests that not
arguments, but emotions may be decisive. He also suggest that the
conversation might be more fruitful if it started in the realization that God
chooses a people, a community in which the individual finds a place and not
the other way around. In the context of an individualistic society, such a
community, carried by messianic joy, is highly needed.

2508
2509

H. Hogenhuis, “En de openbare geloofsbelijdenis dan?” Ouderlingenblad (May 1984).
H. Hogenhuis, “Kinderen aan het avondmaal; ja of nee?” Ouderlingenblad (January 1980).
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In 1984, Hogenhuis gives children a voice in this discussion with a selection of
fragments of letters by eight of them2510. All eight children express their
feelings: loneliness when left out, a sense of belonging when included, an
experience of connected with God, an awareness of God’s presence and
existence, or a feeling of being strengthened and comforted. They write that
God does not only create adults; they, too, are children of God welcomed by
Jesus. They, too, are the ones for whom Jesus died. They understand and
believe and want to participate.
5.6.13. Van Oeveren listening to the whole of Scripture
In 1982, a special issue of Credo dealing with the question of children at the
Supper is published. In his introduction to this special issue2511, Van Oeveren
perceives the introduction of paedocommunion as a progressive desire to
break with tradition and confessions, and represents a failure to listen to the
250 church councils who advised against it2512. He also suggests it represents
a failure to listen to the whole of Scripture. He then gives as sole example the
apostolic requirement of 1 Corinthians 11:27-29, which he believes children
cannot fulfil.

5.6.14. Van de Velde from pro to con
In a long article2513, Van de Velde2514 argues why we cannot give a positive
answer to the question of children at the supper. Van de Velde became in
favor of paedocommunion in 1972, but over time grew to oppose it2515.

Van de Velde explains that in the Old Testament, children asked their Passover
question not as participants in the meal, but in the context of the noncommunal act of striking blood on the doorposts2516. Jesus and the disciples
did not celebrate the Lord’s Supper as a Passover with their natural family, but
2510

Six children, four girls and two boys, are mentioned by their first name, two remain completely
anonymous. Of seven children the age is mentioned: 8,9,13,13,15,16, and 17. H. Hogenhuis, “Zo hoor je het
ook eens van kinderen,” Ouderlingenblad (May 1984).
2511
B. van Oeveren, “Introductie,” Credo (June 1984).
2512
Two thirds of those who responded to Synod, Van Oeveren points out. Note that these numbers do not
correspond with those of both majority and minority reports, which mention 163 against, 114 in favor and
64 in between, Supplements 44, 45, Suppl. Acts RCN 1977-1979 Synod, 209, 228.
2513
C. van de Velde, “kinderen aan het avondmaal?: Een vraag waar we geen “ja” op kunnen zeggen,” Credo
(June 1982).
2514
C. van de Velde (1936-1997), at that moment pastor of RCN Haarlem-Zuid
2515
While preparing a catechism sermon on the Lord’s Supper. Van de Velde (1982), 8.
2516
As the order of words of Exodus 12 suggests, Van de Velde (1982), 19.
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as a new family2517. The New Testament church came together for word and
sacrament, but they did so privately without nonbelievers and in the evening
while little children probably stayed home with their mothers2518. The story of
Mark 10:13-16 is no ground for administering sacraments to children, because
it is about the Kingdom and adults becoming like children as specified in John
1:12-132519. Children first need to reach the stage where they say, We no
longer believe just because of what you said; now we have heard for ourselves,
and we know that this man really is the Savior of the world2520. The feeding of
the 5000 in John 6 reveals three stages: John 6:1-15: Meet Jesus and
experience a meal; John 6: 29-47: Hear how Jesus requires faith2521; John 6:4859: Eat the bread from heaven2522. In 1 Corinthians 10 and 11, Paul addresses
the sanctified2523: those who have already believed2524 those whose
proclamation is a heartfelt profession of faith, and those who are sensible
people2525 who are able to meet the requirements of self examination and
discernment2526.
Van de Velde suggests that all who had not professed their faith, baptized or
not, were sent away with the catechumen when the early church celebrated
the Lord’s Supper2527. He assumes that with the growth of infant baptism,
infants received the rights of adults such as participation in Communion2528.
Augustine’s defence of infant Communion as necessary for salvation2529 might
prove that the post Nicene era broke with many good practices2530. Van de
Velde also believes that the Reformers broke deliberately with their Roman
Catholic background when they required a profession of faith prior to first
Communion2531. Van de Velde leaves open whether Calvin admitted children

2517

Van de Velde (1982), 17.
Hence the address “brothers” and not “brothers and sisters,” Van de Velde (1982), 22.
2519
Van de Velde (1982), 10f.
2520
Cf. John 4:42. Van de Velde (1982), 14.
2521
The word believing is used 6 times as Van de Velde points out.
2522
Van de Velde (1982), 14f.
2523
Cf. 1 Cor. 1:2. Van de Velde earlier notices that children may be sanctified in their believing parent(s) cf.
1 Cor. 7:14, but so is the unbelieving husband through his wife. Van de Velde (1982), 13.
2524
Cf. 1 Cor. 1:2.
2525
Cf. 1 Cor. 10:15.
2526
Cf. 1 Cor. 11:29. Van de Velde claims “everyone” (ανϑρωπος) allows for no exceptions to the rule. Van
de Velde (1982), 19f.
2527
Van de Velde (1982), 5.
2528
Van de Velde (1982), 5.
2529
John 6:53.
2530
Van de Velde (1982), 23.
2531
Van de Velde (1982), 32f.
2518
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at age ten or at age fifteen as Plomp claims2532. One has to take into account
that a child of 1982 cannot be compared with a child from ancient history2533.
The Reformed Confessions mention believers and their faith when speaking of
the sacraments2534. Whoever treats baptized members as full members lacks
discernment2535. Baptism is the promise; Lord’s Supper is our faithful
response2536. Professing such faith requires more than mere knowledge,
something a seven year old could master. It requires- acceptance of doctrine
and appropriation of God’s promises2537 for which the higher Zwinglian age
limit of fifteen was appropriate. Pedagogically, the image of God starts to fade
after age eight, and alienation from faith often comes around age twelve. At
age sixteen or seventeen restoration can be started. Until that time, children
and youth need a waiting-room2538. As an afterthought, Van de Velde suggests
that children had a different position in the Old Testament because one of
them would be the Messiah2539.
5.6.15. The youngest author in the discussion
In the same issue of Credo, Scheltens2540 writes for the youth2541, presenting
them the status quo as option one: Doing justice to baptism as God’s promise
and do justice to the Lord’s Supper as our faithful response without children
being tricked into participation without their full consent. Option two still
entails the requirement of professed faith but allows for faith at a younger
age. It also sanctions faith as expressed in song and communally sung creeds.
The lack in knowledge is dealt with in continued catechism classes2542.
Scheltens challenges youth to decide what appeals most to them.

2532

Van de Velde (1982), 6.
Van de Velde (1982), 25.
2534
Van de Velde mentions the examples of Belgic Confession art. 35, Heidelberg Catechism Lord’s Day 30
and to begin with Lord’s Day 28 the opening phrase: “Christ has commanded me and all believers”. Van de
Velde (1982), 26,31. Van de Velde does not specify how old the “me” is in “me and all believers”.
2535
Van de Velde (1982), 7.
2536
Van de Velde (1982), 9.
2537
Van de Velde (1982), 8f, 24.
2538
Van de Velde (1982), 13.
2539
Van de Velde (1982), 33.
2540
In June 1982 Wim Scheltens (1953) is a young pastor, who has served his first church in Haren (Gn) for
eight months. He wrote this article at age 28, which makes him the youngest RCN writer in this discussion I
came across.
2541
Wim Scheltens, “Thuis in de kerkdienst,” Credo (June 1982).
2542
Scheltens (1982), 30.
2533
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5.6.16. Nooteboom writing from experience
In 1984, in a special issue of Ouderlingenblad, Nooteboom2543 describes the
process that took place in his church in Nieuwkoop between the first council
discussion in May 1975 and the first time children participated in the Lord’s
Supper in March 19792544. Awareness of the non-biblical influences which
have shaped the character and form of the Lord’s Supper, recognition of the
connection of Lord’s Supper and the Easter gospel of resurrection, a new
understanding of meals such as Passover as means of remembrance by
celebration in the present and the liberation of the past, the significance of
the institution of the Lord’s Supper in the context of Passover, and an
appreciation of the meaning of all God’s people participating in this
celebration – all contributed to a gradual acceptance of children at the Lord’s
Supper. The practices of inviting children to the Table to explain its meaning,
and then giving the children grapes instead of bread and wine, served as
stepping stones toward full participation. The actual participation of children
took away some of the last fears.
5.6.17. Minnema on family Communion and catechism
In the same issue, Minnema2545 writes on the consequences of communing
children for catechism teaching2546. He points out that Synod 1977/1979 has
given councils two responsibilities, to teach and to check whether children
have appropriated the knowledge2547. Minnema underscores these age and
ability appropriate requirements. He suggests age seven or eight as most
appropriate to start participating. Parents who often raise the question should
be involved in teaching their children. Therefore Minnema prefers to speak of
family Communion rather than children’s Communion.
5.6.18. Laurens Zwaan and teenage resistance
In 1986, Minnema and four other pastors discuss paedocommunion from the
perspective of liturgy and praxis in Eredienstvaardig. L. Zwaan2548 claims
teenage resistance has not been taken into consideration enough2549. There
2543

G.P. Nooteboom (1926-2008), at that moment pastor of the RCN of Nieuwkoop.
G.P. Nooteboom, “Uit de praktijk,” Ouderlingenblad (May, 1984): 20-24
2545
P.J. Minnema (1952), at that moment pastor of the RCN of Bakkeveen. Minnema wrote his master’s
thesis on the catechism teaching and Communion of children, P.J. Minnema, Gezinskatechese rond het
Avondmaal: een onderzoek naar de voorwaarden waaraan de begeleiding van ouders en kinderen naar het
Avondmaal moet voldoen (1983).
2546
P.J. Minnema, “Gezinskatechese rond het avondmaal,” Ouderlingenblad (May 1984).
2547
Decision 2, Supplements to the Acts of RCN 1977-1979 Synod, 216.
2548
Laurens Zwaan (1932), at that moment pastor of RCN Ermelo. From 1979 till 1984 Zwaan also taught
religion at a high school.
2549
L. Zwaan, “Opgroeiende jongeren: Wat weerhoudt hen? Wat trekt hen aan?” Eredienstvaardig (1986).
2544
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should be room for teenagers to resist celebration as a family, and even, to
abstain. But Zwaan sees mostly opportunities. Youth are sensitive to symbols.
Youth need the sense of acceptance and security that can be communicated
by the Supper. Youth, who often fail to meet their own high expectations,
realize their need for forgiveness. Youth become aware of the brokenness of
the world and will appreciate learning about the ethical implications of
celebrating the Lord’s Supper. Youth live in a world with bombs that can
destroy all life, and they need the awareness of the coming of God’s Kingdom.
Youth, who might not be ready to commit to the church as institution, might
appreciate the Supper as a way of committing to God. In 1985, Laurens Zwaan
wrote on the specific place for adolescents at the Lord’s Supper2550. Zwaan
summarizes: Youth resist an abundance of words, are sensitive to symbol,
need support in the battle against guilt and shame, are eager to learn and to
commit as followers to a higher ideal, search for identity in the midst of
community, need more than natural growth and maturation to understand
and appropriate the mystery of the cross2551, seek ways to use their gifts and
long for happiness and celebration2552, long for a safe future need the familiar
and the surprise of the Supper, and in their loneliness need community and a
table which marks their home2553. The ground structure of the Lord’s Supper is
so strong it fits almost any youthful adventure and experiment with church.
The tangibility and visibility of the Supper helps to mark the way of life for
youth2554. Zwaan bases his principle choice on Jesus’ commandment to go and
make disciples … and teaching them to obey everything I have commanded
you2555 with emphasis on the learning mode of disciples2556 and with emphasis
on obedience2557. In line with this principle choice and Jesus first asking his
disciples to follow Him before asking them to profess their faith in Him2558,
Zwaan suggests a rite of passage, a renewed initiation as disciples between
ages eleven and thirteen, and a public profession of faith between ages
seventeen and twenty one2559.

2550

Laurens Zwaan, Jonge mensen – brood en wijn: een weg voor jongeren tot de Maaltijd van de Heer (Den
Haag: Voorhoeve, 1985).
2551
Just like the senior, Zwaan states.
2552
To them we may say “enter into the joy of your Lord,” Zwaan writes. Cf. Matt. 25:12 & 23.
2553
Zwaan (1985), 89f.
2554
Zwaan (1985), 90.
2555
Matt. 28:19-20.
2556
Zwaan uses the not uncommon Dutch translation leerlingen (students) for disciples.
2557
Zwaan (1985), 68.
2558
Cf. Matt. 4: 19 and Matt. 16:15.
2559
Zwaan (1985), 92-96.

379

Paedocommunion in the Dutch Reformed Tradition
5.6.19. Sjoerd Zwaan, faith formation through liturgical catechism
S.P. Zwaan2560 summarizes his arguments in favor of paedocommunion with
the following points: New Testament data suggests that all who belonged to
the congregation were invited to the table; children are incorporated into the
body with their baptism; it has been sufficiently demonstrated that 1
Corinthians 11 does not support a distinction between the baptized and the
communicating congregation; the worldwide church rediscovers the Supper as
an essential element of the service in which communion with our Lord and
each other takes shape; finally, it is no longer accepted to consider children
less than full members or, in line with Colossians 3:11, to discriminate on the
basis of intellectual or spiritual abilities2561. Zwaan’s main point, however, is
that faith formation happens best through liturgical catechism in which liturgy
is both the source and the goal of catechism. The liturgy is also the source in
the sense that one learns by doing. The goal of liturgical catechism regarding
the Supper would be appropriation of God’s promises and intensifying
obedience in age and ability appropriate ways. Later, Zwaan places the issue
of paedocommunion in the context of a twentieth century search for a place
for the child within the liturgy in general2562.
5.6.20. Loosman and the case of Oud-Beijerland
Loosman2563 describes how in the church of Oud-Beijerland children have
participated since 19772564. Until 1984, children of six to twelve years were
prepared in four yearly sessions, after which they participated with adults in a
house of learning. This approach supports a process of growth that favors
recognizing, discovering, experiencing and familiarization rather than
accumulating information.
5.6.21. Wattel, Den Heeten and the case of Hoofddorp
Wattel and Den Heeten2565 write how their church in Hoofddorp tried to
approach the issue as a learning process instead of a debate2566. It started with
2560

Sjoerd Pieter Zwaan (1948), at that moment pastor of the RCN Zwijndrecht- Groote Lindt, wrote his
master’s thesis on resistance against participation of children at the Lord’s Supper.
2561
S.P. Zwaan, “Liturgische Catechese: Waar kinderen en jongeren de maaltijd van de Heer meevieren,”
Eredienstvaardig (1986).
2562
The genesis of Kindernevendiensten is then example of the same search. Sjoerd P. Zwaan, “Kind en
liturgie,” in De weg van de liturgie: Tradities, achtergronden, praktijk, ed. M. Barnard et al. 4th ed.
(Zoetermeer: Meinema, 2008), 388.
2563
Jelle Loosman (1947), former pastor of the Thomas church of Oud-Beijerland, at that moment serving as
hospital chaplain in Breda.
2564
Jelle Loosman, “Een kinderleerhuis in de Thomaskerk te Oud-Beijerland,” Eredienstvaardig (1986).
2565
M.J. Wattel (1947) and G. den Heeten (1932) at that moment both pastors of RCN Hoofddorp.
2566
M.J. Wattel and G. den Heeten, “Wat valt er nog veel te leren!” Eredienstvaardig (1986).
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the questions most often asked by members from new suburbs. A different
kind of question was given for children than for teenage youth2567. The
following learning process brought surprise over new discoveries such as the
relevance of Isaiah 25. It also highlighted the Supper from the liturgical and
ethical perspectives of the table prayer, solidarity and accountability besides
more common perspectives of reconciliation. The decision to introduce the
practice of paedocommunion in this way was remarkable. It recognized that
too much discussion would set the Lord’s Supper unduly apart, and it
acknowledged that learning is both preparation and participation. An age limit
of five to seven is suggested but is left to the discernment of the parents. The
result of this approach was that the atmosphere of the Lord’s Supper became
simpler, more spontaneous, and more joyful. Although the learning process
started in the church, the church encouraged catechetical preparation of the
children for the Lord’s Supper at home. The church in Hoofddorp extends the
learning process approach regarding the question about the place of children
within the church in general.
5.6.22. Continued discussion after synod’s final decision
Although it is debatable when this discussion comes to a conclusion, for the
purposes of this dissertation, I choose November 30, 1993. This is the day that
synod removed the last barrier for the admission of baptized children and
youth with the change of church order article 752568. It is actually the
formalization of an existing practice. By this time, approximately one third of
the 800 local RCN congregations are admitting children at the Lord’s
Supper2569. It is quite remarkable that it was hard to find any new
contributions to the discussion from within the RCN in the five years prior to
this conclusion. It may be just as surprising that the discussion within the NRC,
which preceded that of the RCN, continues in those years. Several articles, for
example, are written in the more conservative periodical Kontekstueel2570. The
2567
However, the authors also mention that many children and youth had not experienced Lord’s Supper
because Sunday school kept them away or because parents allowed them to stay at home.
2568
Art. 49, Acts RCN 1993-1995 Synod, 84-85.
2569
“Kerkorde laat kinderen aan het avondmaal toe: Lunteren formaliseert bestaande situatie,” Nederlands
Dagblad, December 2, 1993.
2570
I found the following Kontekstueel articles: L.M. Vreugdenhil, “Vernieuwing gevraagd rondom de doop,”
Kontekstueel (October 1988) (an article on baptism with one remark on baptism in relation to Lord’s Supper
abstantion (non participation) which led to a number of articles on participation in the Lord’s Supper); H.C.
Marchand, “Maar ieder beproeve zichzelf ...: Preekschets naar aanleiding van 1 Cor. 11:28,” Kontekstueel
(December 1988); T. Poot, “Avondmaal – de kleine met de groten?” Kontekstueel (December 1988); W.
Verboom, “Doop – Belijdenis – Avondmaal: Enkele reformatorische notities,” Kontekstueel (December
1988); A. van de Beek, “De toegang tot het Heilig Avondmaal,” Kontekstueel (December 1988); G.W.
Marchal, “Samen verder,” Kontekstueel (February 1989); M. Veldhuis, “Versterking tot wat ...?”
Kontekstueel (February 1989); M. Verduin, “Gesprek rond Doop-Belijdenis-Avondmaal,” Kontekstueel
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news of August 2007, that Noordegraaf2571 could imagine children
participating at the Lord’s Supper2572 is an indication of this continued
discussion and reflection on the issue among the more conservative NRC
theologians.
5.6.23. Runia in retrospect
Two more contributions after 1993 deserve our attention because they are
from RCN theologians who participated in the discussion prior to 1993. I found
a small article by Runia2573 in the Frisian newspaper2574. Runia responds to a
reader2575 who wonders why the churches of the Secession of 1834 and the
Doleantie in 1886 have not embraced Luther and Calvin’s practice of admitting
children. Runia first gives a short summary of the historical developments,
citing the common opinion that a participant in Communion had to
understand to some extent what he or she was doing. This understanding
marks the difference between passive baptism and active participation in the
Supper. Runia considers it self-evident that no one argues in favor of
communing babies or toddlers, but he seems open to participation of young
children from whom nothing more and nothing less than childlike faith is
required.
5.6.24. Wentsel’s change of mind
The other contribution is by Wentsel2576 in his Dogmatiek2577. In a
counterproposal at the RCN 1974 Synod, Wentsel and two deacons list nine
arguments against the admission of children: 1) the Passover family meal
(February 1989); W. Verboom, “Kinderen op weg naar het avondmaal: Een reaktie n.a.v. de thematiek Doop
– Belijdenis – Avondmaal,” Kontekstueel (April 1989); E.R. Jonker, “Het gesprek in de gemeente over de
deelname van kinderen aan de Maaltijd des Heren,” Kontekstueel (February 1990); R. Van Essen, “De
revolutie van breken en delen,” Kontekstueel (Augustus 1990). Kontekstueel originated as theological
periodical of the Ph. J. Hoedemaker Association and presents itself as contemporary, Reformed and
confessional.
2571
Dr. Albert Noordegraaf (1933-2011), then professor emeritus Practical Theology of the University of
Utrecht (1985-1998).
2572
“Dr. Noordegraaf: Kind aan avondmaal denkbaar,” Reformatorisch Dagblad, August 24, 2007. An edited
version of the lecture of Noordegraaf was published as “Kinderen aan het avondmaal? Een omstreden
onderwerp,” Theologia Reformata (March 2008).
2573
Dr. Klaas Runia (1926-2006), professor of Practical Theology at the Theological University of Kampen
(1971-1992). Runia participates, for example, in the 1974 Synodical debate, Acts RCN 1973-1975 Synod,
193.
2574
K. Runia, “Kinderen aan avondmaal,” Friesch Dagblad, September 29, 1995.
2575
Anonymous.
2576
Dr. B. Wentsel (1929), teacher at the Reformed Bible College Wittenberg in Zeist (1976-1997),
participates, for example, in the 1974 Synodical debate, Acts RCN 1973-1975 Synod, 192.
2577
B. Wentsel, De Heilige Geest, De kerk en de laatste dingen: De genademiddelen, het gemenebest en het
eschaton, Volume 4c of Dogmatiek (Kampen: Kok, 1998), 225-235.
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cannot be identified with the Supper for believers; 2) God gives grace, but
requires discernment; 3) it is not good for the church and its education to
disconnect participation and profession of faith; 4) also, it is not good to let
the denomination suffer by leaving the issue in the freedom of local churches;
5) the church and its office bearers have to guard against profaning the
Supper and devaluating grace; 6) both church and parents have to raise the
children leading them from baptism to an individual choice to profess the God
of the covenant; 7) the practice and experience of other churches do not
encourage the admittance of children; 8) it is pedagogically important to allow
children freedom to choose for Christ; and 9) it is ethically important not to
take children to the Supper before they are psychologically ready to give their
full consent2578. Twenty-four years later, Wentsel presents arguments on both
sides – contra and pro admission. Taking sides against admission, it could be
argued that the New Testament is silent on the participation of children. Also,
by lack of readiness and inability to discern, the professing nature of the
church would be undermined. Wentsel’s final argument against
paedocommunion claims that the celebration of the Supper requires
preparation and sanctification, and that individualism and the desire for
autonomy have damaged family bonds in the West making family-wise
Communion unfeasible2579. Switching sides, Wentsel argues that children of
believing parents share in the benefits of salvation. The two-sided nature of
the covenant requires parents to raise their children in the fear of the Lord,
and the family2580 is considered a spiritual unity within the covenant. The child
is an example to adults in simplicity, trust, dependence and receptivity.
Children, just like adults, should obey the commandments of love in which
some of the Corinthians failed. The Supper is foremost the sign and seal of
God’s love, faithfulness and salvation, and this is more significant than the
required faith and self-examination. Finally, the tradition of the church
supports participation of children2581. Wentsel concludes that the arguments
in favor carry more weight, and that admission of children should be allowed
under the conditions that the parents believe and guarantee (borg staan voor)
faith formation within the family, and that the church oversees responsible
participation of parents and children2582.

2578

Acts RCN 1973-1975 Synod, 192-193, listed in a different order.
Wentsel (1998), 228.
Including children and slaves, as Wentsel states.
2581
Wentsel (1998), 229-233.
2582
Wentsel (1998), 233.
2579
2580
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5.7. Denominational Discussion Synod RCN
5.7.1. 1960 – The Netherlands Reformed and abstention
The discussion on children at the Lord’s Supper within the Reformed Churches
in the Netherlands (RCN) is, among other things, a response to similar
discussion at Synod of the Netherlands Reformed Church (NRC). In 1960, the
first NRC synodical report on participation in the Supper in reality deals with
the problem of abstention from the Lord’s Supper by church members and
even office bearers2583.
5.7.2. 1961 – The Netherlands Reformed raise the question
One year later, the NRC 1961 Synod deals with a concept memorandum on
ecumenical Lord’s Supper celebration2584. The memorandum mentions the
general practice of Dutch protestant churches to admit youth at the age of
approximately eighteen. It expresses both the question whether this age could
be lowered as well as the concern about the tendency to postpone public
profession of faith. This deprives youth of the blessing of the Lord’s Supper for
many years, and youth get accustomed to church life without participation.
The question has been raised whether those in preparation of profession of
faith and even children of parents belonging to the congregation2585 should be
admitted2586. The memorandum counts with the exceptional, but not
impossible situation that a non-baptized person longs to celebrate the Lord’s
Supper. Baptism and Supper may not be separated, but it might please the
Holy Spirit to lead a person from Supper to baptism, the report suggests2587. At
the synod floor, several delegates plead in favor of paedocommunion and
insist on taking a decision on the matter2588. Christian newspapers make the
broader Reformed community aware of this discussion2589.
2583
Generale Synode der Nederlandse Hervormde Kerk, De deelname aan het avondmaal: Overwegingen
van de generale synode der Nederlandse Hervormde Kerk ten aanzien van de avondmaalsmijding (’s
Gravenhage: n.p., 1960). For the original report, see Concept geschrift over de viering van het Heilig
Avondmaal, Supplement IX, Supplements to Acts NRC 1960 Synod, 457-483. For Synod’s deliberations on
the report, see Acts NRC 1960 Synod, 283-292. The report only mentions children in a metaphorical or
spiritualized way.
2584
Acts NRC 1961 Synod, 320-326. October 31, 1961.
2585
Preferably with their parents, the final report adds. Generale Synode der Nederlandse Hervormde Kerk,
Open en Oecumenisch Avondmaal (’s Gravenhage: n.p., 1962).
2586
Acts NRC 1961 Synod, 324.
2587
Acts NRC 1961 Synod, 325.
2588
Though later Acts of Synod make clear he is not in favor of paedocommunion, Elder Baauw wonders,
without mentioning age, whether baptized members of the NRC should not be admitted if baptized
members of other churches are also admitted. Pastor Kaastra more explicitly asks the question why
children should not be admitted to the Supper. Pastor Mooi asks whether catechism students can be
admitted. Pastor Post states it is incorrect that the Lord’s Supper should be received in faith just like
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5.7.3. 1962 – Paedocommunion discussed at NRC Synod
A decision is not taken, and the discussion is continued at the NRC 1962
Synod2590. In an edited memorandum, the synodical committee has not dealt
with the issue of admission of children more specifically, neither has the
committee responded to the desire for postponing or advancing profession of
faith2591. Several delegates voice opinions both pro and contra2592. In response
synod still does not take a decision on paedocommunion but in its report,
Open en Oecumenisch Avondmaal, now recommends that local churches
reflect on this matter2593.
5.7.4. 1963-1964 – RCN Synod asked for feedback on paedocommunion
This report is also sent to the RCN Synod for feedback, which means that the
issue of paedocommunion has reached the RCN Synod, or at least reached its
officers before it meets in 1963-19642594.
5.7.5. 1965-1966 – The issue still not on agenda of Synod
The officers refer the report to a synodical committee2595, which reports to the
RCN 1965-1966 Synod2596, but as this report includes no response to the NRC
report and does not mention paedocommunion, the issue is still not on the

baptism. Pastor Spilt asks for a decision regarding children’s Communion. He emphasizes the specific
context of Paul’s words on self-examination. He considers it important not to withhold the Supper from
adolescents. Acts NRC 1961 Synod, 326-330.
2589
“Oecumenische viering mogelijk? Stemmen op synode: ook kinderen aan Avondmaal,” Nieuwe Leidsche
Courant, November 1, 1961 (11-12).
2590
Acts NRC 1962 Synod, 67-83. February 13, 1962.
2591
The committee believes it is incorrect to disconnect profession of faith and admission. The committee
also refers to problems in the German churches, and to church order. Acts NRC 1962 Synod, 76.
2592
Post wonders whether baptism and Communion cannot be disconnected, so that non baptized
members of other churches can be welcomed at the table. The commandment to baptize was given after
the commandment to commune. He suggests the age limit of 12 by analogy of Jewish custom. Prof. Jonker
disagrees with the suggestion to admit non-confessing or non-baptized members of other churches. This is
neither in line with the early church nor with the church of the Reformation. Prof. Rasker suggests that
when German youth is allowed in the NRC, Dutch youth should be allowed at a younger age as well.
Abelsma wants Synod to express concern over lowering the age of profession of faith. Deacon Lewin wants
profession and admission disconnected if the age of the first remains high. Acts NRC 1962 Synod, 78, 79, 82.
February 13, 1962.
2593
Open en oecumenisch avondmaal, 9. The report does state that in no case children’s Communion,
without any understanding or faith, should be promoted, as that would be impermissible ‘sacramentalism’.
2594
It is reported on by the officers of Synod 1961-1962, without any mention of paedocommunion.
Supplement XLI, Verkort Rapport van het moderamen van de synode van Apeldoorn 1961/62, Suppl. Acts
RCN 1963-1964 Synod, 125f. esp. 137.
2595
Deputaten voor onderzoek van de vraag in hoeverre tot het houden van gemeenschappelijke
avondmaalsvieringen kan worden overgegaan. Supplement II a, Suppl. Acts RCN 1965-1966 Synod, 11.
2596
It reports on the issues of intercommunion, admission of guests, and student Communion. Supplement
LXXIIIa, LXXIIIb, Suppl. Acts RCN 1965-1966 Synod, 300-322.
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agenda of synod2597. And though the RCN Synod had hoped to make a decision
on intercommunion at its meeting in March 19662598, even that issue is
referred back to a new synodical committee2599. As part of another synodical
discussion2600 earlier that year, the question was asked whether it is good that
children tend to leave the church when the Lord’s Supper is celebrated, and
whether it would not be better for them to be present2601. The synodical
committee2602 did not answer this question in its response.
5.7.6. 1967 – Young people put issue before NRC Synod
Meanwhile, a new initiative will put paedocommunion on the agenda of the
NRC Synod again. More than 10,000 young people between the ages of
eighteen and thirty have participated in over 850 discussion groups of the
project, Kerk 66-2000. The project results in a report and thirty three theses
offered to the NRC 1967 Synod2603. Thesis 9 states the group has rejected
public profession of faith in its current form as admission to the Holy
Supper2604. Regarding the Holy Supper, thesis 14 pleads for a less exceptional
status, for weekly celebration, and admission of all believers. Thesis 14.2
states: The children will be invited to the Supper as well. Motives for the
participation of children are: a) children belong to the household of the church
and as such should be able to participate in the meal of the Lord, b) in the
perception of children the sacrament speaks more clearly than verbal
proclamation, c) in this manner children learn to celebrate and observe the
Supper, and finally d) by letting children participate in the Supper the tense
atmosphere, which often dominates the Supper, can be loosened2605. In the
discussion on the report several delegates respond pro and contra theses 9
and 14.22606. The NRC Synod unanimously decides to continue reflection on
2597

The report does reiterate baptism and profession of faith as requirements for participation or gateways
to the Table. Suppl. Acts RCN 1965-1966 Synod, 302, 304, 307. The NRC, which has received feedback from
44 NRC classes, 5 NRC church councils, Union Baptists, Salvation Army, Old-Catholic Church, Mennonites,
Moravian Church, Remonstrant Brotherhood, and the Evangelical Lutheran Church (Acts DRC 1966 Synod,
65-73), expresses its sadness that the RCN failed to respond (p. 65, 72, 92).
2598
Acts RCN 1965-1966 Synod, 94.
2599
Art. 392, 396, 457, 459, 460, 478, 479, 480, 481, 482, 492, Acts RCN 1965-1966 Synod. January 19,
March 16, 17, 18, 1966.
2600
On the order of worship.
2601
Art. 361, Acts of RCN 1965-1966 Synod, 348. January 14, 1966.
2602
G.N. Lammens speaks on behalf of “deputaten voor de eredienst.”
2603
“Kerk 66-2000,” Supplement 14, 15, Acts NRC 1967 Synod, 181-190. November 20, 21, 22, 1967.
2604
Acts NRC 1967 Synod, 181.
2605
Acts NRC 1967 Synod, 182.
2606
Elders Baauw and Van Kleunen would regret disconnecting profession and admission; Elder Baauw
questions the necessity of family Communion; Elder Van der Heijden questions children’s ability to attend
consciously; Elder Van Kleunen asks for a Biblical foundation of paedocommunion prior to its introduction;
Pastor Brink distinguishes family Communion from children’s Communion and speaks in favor of the first;
Dr. Bijlsma suggests an incorporation in the congregation at age 12, opening the way for family
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the report in a synodical committee. This will lead to the joint NRC RCN report,
Samen op Weg in 1969.
5.7.7. 1968 – Issue indirectly on RCN Synod
The following RCN Synod the issue of paedocommunion is mentioned in an
overture asking for recognition of adult baptism. The authors write in their
argument, “In light of the confession, Heidelberg Catechism Lord’s Day 30,
question 81, and the Belgic Confession, article 35, on the Lord’s Supper, it is
not clear to us why advocates of infant baptism are not also advocates of
children’s Communion.”2607 “After all, in the Heidelberg Catechism Lord’s Day
27, question 74, the same is pledged to children as to adults.”2608 Synod does
not specifically address this argument but refrains to the general
consideration that the brothers have presented no new arguments either in
favor of adult baptism or against infant baptism2609.
5.7.8. 1969-1970 – Issue in report, but not on agenda
In 1969, a Rotterdam youth group by the name Denken en doen2610 sends a
report (Daadwerkelijke mondigheid2611) to synod. The tone of the report is
critical, radical, left wing, and politically engaged2612. They call their ideology
inclusive thinking2613. The report contains mostly proposals regarding social
justice. Yet the Lord’s Supper – and meals in general – are of great symbolical
significance. The front cover of the report tells a story of a meal, of sharing
food and hypocrisy, and the opening words to synod lament apartheid at the
Supper in South Africa2614. The proposed church service of the future
resembles the meeting of social activists but includes liturgy, prayer and an
agape meal2615. Profession of faith and the Lord’s Supper should be

Communion; Youth representative De Kok speaks in favor of family Communion. Acts NRC 1967 Synod,
18/38-23/43. November 21, 1967.
2607
A rare term “kinderavondmaal” is used.
2608
Supplement 80, Suppl. Acts RCN 1967-1968 Synod, 531.
2609
Art. 329, Acts RCN 1967-1968 Synod, 260. January 25, 1968.
2610
Thinking and doing.
2611
Actual empowerment. The Dutch word mondigheid means maturity, but also (the right to be)
recognized as adult, empowered to have a vote or voice, and able to decide act and judge, cf. Van Dale 13th
ed.
2612
Propaganda for specific political parties is encouraged, Denken en Doen Rotterdam propagates the
political party PPR (Politieke Partij Radikalen = Political Party Radicals), which was founded a year before in
1968 and which would merge into Groen Links (Green Left) in 1989. Denken en doen (1969), 16.
2613
Cf. Feitse Boerwinkel, Inclusief denken: Een andere tijd vraagt een ander denken, 1966 (Bussum:
Unieboek, 1975).
2614
Denken en doen (1969), 0-1.
2615
Denken en doen (1969), 14-15.
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disconnected2616; the current practice is labelled as discrimination. The ethical
implications of the Supper are emphasized2617. Two synodical committees2618
take notice of the report’s plea for social justice, but the proposals regarding
the Lord’s Supper are not put on the agenda of synod2619.
In September 1969, the RCN and NRC synodical committees related to
youth2620 publish the report, Samen op Weg2621. In all, 571 youth2622 and fifty
two moderators from thirty eight congregations2623 held conversations about
the denominations’ future2624. The report voices a strong desire to disconnect
public profession of faith from admission to the Supper2625. Under the same
heading, conversations about admission of children to the Supper are
reported. Family is perceived as a small church within the church, catechism
teaching as part of family life, and the Supper as celebrated by families2626.
The report further pleads for more frequent Supper celebration and for
intercommunion2627. On November 25, 1969, the report is discussed in a
“hearing” of delegates, committee members and fourteen youth
representatives2628. As paedocommunion is only one of many subjects in the
report, only a few remarks are made about it. One delegate2629 expresses the
hope that synod will seriously deal with youth Communion2630. A youth
representative explains youth Communion as celebrating the Supper as family.
This is based on the significant place of families within the church. Whether a
child participates should be the responsibility of the parent. The youth
representative realizes that this is a matter for a study committee2631. The
2616

In a local survey 36% considers this very important, 22% important, 16% is neutral, 18% disagrees and
6% strongly disagrees. Denken en doen (1969), 23.
2617
Denken en doen (1969), 22.
2618
Deputaten voor Kerk en Jeugd, and Commissie VII inzake ontwikkelingssamenwerking.
2619
Supplement 71a & 72, Suppl. Acts RCN 1969-1970 Synod, 440, 447.
2620
RCN Deputaten kerk en jeugd and NRC Raad voor het Jeugdwerk.
2621
Deputaten Kerk en Jeugd and Raad voor het Jeugdwerk, Samen op Weg, ’s Gravenhage: n.p., 1969. The
follow-up of Kerk 66-2000.
2622
Between age 18 and 35.
2623
Chosen by sociologists as representative for the NRC and RCN.
2624
Samen op Weg, 3f.
2625
Samen op Weg, 9.
2626
Samen op Weg, 9. The report adds that in those churches where the issue was discussed youth and
church councils agreed on this matter.
2627
Samen op Weg, 9f.
2628
Art. 169, Acts RCN 1969-1970 Synod, 145f. November 25, 1969.
2629
The conversation is anonymized in the acts of synod and only distinguishes between synodical delegates
(“s”) and youth (“j”).
2630
The novelty of the subject may be revealed by the use of an uncommon term “jeugdavondmaal” (youth
Supper) by two delegates, instead of the term “kindercommunie” (children’s Communion or infant
Communion). When speaking of the praxis of the early church or the Eastern Orthodox Church the term
“zuigelingencommunie” (infant Communion, or Communion of ‘sucklings’, unweaned children) is often
used.
2631
Art. 169, Acts RCN 1969-1970 Synod, 149. November 25, 1969.
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president concludes the “hearing” and promises that the relevant
committees2632 will take everything into consideration. However, six weeks
later, with the report on ecumenical Supper celebration, the reporter
indicates it was not possible to incorporate the suggestions of Samen op
Weg2633. The proposals and the decision regarding joint Supper celebrations
both include the condition that the churches agree on who should be invited
and admitted to the Lord’s Supper2634.
On November 27, 1969, two days after the “hearing” on Samen op Weg, the
synodical committee for the worship service2635 reports on liturgical
developments in local churches, for example, experiments with agape
meals2636. Such practices are also considered and initiated from a missionary
perspective. The committee further reports on voices from other
denominations and from within the Reformed Churches in the Netherlands
calling for the introduction of paedocommunion. The committee
diplomatically suggests that these matters are not irrelevant to the liturgical
structure of the worship service and request to be instructed to get involved
in this matter and, if necessary, in consultation with the synodical missionary
committee2637. After discussion of the report, the synodical committee for the
worship service receives, among others, the instruction to research the
liturgical aspect of possible new forms of being congregation in contact and
consultation with the synodical missionary committees and the committee for
congregational structure2638, as well as the vaguely worded instruction to give
guidance in the question of a potential study on paedocommunion, if possible,
with other churches2639.
In January 1970, this same synod deals with the issue of baptism and Lord’s
Supper celebration of those with mental and psychological challenges2640.
2632

Committee IV and V.
Art. 210, Acts RCN 1969-1970 Synod, 188. January 6, 1970. Though the committee has edited her
report. See Supplement 51b, Supplements to Acts RCN 1969-1970 Synod, 358.
2634
Art. 210, art. 218, art. 239, art 246, art 267, Acts RCN 1969-1970 Synod, 186, 196, 210f., 228. January
6,7,8, 9, February 3. Supplement 51a, 51b, Supplements to Acts RCN 1969-1970 Synod, 340f.
2635
Deputaten voor de eredienst.
2636
Supplement 45, Suppl. Acts RCN 1969-1970 Synod: 304.
2637
Deputaten voor de evangelisatie.
2638
Commissie gemeentestructuur.
2639
“c- in contact en overleg met generale deputaten voor de evangelisatie en de commissie
gemeentestructuur het liturgische aspect van eventueel nieuwe vormen van gemeente-zijn onderzoeken; dhet vraagstuk van een eventuele studie over kindercommunie, zo mogelijk met andere kerken, te
begeleiden;” Art. 189, Acts RCN 1969-1970 Synod, 167. November 27, 1969.
2640
The Dutch words “debiel,” “imbeciel” and “zwakzinnige” used in 1969 are now considered derogatory
and politically incorrect, just like the English words “retard,” “imbecile” and “moron.” Rapport van de
deputaten voor de bestudering van de vragen in verband met doopbedieing aan en avondmaalsviering van
debielen en zwakzinnigen. Supplement 58a, Suppl. Acts RCN 1969-1970 Synod, 371-381.
2633

389

Paedocommunion in the Dutch Reformed Tradition
Though this issue is not explicitly connected with paedocommunion, it is
important to see how the synodical committee proposes to open the table for
the intellectually disabled who are characterized as adult children of whom a
childish understanding of truths of faith may be required2641. Synod decides
accordingly including the specification that the required knowledge and
understanding are at their level2642.
Looking back on this decade, Zegwaard might be right in concluding that
paedocommunion was not a matter of synodical debate within the
denomination2643. But analysis of the synod in the sixties with its exposure to
the Netherlands Reformed Church and emerging ecumenical contacts with
that same denomination, with a next generation which makes itself
increasingly heard, a renewed debate on infant baptism2644, liturgical renewal
and missionary experiments by local churches, and emancipation and
inclusion of the childlike intellectually disabled reveals the building of
momentum. This explains why a synodical debate on paedocommunion will
be unavoidable in the seventies.
5.7.9. 1971-1972 – Overtures regarding paedocommunion
The 1971-1972 Synod receives overtures from classes Haarlem2645 and
Groningen2646 requesting to study the issue of paedocommunion2647. A similar
overture is received from the council of the Reformed Church, Zwolle E2648 to
allow paedocommunion in view of the ecumenical services with the local
Netherlands Reformed and Roman Catholic Church2649. The first two overtures
explicitly, and the third2650 assumingly, result in the decision to form a
committee to study the question whether children of the congregation can be
allowed to the Lord’s Supper, including all principal and practical issues
related to this, and to do this in consultation with the Netherlands Reformed
2641

Supplement 58a, Suppl. Acts RCN 1969-1970 Synod, 378-379.
Art. 230, Acts RCN 1969-1970 Synod, 202. January 8, 1970.
2643
Anna Zegwaard, Als kinderen meevieren: Een onderzoek naa de discussie over kindercommunie binnen
de kerken (Gorinchem: Narratio, 2006), 56. Zegwaard also refers to the dissertation K.W. de Jong, Ordening
van dienst: Achtergronden van en ontwikkelingen in de eredienst van de Gereformeerde Kerken in
Nederland (Baarn: Ten Have, 1996), 300.
2644
Almost coinciding with the publication of Barth’s Church Dogmatics, IV.4
2645
Classis Haarlem supporting an overture of the RCN of Castricum.
2646
I considered it beyond the scope of this study to retrieve these letters from the archives.
2647
Supplement 51, Suppl. Acts RCN 1971-1972 Synod, 97f.
2648
Wijkkerkeraad E.
2649
Supplement 81, Suppl. Acts RCN 1971-1972 Synod, 162. Meanwhile concerned congregations members
have also sent a letter of complaint to Synod.
2650
Schravendeel mentions 6 letters, but that number does not correspond with the acts. P. Schravendeel,
“Kinderen aan het avondmaal?” Credo (May 1977).
2642
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Church and possibly other churches2651. During the procedure, it becomes
clear that the synodical committee for the worship service has already started
a study on paedocommunion in consultation with the Netherlands Reformed
Church in line with its interpretation of the synodical instruction of November
27, 1969. There is some debate whether the vaguely worded instruction
constitutes an instruction to begin the study or merely to assist in the event of
a study on paedocommunion2652. A solution is found by including members of
this synodical committee in the new study committee. The acts do not register
either a discussion or arguments pro or contra paedocommunion.
5.7.10. 1973-1975 – Interim report on paedocommunion
In 1973, the new synodical committee publishes an interim report2653. The
Lord’s Supper, in light of Scripture and especially 1 Corinthians 11, is a means
in which God offers Himself and through which believers receive Him in faith.
Participation therefore requires faith. The requirement of such faith
distinguishes it from infant baptism or the requirements for Passover
celebration. There is room for younger believers at the table, as an age for
participation has never been determined by the denomination, and a child
may participate with a childlike faith. However, prior teaching is needed,
which means that teaching within families should be revived, and teaching
within churches needs to start earlier. Then, without forcing children, but
waiting for children to express a desire to participate of their own accord,
councils could welcome those children after a good conversation. Profession
of faith then should be a basic expression of faith in Jesus Christ and may need
to take place in two stages.
The advisory committee is critical of the interim report2654. The interim report
seems to reduce the issue to a matter of minimum age, which the
denomination never determined. The interim report neglects to demonstrate
how many are convinced that a rediscovery of biblical teaching opens the
table to children, but also how a renewed liturgy, ecumenical contacts at
home and abroad, and less tangible aspects – like culture2655 and church
climate – continue to raise the question of paedocommunion. The advisory
committee is also criticises how the interim report treats children as
2651

Art. 129, 136, 172, 294, Acts RCN 1971-1972 Synod, 122f., 125f.,148f., 255f. October 6,7,13, 1971
February 28, 1972. The official response to the overture of Zwolle is dealt with separately in art, 236, Acts
RCN 1971-1972 Synod, 215f. November 25, 1971.
2652
Acts RCN 1971-1972 Synod, 256. February 28, 1972.
2653
Supplement 18, Suppl. Acts RCN 1973-1975 Synod, 64-66. The interim report is also published in as
“Kinderen aan het avondmaal,” Kerkinformatie 30 (1973): 13-14.
2654
Supplement 19, Suppl. Acts RCN 1973-1975 Synod, 66-67.
2655
The advisory committee speaks of levensgevoel.
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individuals instead of as family members. It also advises against the idea of
dividing profession of faith in two.
By the time synod discusses the question, it is in response to nine
overtures2656. A counterproposal by Dr. Wentsel and two deacons is
considered out of order, as synod decides that the interim report provides
insufficient grounds to decide on paedocommunion. To come to a final report,
preferably before the end of synod, new members are added to the synodical
committee. Synod also adds the instruction to include the reports of the
Netherlands Reformed Church in its study2657.
5.7.11. 1975-1976 – Final report on paedocommunion
The final report was not finished before the end of the 1973/1975 Synod, but
is ready for the 1975/1976 Synod2658. Officially, there is a majority2659 and a
minority2660 report, but the minority only adds one small section explaining
that the disagreement is not about the presented material, but about what
conclusions this material justifies2661. The report approaches
paedocommunion from the perspective of history, New Testament,
dogmatics, psychology and pedagogy, pastorate, and church order2662. The
most historically relevant perspective - is care within the Reformed tradition
for the confessional nature of the church and a growing emphasis on personal
faith publicly professed2663. The New Testament is silent on paedocommunion.
But, considering Jewish, Greek and Roman religion, it would be
incomprehensible if children did not participate2664. If mature faith is required,
2656

Overtures from the churches of Antwerp, Haarlem-South, Pijnacker-Nootdorp, Utrecht-East, Eindhoven
and Zoetermeer, and from the classes Hoofddorp, Groningen, and Breukelen. Art. 213, Acts RCN 1973-1975
Synod, 191-192. March 30, 1974. Not counting the earlier overture of the church of Zwolle-E and the
overture to this synod by the churches of Haarlem-North regarding paedocommunion in ecumenical
services, Art. 241, Acts RCN 1973-1975 Synod, 212-213, June 7, 1974.
26572657
The president of synod mentions a NRC report of December 28, 1973. The final instruction is less
specific. Art. 213 & Suppl. 2 (Breed Moderamen) Acts RCN 1973-1975 Synod, 192, 423. In all likelihood this is
the concept version of the report the NRC Synod has recommended for reflection in the local
congregations, at its meeting of February 19, 1974. De deelneming aan het avondmaal: de plaats van
jongeren in een luisterende en vierende gemeente (’s Gravenhage: Boekencentrum, 1974).
2658
The report was published in “Kinderen naar het avondmaal?” Kerkinformatie (December 1976).
2659
W. Bakker, B. Berends, C. van den Brink, M. Harry van Loon, C.J. den Heyer, R. Van Reenen, P.T. de
Ruiter-Feenstra, J. Voerman, H. Hogenhuis (advisor).
2660
Y. Feenstra, P. Schravendeel.
2661
“Kinderen naar het avondmaal?” 16.
2662
The six perspectives in percentages of the total word count: history 15%, New Testament 19%,
dogmatics 15%, psychology and pedagogy 30%, pastorate 7%, and church order 14%. At synod the writers
of the minority report will indicate that these psychological data were very significant for their opposition.
Art. 306, Acts RCN 1975-1976 Synod, 197.
2663
“Kinderen naar het avondmaal?” 4.
2664
“Kinderen naar het avondmaal?” 6.
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would the disciples have participated in the original Supper? Do we withhold
salvation from children?2665 Dogmatically, God’s gift of grace, which needs to
be appropriated in faith, is core to the Supper. Baptism is passive, the Supper
requires action. Communion of babies is therefore rejected. Confessions
describe mature faith. This raises the question, What is required from those
whose faith is still being formed? Why does Jesus set children as an example?
Do we underestimate the work of the Holy Spirit? At least some ripening and
some fruit should be found. That is the task of the church and its office
bearers2666. Not the invention of childhood round 1750, but the end of it
round 19502667 when culture became cofigurative, raised the question2668.
Psychological and pedagogical insights offer no grounds to reject family
Communion2669. Pastoral care should prevent sacramentalism, social pressure,
loss of confessional character, and unrealistic standards of faith2670. Church
order requires prior profession of faith2671 and deals with admonition and
discipline for all2672. It does not specify age2673 but allows for differentiation
between youth and adults2674. In conclusion, the majority report suggests
leaving the decision to the freedom of the churches under the conditions
mentioned by the report.
The minority report is against paedocommunion and gives more weight to the
required faith, ethical discernment, the confessional character of church and
Supper, and especially to the pedagogical insight that children do not fathom
reconciliation and are sensitive to social pressure. Baptized children under
God’s Word lack no salvation when barred from the table2675.
A variety of opinions are expressed2676 on the floor of synod. Briefly, here are
some of the remarks that are put forward:
 The need for paedocommunion can only be measured if experimental
experiences are permitted.
2665

“Kinderen naar het avondmaal?” 7.
“Kinderen naar het avondmaal?” 7-9.
2667
Without mentioning their names the description reminds us of Van den Berg’s Metabletica and Philippe
Ariès’ Centuries of Childhood and Neil Postman’s later book, The Disappearance of Childhood.
2668
Young and old now operate more as equals. See Margaret Mead’s, Culture and Commitment.
2669
“Kinderen naar het avondmaal?” 9-13.
2670
“Kinderen naar het avondmaal?” 13-14.
2671
Art. 75.
2672
Art. 105.
2673
Like NRC ordinance 9-4-1.
2674
Art. 110.
2675
“Kinderen naar het avondmaal?” 17-18. Art. 302, Acts RCN 1975-1976 Synod, 192f. October 5, 1976.
2676
The acts mention discussion, but mostly reports opinion on procedure. Art. 302-307, 330, Acts RCN
1973-1975 Synod, 190-198, 215f. October 5, 7, 1976. In Kerkinformatie the discussion is summarized under
21 bullets, apparently reflecting a similar number of (mostly anonymized) speakers.
2666
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It is unfair to require churches to wait. In response, another delegate
advises to at least wait until church order is changed.
It is discrimination to let churches decide differently.
Do not forbid paedocommunion, but discourage it, someone suggests.
We should neither alienate ourselves from Reformed churches of the past
and around the world, nor follow the bad example of German churches.
The question should be answered together with the NRC.
Christ’s command means children should or should not attend; incidental
celebration should be avoided.
The atmosphere of the Supper is too tense and lacks joy. Possibly different
spheres of celebration shape different opinions on paedocommunion.
In the Netherlands Reformed Church, a survey of forty churches that
practice paedocommunion reveals that more frequent celebration often
raises the question.
Supper celebration teaches and also should be taught.
Sending children to Sunday school at one moment, while inviting them to
participate at another is contradictory.
Teenagers are afraid to participate; children are overburdened by
participation.
The two sacraments do not differ that much; paedocommunion is the
consequence of paedobaptism; both will remain controversial.
Another suggests the key question is whether children share in salvation.

Several delegates suggest to consult or even to leave the decision to the
churches. Hence, the final decision is that the churches will be consulted on
two issues: 1) their opinion on paedocommunion, and 2) their position on
leaving the ultimate decision to the local churches2677.
5.7.12. 1977-1979 – A handful of reports, hundreds of letters
As a result, the following synod receives a majority report2678, two minority
reports with an addendum2679, a report by the synodical committee on church
order2680, and a report of the advisory committee II2681. In response to the two
questions, 313 letters were received from regional synods, classes, church
councils, district councils, congregation members, youth elder committees,
2677

Art. 330, Acts RCN 1975-1976 Synod, 215f. October 7, 1976. “Kinderen naar het avondmaal?” 2. This is
also Synods response to two new overtures by the church of Voorburg and Maarssen.
2678
Supplement 44, Suppl. Acts RCN 1977-1979 Synod, 208-216.
2679
Supplement, 45, 46, Suppl. Acts RCN 1977-1979 Synod, 216-233, 233-234.
2680
Supplement, 60, Suppl. Acts RCN 1977-1979 Synod, 292-298.
2681
Supplement, 61, Suppl. Acts RCN 1977-1979 Synod, 298-300.
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and ministry teams. Some contained more responses, but not all responded to
both questions2682. Though the majority report emphasizes it is not a vote
where numbers count, but a consultation where arguments count, both
reports mention that of all the responses, 163 are against paedocommunion,
114 are in favor, and 64 somewhere in between; 175 are against leaving it in
the freedom of the churches, 75 are in favor, and 9 state explicitly that they
are undecided2683.
Proponents point to the covenant of grace. The grounds for infant baptism,
sign and seal of that covenant, also support paedocommunion. Jesus’
invitation to children2684 is often mentioned, as well as participation of
children in the Passover. Proponents have either experienced
paedocommunion or anticipate that participation of children will be positive
for both the children and the rest of the congregation.
Opponents point out that participation in the Supper requires a certain
readiness, self-examination, discernment, understanding of the necessity of
reconciliation and sanctification. Introducing paedocommunion undermines
profession of faith and the confessional character of the church. Opponents
fear either going back to Roman Catholic sacramentalism, or following the
negative example of the German churches.
Those who are undecided wonder whether children really desire to
participate, whether churches are ready, and if the issue will not lead to
further polarization within the denomination. Some churches take no position
in their response as their congregation is divided over the issue2685.
The majority report2686 suggests the Bible does not provide a decisive ground
either for or against. Regarding the biblical data, the majority suggests 1
Corinthians 11 should be read in context. Both sacraments are sign and seal of
God’s grace – grace which is fundamental for young and old. This similarity
between the sacraments is more fundamental for the issue than any of the
differences. God’s grace and love require faithful response, and no sacrament
should be administered without faith. But with the baptism of infants, the
faith of the parents counts, and the same could be done at the Supper. The
Supper was instituted in the context of Passover, but is also foreshadowed in
2682

Suppl. 45, Suppl. Acts RCN 1977-1979 Synod, 228.
Suppl. 44, 45, Suppl. Acts RCN 1977-1979 Synod, 209, 228.
Cf. Mar. 10:14.
2685
Summaries given both by the majority and minority report, Suppl. 45, 46.
2686
Suppl. 44.
2683
2684
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other Old Testament ceremonies. Even though none of these equals the
Supper, the Old and New Covenant are in essence one, and the position of
children is certainly not essentially different in the New Covenant. The
majority report further recognizes a new attention to the unity of the
congregation. United celebration of the Supper has often led to the discovery
of the Supper as feast2687. Regarding profession of faith, the majority report
predicts it will not be undermined, but it may lose its once for all character2688.
The majority sees room for innovative churches and therefore proposes to
allow the introduction of paedocommunion under the condition that good
information is provided to congregations, age- and ability-appropriate
teaching is provided for children, parents and councils uphold proper
admonition and discipline, and classes are consulted. Churches should further
report and reflect on their experiences with paedocommunion. For now
church order need not be adapted2689.
The minority report argues how 1 Corinthians 11 does not explicitly exclude
children, but discernment, though more than an intellectual activity, does
include reason. Self-examination, in its context, has ethical implications, but
also reveals the critical nature of the Lord’s Supper2690. Are children capable of
such self-examination?2691 Supper celebration in obedience to Christ’s
command allows no temporary participation2692. The minority report also
wonders whether Jesus makes all children examples, or just the one, and
whether their faith is exemplary or another of their character traits. Against
the argument that children should not be hindered to come to Jesus, the
report suggests that there are other ways to come to Jesus. Regarding the
relation between Passover and Supper the minority report again refers to
Ridderbos who emphasizes that Jesus’ words about the blood of the covenant
invite us to see the Supper in a broader perspective2693. Regarding the relation
between baptism and Supper, the report points out that the parents’ promise
to teach their children and to let their children be taught provides space which
the celebration does not allow. The minority further argues that youth are not
expressing a desire to participate; that children are not able to understand sin
and redemption; that youth are vulnerable to social pressure; and finally, that
2687

Cf. Is. 25:6 and Rev. 19:9, Acts 2:46.
Compare the report “Onderweg zorgen voor elkaar,” Kerkinformatie (September 1974).
2689
Art. 220. Acts RCN 1977-1979 Synod, 151f.
2690
Cf. H. N. Ridderbos, Paulus (Kampen: Kok, 1966), 474-478.
2691
The minority report mentions how, according to the feedback of one church, 82% of the responses
consider children able to discern, but only 30% consider them able to examine themselves, Suppl. 45, Suppl.
Acts RCN 1977-1979 Synod, 219.
2692
“Temporary” because children who have participated may drop out during their teenage years.
2693
Cf. H.N. Ridderbos, De Komst van het Koninkrijk: Jezus prediking volgens de synoptische evangeliën
(Kampen: Kok, 1950), 361-362.
2688
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the exclusion of other non-baptized children would even be more difficult. The
minority report also wonders how paedocommunion can be introduced when
certain churches still experience Supper abstention, when ecumenical
consequences cannot be overseen, when volunteers to catechize the children
are scarce, and when many adults have poor spiritual lives. Regarding the
question whether the decision can be left to local churches, the argument of
the autonomy of the local church is rejected, as local churches have
autonomously committed to be part of the denomination. Regarding the
possible undermining of profession of faith, it is not the early, positive reports
of churches which recently introduced paedocommunion, but the negative
example of the German Evangelische-altreformierte Kirche of Niedersachsen
that predicts the future of the RCN. With the introduction of two professions
of faith, the first would undermine the second. The minority report is
convinced that the real choice is generally made around the age of eighteen
or even later. The minority proposes to strongly dissuade churches to admit
children or youth without prior profession of faith, and to remind churches
that have already introduced paedocommunion of church order art. 75.
In the discussion on the floor of synod2694, the question is asked whether
allowing infant baptism and paedocommunion is like double mortgaging
children. One delegate reminds synod of its 1969/1970 decision on the
admission of intellectually disabled persons who were perceived as older
“children”2695. Some delegates feel that the reports have neglected the
confessions, church order, and age of admission2696. Lammens believes the
psychological and pedagogical arguments carry too much weight in the
minority report. Schravendeel responds that the majority report fails to
convince. When the discussion is concluded, the majority proposal is
supported with forty eight against twenty two2697. Church order article 75 is
not changed, but synod unanimously decides that article 137 provides a
loophole for deviating practices. The decision also instructs the synodical
youth pastorate committee and the training centre to develop catechetical
material2698. These actions reveal that the decision has some omissions
regarding for example liturgical forms, profession of faith, and the required
classical approval. Half a year later, after the same synod has been confronted
with some of the omissions and the church order tensions of its earlier
2694

Art. 220-223, 225-227, 229, 242, 276-279, 281-283, Acts RCN 1977-1979 Synod, 151-159, 167, 193-197,
199-200. April 5, 6, October 11, 1978.
2695
Art. 221. Acts RCN 1977-1979 Synod, 154.
2696
Art. 225. Acts RCN 1977-1979 Synod, 156.
2697
Art. 229. Acts RCN 1977-1979 Synod, 157. April 5, 1978.
2698
E.g. H. Hogenhuis, De tafel van de Heer ook voor de kleine gelovigen (Leusden: Dienstencentrum RCN,
1980).
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decision, synod instructs churches to adapt liturgical forms and orders of
worship, and to follow the procedures to adapt church order to the new
situation2699.
5.7.13. 1979-1980 – Requests for revision and support
The next synod receives requests for revision and complaints from several
churches2700, a classis2701 and synodical committee2702. Other churches2703
express their support of a critical open letter by the Confessional Reformed
Association2704 of January 25, 1979. Synod acknowledges that the decision of
the previous synod deviated from church order, but also states that revision of
the decision at this stage would be undesirable. However, concerning
problems that might arise when members move from a church that admits
children to one that does not admit children to the Table, synod assures these
issues will be further studied2705.
This same synod deals with the report of the synodical committee which dealt
with the former synod’s instructions regarding liturgical forms, church order,
etc.2706. This committee advises that little children do not profess their faith
but participate under responsibility of their believing parents. In light of this
responsibility, parents are also the first to teach their children. Council only
indirectly oversees and supports this role of parents. Regarding age of
admission, they advise that the age at which a child regularly attends and
participates in the worship services would be the appropriate age. In the
teenage years, it is important that both parents and the pastor provide
guidance for those who want to participate, but also to warn against
participation out of habit or superstition. Regarding profession of faith, the
committee expresses some first considerations, but suggests further study is
needed. The report does not follow up on the instruction to create new forms,
or orders of worship. The advisory committee is critical of the report,
especially because the proposals regarding church order do not follow the
advice of the church order specialists, because some of the instructions of
2699

Art. 282. Acts RCN 1977-1979 Synod, 199f. October 11, 1978.
The churches of Nij Beets, Berlikum, Oudehorne, Niezijl, Siddeburen, Exmorra/Allingawier. Supplement
61, Suppl. Acts RCN 1979-1980 Synod, 260f.
2701
Classis Almkerk. Suppl. 61 Suppl. Acts RCN 1979-1980 Synod, 263.
2702
The synodical committee for denominational ministry among crew of inland shipping (deputaten voor
de kerkelijke arbeid onder de Opvarenden bij de Binnenvaart) in cooperation with the council of Nassau
church of Amsterdam-Oud-West. Suppl. 61 Suppl. Acts RCN 1979-1980 Synod, 264.
2703
The churches of Ouddorp, Grijpskerk, Kampen I.
2704
Confessioneel Gereformeerd Beraad.
2705
Art. 251, 253. Acts RCN 1979-1980 Synod, 202-206. October 7, 1980.
2706
Suppl. 62, Suppl. Acts RCN 1979-1980 Synod, 265-273.
2700
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Synod 1977/1979 have not been followed, and because of the lack of explicit
proposals regarding profession of faith2707. There is a minority report from one
member of the advisory committee who is critical of the suggestion that not
personal faith, according to age and ability, but the faith of the parents is now
the ground for participation.
The discussion at the floor of synod2708 leads to the decision to add a clause to
article 75 of the church order2709, to instruct the synodical committee for the
worship service to study the need for change in liturgical forms. Synod also
asks local churches that admit children or youth to give feedback that will be
evaluated by a new synodical committee.
5.7.14. 1981-1982 – No two thirds majority
Feedback is only received from eight churches and one other2710. The feedback
is positive. The synodical committee further advises not to create special
liturgies, as they are concerned with infantilizing the Supper celebration. The
issue of church order turns out to be more complex2711. The proposed changes
do not receive the two third majority necessary for a change in church order.
A month later, synod unanimously decides to install a synodical committee
that will study the place of profession of faith in light of the former synodical
decisions, and then will determine what consequences this has for church
order. Synod again asks churches who admit children to give their
feedback2712.
5.7.15. 1991-1993 – The conclusion of the denominational discussion
It takes until 1992 for synod to decide that the admission of children and
youth is in accordance with church order2713. I will treat this as the conclusion
of the denominational discussion within the RCN. I realize this is a debatable
choice. The process of the reunification means that simultaneously RCN and
NRC must produce a joint study on admission of youth to the Lord’s
2707

Suppl. 63, Suppl. Acts RCN 1979-1980 Synod, 273-276.
Art. 255, 256, 300, Acts RCN 1979-1980 Synod, 206-213, 243-244. October 7, 10, 1980.
2709
Which needs the approval of local churches before it will be officially changed, cf. art 62.2 of the church
order.
2710
Suppl. 40. Suppl. Acts RCN 1981 Synod, 131-132. Art. 137-139, 141. Acts RCN 1981 Synod, 101-104.
March 2, 1982.
2711
Suppl. 37, 38, 39, 54, Suppl. Acts RCN 1981 Synod, 124-131, 189-190. Art 130, 131, 134, 135, 136,
139,141. Acts RCN 1981 Synod, 95-101. March 2, 1982
2712
Art. 148, 202. Acts RCN 1981 Synod, 106, 161-163. March 3, April 21, 1982.
2713
Suppl. 30, Suppl. Acts RCN 1991-1993 Synod, 237-243. Art. 131, 170, 177. Acts RCN 1991-1993 Synod,
178-179, 219-225, 243, 244. April 29, November 24, 1992. Art. 34 Acts RCN 1991-1993 Synod (Breed
Moderamen), 343-345. February 25, 1992.
2708
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Supper2714. As the two denominations prepare for reunification, a new church
order needs to address the issue once again. But for now, fifteen years after
RCN Synod 1977 opened the Table for children and youth, church order
upholds that decision.
5.8. Summary
The next chapter will provide a detailed analysis of the material of this and
other preceding chapters. It may be helpful to draw some preliminary
conclusions here. The chronological presentation of the discussion on
paedocommunion in the denominational periodicals helps us recognize how
each started in the fifties or sixties. That was also a significant era for the reintroduction of paedocommunion by several of the paedocommunion
pioneers, as we have seen in chapter 4. That raises the question: what set the
stage for this discussion and for such a liturgical innovation? I hope to answer
that question in the next chapter.
In the next chapter I hope to explain why the environmental dimension is
crucial in understanding the timing of the introduction of paedocommunion.
Awareness of the environmental dimension helps us understand the influence
of culture, of the changing position of children in society and church as well as
the ecumenical context, on the discussion on and introduction of
paedocommunion.
At this point it is safe to conclude that only few participants in the discussion
acknowledge a possible influence of culture on the opinions on
paedocommunion, and even less so when it comes to one’s own point of
view. Most frequent and specific are the remarks within the Reformed
Churches in the Netherlands about how the issue of paedocommunion is
raised in the context of culture that has become cofigurative.
Speaking of a culture which changes from postfigurative to cofigurative also
relates to the changing position of children in society. Only few acknowledge a
possible relationship between this changing position of children in society and
their changing position at the Supper Table. More participants mention the
influence of pedagogical or developmental psychological insights as shaping
their views.

2714

“Draagt elkanders vieringen: Rapport van de “Gezamenlijke Studiecommissie Toelating Jongeren tot het
Heilig Avondmaal,” (Leidschendam: Generale Synoden van de Nederlands Hervormde Kerk en de
Gereformeerde Kerken in Nederland, 1992).
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The third environmental aspect I want to highlight is that of exposure to other
denominations or Christian traditions, especially through ecumenical contacts.
The influence of other denominations and ecumenical relationships is
mentioned more than the influence of culture or the changing position of
children in society. Many participants consider such influence legitimate or
desirable. On the other hand, I conclude that the further removed the other
Christian tradition is perceived, the more the positive remarks are
counterbalanced by negative remarks. The influence of similar Reformed
denominations and Lutheran churches is almost always positively viewed, the
practice and theology of the Roman Catholic and Eastern Orthodox Church,
and a possible influence of those, is viewed both positive and negative.
I conclude that these three elements within the environmental aspect of the
discussion first and foremost play a role by setting the stage for the discussion
and possible introduction of paedocommunion. In the next chapter I will
elaborate on this observation.
Considering how important emotions often are in shaping people’s opinions, it
is striking how few emotions are explicitly expressed in the periodical articles,
popular theological books, the synodical reports and acts. It is remarkable on
the other hand how many of the children who have a voice in this discussion
express their opinions in terms of feelings. Several times we heard stories
about children expressing their desire to participate. Desire certainly involves
emotion. Children speak about feeling loneliness when left out, a sense of
belonging when included, an experience of connected with God, an awareness
of God’s presence and existence, or a feeling of being strengthened and
comforted. I suggested that the strong words used, especially in the
periodicals of the sixties, may suggest strong emotions. If that assumption is
true, then many adults also express emotions, especially in the early days of
the Dutch discussion. Several authors speak about fears, or accuse others of
fear. Once we hear about finding “harmony that eludes us when we theorize
about it”. I hope to say more about desire, the sense of belonging, fear,
harmony and their role in the process in the next chapter.
Another dimension is that of obligations or ethics. Of all the arguments
belonging to this dimension of obligation or ethics, arguments based on
church order are mentioned most often. I observe that these arguments are
mostly used by those opposing paedocommunion. In the overall discussion
those arguments seem to be of secondary importance.
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Other ethical arguments are brought forward, but I conclude that they play a
relatively minor role in the discussion. I think of the fear for peer pressure or
social pressure, the objection to taking children to the Supper before they are
psychologically mature enough to fully consent, and the moral objections to
serve children wine, alcoholic or “intoxicant” in nature. There are clearly
ethical issues involved in 1 Corinthians 11, but keeping Browning’s dimensions
in mind I classify arguments based on 1 Corinthians 11 primarily as visional.
In this chapter we have focused on the roles of many individuals. Significantly
more individuals participate in periodical discussion within the CRC than
within both Dutch denominations. Relatively more authors contribute only
one article in the CRC periodicals, less so in the RCN discussion, and least so in
the discussion within the RCL and DRC. I conclude that more individuals had a
relatively equal voice in the CRC periodical discussion.
I also conclude that many pastors and ministry leaders whose names are
connected with stories of the three local congregations in this research also
played a role in the periodical debates or in synod’s deliberations. From New
West most notably Pastor Al Helder and from Fourteenth Street most notably
Educator Robert Keeley. This makes the fact that Jan Van Katwijk of Rijsbergen
is not given a voice in his denominational discussion stand out even more.
More children and other lay members participate in the CRC periodical
discussion than in the other two periodical discussions I researched. The
periodical discussion within the RCN is most strictly reserved for theologians.
In the next chapter I hope to come to more general conclusions about groups
of individuals.
Most of the arguments which the participants in the discussion perceive as
the major arguments can be considered part of the visional level or
dimension. A short summary:
 A major biblical argument for paedocommunion advocates is the
participation of children in Passover.
 A major biblical argument for those who oppose paedocommunion is
found in 1 Corinthians 11, and the requirements of remembrance,
proclamation, worthiness, self-examination, discernment of the body, and
the warning of eating and drinking judgment on oneself.
 Great attention is paid to the history of paedocommunion and related
issues, by both sides in the debate. Though many participants in the
discussion would not call historical arguments conclusive, it seems
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worthwhile to evaluate in the next chapter whether historical arguments
do not play a more significant role.
 Arguments related to the confessions play a somewhat secondary role in
the discussion. Confessional arguments do reflect some of the major
biblical theological themes.
 Arguments related to the covenant are quite dominant in the
paedocommunion debate. A first impression is that such arguments are
mostly used by paedocommunion advocates. But covenantal theology is
clearly common ground for all parties in the Dutch Reformed tradition,
and covenantal arguments are treated with respect by the opponents.
 The theology and practice of infant baptism is also a significant argument
for paedocommunion advocates.
 An often heard counter argument of opponents is that the covenant has
two sides, and the sacraments reflect these two sides, a passive and active
element in the relationship with God.
 Liturgical or sacramental arguments seem to be used relatively little for
such a liturgical or sacramental phenomenon.
 The practice of profession of faith, in more than one way, plays an
important role in the paedocommunion debate. Many arguments relate
to profession of faith. Various suggestions are made about what
profession of faith should be like, about whether multiple professions
should be distinguished, and whether such profession is required of
children.
 Arguments of quite a different nature are pedagogical arguments, or
arguments related to the psychological development of children.
Pedagogical arguments are used by all sides in the debate.
All these arguments deserve a more detailed evaluation, which I will provide
in the next chapter.
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6.0. Introduction
The first part of my dissertation has provided the necessary historical
background for my subject with the chapter on paedocommunion in history
and the historical overview in the chapter on children and childhood in society
and church. The second part of my dissertation provides a comprehensive
overview of the most relevant dimensions of the discussion on and the
introduction of paedocommunion in the Dutch Reformed tradition. In the first
chapter of this second part I have described the introduction of
paedocommunion in three congregations within that tradition2715. In an
introductory section I have paid special attention to pioneers in the
introduction of paedocommunion. In the next chapter I have given
chronological overviews of the discussion within denominational periodicals
and at the level of synods or national assemblies of three denominations
within the Dutch Reformed tradition2716. The first part of this dissertation thus
provides the necessary historical background and the second part provides
the chronologically organized material or data necessary for the third and final
part of this dissertation.
In this final chapter I will systematically reflect on the major aspects related to
the introduction of the paedocommunion praxis and the major themes within
the paedocommunion discussion and their cohesion. For the sake of academic
discourse I will refer especially to the works Eberhard Kenntner’s dissertation
Abendmahl mit Kindern2717, Jo Hermans’ dissertation Eucharistie vieren met
kinderen2718, and Anna Zegwaard’s dissertation Als kinderen meevieren2719, in
formulating my own position.

2715

The Reformed Church liberated of Rijsbergen in the Netherlands, the Fourteenth Street Christian
Reformed Church in Holland, Michigan, in the United States, and the First Christian Reformed Church of
New Westminster, British Columbia, in Canada
2716
The Reformed Churches liberated (Gereformeerde Kerken vrijgemaakt) and its offshoot the Dutch
Reformed Churches (Nederlands Gereformeerde Kerken), the Reformed Churches in the Netherlands
(Gereformeerde Kerken in Nederland) with special attention for the Netherlands Reformed Church
(Nederlands Hervormde Kerk), and the Christian Reformed Church in North America.
2717
Eberhard Kenntner, Abendmahl mit Kindern: Versuch einer Grundlegung unter Berücksichtigung der
geschichtlichen Wurzeln der gegenwärtigen Diskussion in Deutschland (Gütersloh: Gütersloher Verlaghaus
Gerd Mohn, 1980).
2718
J. Hermans, Eucharistie vieren met kinderen: Een liturgie-wetenschappelijke studie over de deelname van
het kind aan de eucharistie in het verleden en volgens de huidige kerkelijke richtlijnen (Brugge, Tabor, 1987).
Tranlated into German as Jo Hermans, Eucharistie Feiern mit Kindern: Eine litugie-wissenschaftliche Studie
(Kevelaer: Butzon & Bercker, 1991).
2719
Anna Zegwaard, Als kinderen meevieren: Een onderzoek naar de discussie over kindercommunie binnen
de kerken (Gorinchem: Narratio, 2006).
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In organizing the content for this final chapter I have chosen to start with
dealing with information which helps to explain what made the issue of
paedocommunion topical and how the stage was set for its introduction. First,
I hope to come to a more nuanced understanding of the role that the
changing place of children and childhood in Western society played in this
regard. With the help of the sociology of science I will argue that a socially
induced focus of attention on children in the twentieth century set the stage.
After arguing how such focus of attention may be related to
paedocommunion, I will explain how different aspects of that focus benefitted
children’s participation in the Supper. Second, I will argue how a spirit of
emancipation in culture, an awakened sense of justice, or a change in social
consciousness, set the stage for a more equal treatment of children at the
Supper. And third, I will argue that exposure to other Christian traditions set
the stage for the introduction of paedocommunion in the Dutch Reformed
tradition. With the help of the theory of diffusion of innovations I will explain
how the innovation of paedocommunion spread to the Dutch Reformed
traditions and accelerated within that tradition.
I have used five dimensions, derived from the work of practical theologian
Don S. Browning2720, as a framework to analyze the different aspects that
played a role in the discussion on - and the introduction of paedocommunion
in the Dutch Reformed tradition. The changing place of children in society, a
spirit of emancipation that permeates culture, and an environment of
ecumenical exposure to other Christian traditions, could be considered part of
the dimension which Browning calls environmental. With the treatment of the
dimension of emotions and feelings, which Browning refers to as the
tendency-need dimension, we enter the second part of this final chapter.
In the second part of this final chapter I will focus on the discussion and the
introduction itself. I will analyze the dimensions of obligations or ethics, of
roles2721 and the visional dimension.

2720

Don S. Browning, A Fundamental Practical Theology: Descriptive and Strategic Proposals (Minneapolis:
Fortress Press, 1996), 71, 106. Cp. Don S. Browning, “Empirical Considerations in Religious Praxis and
Reflection (2005),” in Equality and the Family: A Fundamental, Practical Theology of Children, Mothers, and
Fathers in Modern Societies, ed. Ed. Don S. Browning (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2007), 31-50.
2721
Called “rule-role” by Browning.
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6.1. What set the stage?
When I scanned the literature for paedocommunion pioneers worldwide2722 I
noticed how paedocommunion was introduced in many different countries in
approximately the same era, while at least some of those pioneers did so
unaware of each other and in that sense independently2723. I claimed that this
indicates how causalities transcending the local particularities and factors
beyond the motives as expressed by those involved may have played an
important role in this introduction. Economic theory and the sociology of
science may help shed light on this as they provide explanations for
respectively similar clustering of innovations2724 underlying for example the
Kondratieff wave in economic growth2725 and similar multiple discoveries in
science2726, or scientific revolutions, also known as paradigm shifts2727.
Merton explains the phenomenon of multiple discoveries in science by
formulating that science “advances through the uneven accumulation of
knowledge and through immanently or socially induced foci of attention to
particular problems by many scientists at about the same time.”2728

6.2. Children and childhood in society and church
Merton’s formula or definition may help us to understand and explain the role
that the changing position of children and childhood in Western society
played in the reintroduction of children at the Lord’s Supper. I am not the first
to notice such a role, but I hope to come to a more nuanced understanding of
this role, drawing conclusions from my research on the history of children and
childhood in society and church, from my empirical research on three local
churches, and from my research on the three denominational discussions at
the floors of national assemblies and synods and in the denominational
periodicals.
2722

See paragraph 4.2.2.
See paragraph 4.2.2. footnote 1461
I would like to express my gratitude and indebtedness to Anton van Veen for providing me with this
perspective from the economic theory of innovations.
2725
Alfred Kleinknecht and Gerben van der Panne, “Technology and long waves in economic growth,” in The
Elgar Companion to Social Economics, edited by J.B. Davis and W. Dolfsma (Cheltenham: Edward Elgar,
2008), 597-606.
2726
Robert K. Merton, The Sociology of Science: Theoretical and Empirical Investigations, ed. Norman W.
Storer (Chicago: University of Chicago Press: 1973).
2727
Thomas S. Kuhn, The Structure of Scientific Revolutions: 50th Anniversary Edition; With an Introductory
Essay by Ian Hacking, 4th ed. 1962 (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2012). On paradigm shifts in
practical theology see for example Johannes A. van der Ven and Hans-Georg Ziebert, eds.,
Paradigmenentwicklung in der Praktischen Theologie (Kampen: J.H. Kok, 1993).
2728
Merton (1973), 355.
2723
2724
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6.2.1. Focus on children and paedocommunion
Merton speaks of socially induced foci of attention. Hermans seems to
describe such a socially induced focus of attention on children in the
twentieth century, starting with Ellen Key’s The Century of the Child2729.
Hermans even speaks of ‘paedocentrism’ and mentions the emergence of
youth movements as an example. Zegwaard also seems to describe such a
socially induced focus of attention when she mentions changing opinions on
the place of children in church and society, especially in the sixties and
seventies, as one of the three reasons why paedocommunion became topical
in the second half of the twentieth century2730.
6.2.2. Focus on children through history
It is good to realize that Hermans’ dissertation focuses on the Roman Catholic
tradition which lowered the age of first Communion with the papal decree
Quam Singulari of 1910. The high hopes that the twentieth century might
become the century of the child certainly provide interesting context to the
papal decree. But it is important to realize that the nineteenth century has
also been called the century of the child2731, with nineteenth century writer
Victor Hugo claiming the discovery of the child2732. I have quoted Ariès
claiming that childhood was an invention of the eighteenth century
bequeathed by the nineteenth century2733. But Ariès’ thesis seems to attribute
similar importance to the seventeenth and sixteenth century. We heard Adam
Phillips say, in his introduction to Ariès book, that the seventeenth century
brought the new concept of the child2734. And Paula Fass speaks of Ariès’
suggestion that the changes of the sixteenth century marked the radical
revolution2735. Sommerville’s bold claim that childhood was discovered in
Puritan England also implies that this discovery can be traced to the late
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Ellen Key, The Century of the Child (New York: Putnam’s Sons, 1909), English translation of Barnets
Århundrade (Stockholm: Albert Bonniers, 1900). Hermans (1987), 233f.
2730
She mentions: 1- growing interest in liturgy in Protestant churches, 2- changing opinions on the place of
children in church and society, and 3- ecumenism. Zegwaard (2006), 39.
2731
A.L. Van Hulzen, Bijbel en Kind (Den Haag: Voorhoeve, 1929), 7. Cp. Hugh Cunningham, Children and
Childhood in Western Society Since 1500, 2nd ed. (Harlow: Pearson Education, 2005).
2732
Quoted in Claude Salleron “La Littérature au XIXe Siècle et la Famille,” in Renouveau des Idées sur la
Famille, ed. Robert Prigent, 60-80 (Paris: Presses Universitaires de France, 1954), 67
2733
Philippe Ariès, “Le XIXe Siècle et la Révolution des Moeurs Familiales,” in Prigent (1954), 116.
2734
Adam Phillips, “Introduction to the Pimlico Edition,” in Philippe Ariès, Centuries of Childhood: With a
New Introduction by Adam Phillips, trans. Robert Baldick (London: Pimlico/Random House, 1996), 8. See
also Ariès (1996), 44.
2735
Paula S. Fass, “Introduction: Is There a Story in the History of Childhood?” in The Routledge History of
Childhood in the Western World, ed. Paula S. Fass, 2nd ed. (London: Routledge, 2015), 4. See also Ariès
(1996), 45.
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sixteenth and seventeenth century2736. Trexler mentions those who claim that
the Renaissance discovered children and youth and refers among others to
the angelic putto of quattrocento art, which was also noticed by Ariès2737. And
to add to the confusion Ariès also stated: “No doubt the discovery of
childhood began in the thirteenth century”2738. Several authors have proven
Ariès wrong about the Middle Ages, and have even shown how the later
discovery of the child, to paraphrase Ariès, had been bequeathed by the
Middle Ages. Shahar, for example, pointed out how the Romantic Era derived
its concept of childhood innocence from medieval Christian commentaries on
Scripture2739. We heard how Richard Schröder compares the significance of
the ancient church for children and childhood with the significance of
Romanticism2740 and how many others have highlighted the changes that took
place since Emperor Constantine’s conversion and the 313 Edict of Milan. And
Overbeck, aware of the importance of the nineteenth century, speaks of the
discovery of the child in the first century A.D.2741. These multiple discoveries of
childhood and multiple centuries of the child make clear that a simple
reference to either cannot explain the return of children to the Lord’s Supper.
6.2.3. Same focus, changing outcomes
This becomes even clearer when we take into consideration that the age of
first participation in the Lord’s Supper increased significantly - from seven to
fourteen or fifteen in the Lutheran tradition, and from Calvin’s age ten to
eighteen plus in the Reformed tradition – from the early sixteenth century
until the early twentieth century. In other words, during centuries, in which
many experts recognize one continuous development or evolution in the place
of children and childhood in society, the age of first participation moves in two
opposite directions; first up, then down.
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C. John Sommerville, The Discovery of Childhood in Puritan England (Athens: University of Georgia Press,
1992).
2737
Richard C. Trexler, The Children of Renaissance Florence: Power and Dependence in Renaissance
Florence, Volume 1. 2nd ed. (Asheville: Pegasus, 1998), 1.
2738
Ariès (1996), 45.
2739
Shulamith Shahar, Childhood in the Middle Ages. 2nd ed. (London: Routledge, 1992), 6.
2740
As quoted in Hubertus Lutterbach, Kinder und Christentum: Kulturgeschichtliche Perspektiven auf
Schutz, Bildung und Partizipation von Kindern zwischen Antike und Gegenwart (Stuttgart: Kohlhammer,
2010), 15-16.
2741
Johannes Overbeck. “Die Entdeckung des Kindes im I. Jahrhundert n. Chr.,” in Neue Jahrb cher f r das
klassische Altertum, Geschichte und deutsche Literatur und f r P dagogik Vol. 54 (Leipzig Berlin: B. G.
Teubner, 1924) 1-8.
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6.2.4. Changing focus, same outcome
Both Hermans and Zegwaard describe a socially induced focus of attention on
children in the twentieth century. But Hermans studies the Roman Catholic
Church and describes the early twentieth century. Zegwaard’s dissertation on
the other hand focuses on the mainline Protestant churches in the
Netherlands in which early pleas for paedocommunion were heard in the
sixties, and in which the discussion reached its peak in the seventies and
eighties. We have seen how several authors distinguish the first half and the
second half of the century as two very different stages in the history of
childhood2742. The first half still experiences the discovery of childhood; the
second half, according to some, already experiences its disappearance2743.
Others register significant changes approximately at the end of the third
quarter of the century, such as a sudden jump in the uncontrollable access to
information through mass media 2744, secularization and individualization
giving birth to the postmodern family round 19702745, a focus on the family
changing into a focus on the child round 19702746, or the change in culture
from postfigurative, in which children learn primarily from their forebears, to
cofigurative, in which children and adults learn from their peers, that cultural
anthropologist Margaret Mead speaks about in 1969 2747. But even though two
or maybe three stages in the history of childhood can be distinguished within
the twentieth century, a rather constant element is that children, one way or
another, are a socially induced focus of attention.
6.2.5. Denominational awareness of focus
Participants in the discussion in the denominational periodicals are not very
eager to acknowledge any social or cultural influence, except when
acknowledging the influence of new insights in academic disciplines such as
developmental psychology and pedagogy. Schippers’ positive reference to the
greater sense of unity between children and parents2748 in contemporary
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E.g. Cunningham (2005), 203.
Neil Postman, The Disappearance of Childhood. 2nd ed. (New York: Vintage Books, 1994).
2744
Willem Koops, “Het kind als spiegel van de beschaving,” in Het kind als spiegel van de beschaving:Een
moderne antropologie van het kind, ed. Koops, Levering and De Winter (Amsterdam: SWP, 2007), 21.
2745
The second demographic transition, Nelleke Bakker, Jan Noordam and Marjoke Rietveld-van Wingerden,
Vijf eeuwen opvoeden in Nederland: Idee en praktijk 1500-2000. 2nd ed. (Assen: Van Gorcum, 2010), 266,
289.
2746
A change which coincided with North American and English influence replacing the dominant position of
German psychology in the Netherlands. Janneke Wubs, Luisteren naar deskundigen: Opvoedingsadvies aan
Nederlandse ouders 1945-1999 (Assen: Van Gorcum, 2004). A position challenged by Hugo Röling,
“Boekbespreking: Janneke Wubs, etc.,” Pedagogiek 2 (2005), 141-144.
2747
Margaret Mead, Culture & Commitment: A Study of the Generation Gap (London: Bodley Head, 1970), 3.
2748
Parents who share faith rather than to teach it.
2743
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culture is exceptional, true as it may be2749. Henk de Jong recognizes a similar
influence, but frames it more negatively when suggesting paedocommunion
practice is unconsciously influenced by socialism with its leveling tendency2750.
I hope to show how De Jong is right about noticing a leveling tendency, but
may be wrong in his analysis that socialism is the source of this tendency.
With a reference to the work of cultural anthropologist Mead, Schravendeel
acknowledges how the question of paedocommunion arises in the context of
a culture which has been called cofigurative, but judges that such a
contemporary question may prove to be nothing but a temporary
question2751.
6.2.6. Local awareness of focus
Of the three local churches being researched, hardly any of the interviewees
or documents express an awareness of a socially induced focus of attention on
children playing a role in the introduction of children at the Lord’s Supper.
Many of the interviewees and documents recognize how each of the three
local churches in a unique and often more than one way focused their
attention on children, in all three cases from their foundation. In Rijsbergen
the unavoidable existential theological questions that its charter members
had to study and discuss because of their extremely different backgrounds in
on the one hand experiential Dutch Pietism and on the other hand more
covenantal neo-reformed circles, focused the attention on children2752. In
Fourteenth Street CRC children were the focus of attention starting with the
question “What must we do to keep our young people in the Christian
Reformed Church?”, which led to its foundation, and continued as tenderness
for children as expressed in its more recent involvement in tutoring programs
and in the Children and Worship program. In New West Church children were
the focus of attention from the decision of its charter members to give priority
to Christian education by building a Christian School before building a
sanctuary, to the current involvement in a range of programs targeting
children and youth2753. The unique ways in which each of these three
congregations have focused their attention on children may have been above
average, they certainly also had immanent causes and were perceived in
harmony with the covenant theology and infant baptism praxis of the Dutch
Reformed tradition, yet nevertheless this focus of attention seems to reflect

2749

K.A. Schippers, “Waarom vragen ouders er om?” Ouderlingenblad (May 1984).
Henk de Jong, “Over geloofsbelijdenis en avondmaal vieren (3),” Opbouw (May 21, 1976), 163.
P. Schravendeel, “Kinderen aan het avondmaal?” Credo (May 1977). Mead (1970).
2752
Paragraph 4.3.18.
2753
Paragraph 4.5.1.; 4.5.11.
2750
2751
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and to be related to the focus of attention on children in contemporary
Western society and culture.
6.2.7. How increased focus benefits children
A socially induced focus of attention on children may in itself be enough to
create greater awareness and to put the question of paedocommunion on the
agenda. But as Sommerville notices in his study on the Puritans: “Children do
not necessarily benefit from increased attention.”2754 The question then would
be how children benefitted from this increased attention or how the specific
nature of this increased attention helped to open the Lord’s Table for
children. When Zegwaard mentions changing opinions about the place of
children in society and church as one of the three major reasons for the
introduction of paedocommunion in the second half of the twentieth
century2755, she answers the question by providing more specific details. She
explains how with the wars and crises of the twentieth century the ideal of
parents to create a safe world for children segregated from the dangers and
threats of the adult world had crumbled2756. In the sixties and seventies youth
revolted against the establishment and the authority of adults2757, while
claiming individual freedom, responsibility2758 and independence, demanding
that children would be viewed as human beings in full dignity2759. The position
of children in society changed in terms of economic and legal power under
national and international law2760. Cunningham adds that children gained
emotional power over their parents2761. Zegwaard seems to refer to a similar
shift in the power balance between parents and children when she writes how
raising children started to resemble negotiation2762. With Postman Zegwaard
recognizes how the modern means of communication provided children and
youth with new access to the world of adults2763. Decreasing segregation
between the world of children and adults, and increasing participation of
children in the world of adults at home and in society led to pleas for
increased participation in church2764.
2754

Sommerville (1992), 78.
Zegwaard (2006), 39.
2756
Zegwaard (2006), 41.
2757
Zegwaard refers to the historian L. Dasberg, Grootbrengen door kleinhouden: Als historische verschijnsel,
16th ed. (1975; Meppel: Boom, 2001), whose theory resembles Ariès’.
2758
Zegwaard refers to R.G. van Roon, Visie op kind en jongere vanuit een vooroordeel (Kampen: Kok, 1977).
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Zegwaard (2006), 41.
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Idem.
2761
Cunningham (2005), 203.
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Zegwaard (2006), 41. Cunningham (2005), 191.
2763
Zegwaard (2006), 41. Postman (1994).
2764
Zegwaard mentions the pleas of the Roman Catholic J. Nieuwenhuis, Terwijl de boer slaapt: Opvoeding
van kleine gelovigen (Bilthoven: Ambo, 1973), 241; the Remonstrant J.L. Klink, Geloven met kinderen:
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Earlier I expressed the hope to come to a more nuanced understanding of the
role that the changing position of children and childhood in Western society
played in the reintroduction of children at the Lord’s Supper. I aim to do so by
first commenting on the different aspects mentioned by Zegwaard.
6.2.8. Economic Aspect
Zegwaard seems to mention the increasing economic power of children
merely to illustrate their changing position. In my research on the history of
paedocommunion I did find the influence of economic realities on the age of
first participation at the Lord’s Supper. Families depending on the seasonal
labour of children for their economic survival seem to have lowered the age of
confirmation and hence participation in the Lord’s Supper in the seventeenth
and eighteenth century German countryside2765. But similar economic
circumstances may have increased the duration of catechism and hence the
age of participation in the Dutch Reformed Church of nineteenth century2766. I
agree with Zegwaard and others that children gained economic power as
consumers2767. But with the significant increase in secondary education in the
first half of the twentieth century2768 and dramatic increase in enrolment in
colleges and universities in the second half of that century2769 full economic
independency was reached at a higher average age2770. And to the extent that
full economic independency is an indicator of social maturity and to the extent
that profession of faith and first participation is considered to mark the
transition into adulthood these economic circumstances are more likely to
have been a push towards later rather than towards earlier participation.

verkorte uitgave van de driedelige kleine theologie voor ouders en opvoeders: etc. (Bilthoven: Ambo, 1976),
70; the Netherlands Reformed R.G. van Roon, Het Kind dat we waren en het kind dat we zijn (Kampen: Kok,
1980), 45. Van Roon does speak about the child asking questions at the seder meal, but at the page
Zegwaard refers to we do not find an explicit plea for paedocommunion. Earlier Van Roon had questioned
infant baptism. Van Roon (1977), 412f.
2765
Paragraph 2.4.7.2. Philipp J. Spener, Philipp Jakob Spener`s deutsche und lateinische theologische
Bedenken: In einer zeitgemäßen Auswahl herausgegeben von F. A. E. Hennicke (Halle: Gebauersche
Buchhandlung, 1838), 276f.. Claus Harms, Pastoraltheologie: In Reden an Theologiestudirende; Zweijtes
Buch: der Priester. 2nd ed. (Kiel: Universitäts Buchhandlung, 1837), 236. Carl Immanuel Nitzsch, Praktische
Theologie: Dritter Band; Zweite Abtheilung: Die evanglische Kirchenordnung (Bonn: Adolph Marcus, 1867),
142.
2766
Handelingen van de Algemeene Christelijke Synode der Hervormde Kerk in het Koninkrijk der
Nederlanden in den jare 1830 (’s Gravenhage: Lands Drukkerij, 1831), 69-79. See also Kuiper, F. H.
“kinderkommunie in protestantse kring: een stap terug?” Praktische Theologie 1, no. 2 (1974): 107.
2767
See also Encyclopedia of Children and Childhood in History and Society, s.v. “Consumer Culture.”
2768
Bakker (2010), 266; Judith Sealander, The Failed Century of the Child: Governing America’s Young in the
Twentieth Century (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003), 187.
2769
Bakker (2010), 381.
2770
Cunningham speaks of this in terms of economic productivity, in earlier centuries round age fourteen,
but now not earlier than age 16, but often at age 21 or older. Cunningham (2009), 194.
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6.2.9. Legal Aspect
The increasing legal power of children is probably also mentioned by
Zegwaard merely to illustrate their changing position. Both national and
international laws were significant for the improvement of the position of
children. I already pointed out how the 1989 United Nations Convention on
the Rights of the Child encourages participation of children in their
communities2771. Lutterbach points out that in the articles of the Convention
potential conflicts regarding religion lay hidden, such as article 14 regarding
the freedom of religion for children2772. Freedom was an important theme in
the Student Protests of the sixties and the seventies mentioned by Zegwaard
2773
. And my research confirms how students gave an important incentive to
the discussion on paedocommunion in the Netherlands Reformed Church and
the Reformed Church in the Netherlands which Zegwaard researched2774.
Their claim to freedom came with a plea to admit children at the Lord’s
Supper2775. But that same freedom is mentioned by those who oppose
paedocommunion2776, and those who even hesitate to baptize infants2777.
Freedom and democracy and the right to vote are closely connected. In
explaining how the century of the child failed and often biased to supporting
the elderly, Sealander suggests that children’s lack of electoral power has
been quite significant2778. In that light it is worthwhile to note that in spite of
the increased legal power of children, they never gained voting rights in
church. Nevertheless I conclude that in general legal rights and principles have
not played a significant role in the paedocommunion debate, except for
matters of church order.
6.2.10. Segregation in society
Regarding children’s segregated position I first need to nuance the close
relation between the position of children in society or culture and in church. I
do recognize with Postman how television and other modern media provided
2771
Lutterbach (2010), 28f. Participation by children in their communities was also emphasized in Roger
Hart, Children’s Participation: From Tokenism to Citizenship; Innocenti Essays No. 4 (Florence: UNICEF
International Child Development Centre, 1992).
2772
Lutterbach (2010), 30. See also Roy B. Zuck, Precious in His Sight: Childhood and Children in the Bible
(Eugene: Wipf and Stock, 1996), 42f.
2773
Possibly under the influence of Van Roon (1977), 144-234.
2774
Paragraph 5.7.6., 5.7.8.
2775
“Kerk 66-2000,” Supplement 14, 15, Acts NRC 1967 Synod, 181-190, November 20, 21, 22, 1967; Denken
en doen (1969); Deputaten Kerk en Jeugd and Raad voor het Jeugdwerk, Samen op Weg (’s Gravenhage:
n.p., 1969).
2776
E.g. B. Wentsel at Synod, Acts RCN 1973-1975 Synod, 192-193.
2777
E.g. J.M. van Minnen, “Kinderlokkers in een konsumptieve kerk,” Gemeentetoerusting (August 10,
1968).
2778
Sealander (2003), 4.
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children with new access to the world of adults2779, and with Koops how
newer media even caused a sudden jump in uncontrollable access to
information2780, though I am aware of the danger of technological
determinism2781. Although media does not provide access to the Lord’s
Supper, it does provide access to the world of adults and phenomena such as
sexuality, death, and economic consumption. As such it is part of the decrease
in the segregation between the world of adults and children that many have
noticed. Though segregation and marginalization are not synonymous, they
can be closely related. Therefore it is relevant to remember how in for
example the Roman Empire a marginalized role in society coexisted with high
esteem and a significant role for children in cult2782. The position of children in
church does not necessarily reflect their position in society. This is
underscored by the fact that Communion of children at a lower age was first
reintroduced by the Roman Catholic Church in 1910, well before the two
World Wars and the economic crisis could crumble the ideal of a safe and
segregated world for children, and well before modern media gave children
access to the world of adults.
The suggestion that the segregation between the worlds of children and
adults decreased needs to be nuanced as well. The more widely accepted part
of Ariès’ thesis is that school removed children from adult society, possibly
contributing most significantly to the segregation between the world of
children and of adults2783. And in that sense the segregation even increased
with the increase in secondary education in the first half of the twentieth
century2784 and dramatic increase in enrolment in colleges and universities in
the second half of that century2785 that I mentioned above. Sunday school and
similar new initiatives in the second half of the twentieth century - such as the
Dutch Kindernevendienst2786 and North American Children and Worship2787 in a
sense continued or created segregation between children and adults on

2779

Postman (1994).
Koops (2007), 21.
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Sunday, keeping youth away from full participation in the church services2788.
There is truth to Van Roon’s statement that youth services and children’s
ceremonies created apartheid of ages and alienated generations from each
other2789, as worship services targeting the young also continued or created
segregation.
6.2.11. Participation in church
Zegwaard supports her claim that the decreased segregation and increased
participation in society led to pleas for increased participation of children in
church and the Lord’s Supper with references to several authors, as we have
seen. Yet her claim does not do justice to the fact that simultaneously
opposite trends can be noticed and opposite pleas can be heard. Karl Barth
may have been the most prominent twentieth century voice against infant
baptism2790. I registered how similar sentiments were expressed in the
paedocommunion discussion by for example Miskotte, Van Minnen and
Matter2791. With regard to profession of faith, in the Netherlands after the
Second World War until today, a tendency to postpone profession of faith
beyond the age of eighteen can be noticed2792. In the Dutch paedocommunion
discussion Hartvelt makes notice of those who seem to suggest confirmation
as well as participation in the Lord’s Supper at a slightly higher age than
eighteen, arguing that the fourteen and fifteen year olds of Calvin’s days
equal the twenty or twenty-two year olds of today2793.
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Rudolf Boon, “Child and Church, Communion and Culture,” in Omnes Circumstantes: Contributions
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6.2.12. Problems and tensions
In conclusion I can say that the development in society and culture, especially
regarding increasing or decreasing segregation of the world of children and
adults, may not have been as monolinear as suggested by Zegwaard and
others, nor were the pleas in the ecclesiastical world as univocal. I rather
agree with Aalbers who notices that the paedocommunion debate has taken
place in the context of two movements in the opposite direction2794. In
quoting Merton’s formula I deliberately left out the word “problem”, until
now. Merton speaks of “socially induced foci of attention to particular
problems”. I might add that in this case not only the focus of attention is at
least partly socially induced, but so is the problem. Speaking in terms of a
problem, or in terms of tension created by movements in two opposite
directions, better explains how the paedocommunion discussion tried to
resolve conflicting views, why a change in praxis was thought to be beneficial,
and how the outcome of the debate could be a choice for holding the
tension2795, or the choice to release the tension in one of at least two very
different ways. In other words, when Zegwaard writes “during the sixties and
seventies the role of children in society, family and parish became an issue
and so the demand for paedocommunion followed naturally”2796, I can agree
as long as is clear that almost opposite demands followed just as naturally,
and as long as is clear that there was not only one natural outcome of the
debate that followed.
Kenntner’s dissertation on the paedocommunion discussion in Germany
confirms my impression by showing how a movement in one direction was
surprisingly followed by a somewhat unexpected movement in the opposite
direction, or how tension built by pleas for raising the age was finally released
by lowering the age2797. Kenntner does that when he points out how the
German paedocommunion discussion started as confirmation discussion
round 18452798. For over a century this confirmation discussion seemed to
push in the other direction with pleas for a higher age of confirmation2799, for
confirmation at the same age but a higher age for admission in full and active
‘civil’ right of the congregation2800, and for confirmation at the same age but a
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higher age for admission to the Lord’s Supper2801. But then after the Second
World War, especially in the fifties and sixties the discussion surprisingly
changed direction with pleas to lower the age of admission to the Lord’s
Supper, leading to the actual admission of children to the Lord’s Supper2802.
6.2.13. Shift in power
There is one aspect of the changing role of children in society, mentioned by
Zegwaard, that I have not commented on yet. Zegwaard writes how raising
children started to resemble negotiation2803 and I compared it with the similar
shift in power balance between parents and children that Cunningham speaks
of in terms of children gaining emotional power over their parents2804. One
interviewee noted how the introduction of children to the Lord’s Supper in
church also happens under the influence of society or culture in which parents
allow children more and more to make decisions which really are parents’
decisions. I already commented how the amount of authority that parents
have in a certain culture has also been related to the distinction between high
context and low context cultures, the first which is characterized by
centralized authority and responsibility at the top2805. Schravendeel used
Mead’s terminology of cofigurative to describe the nature of the relationship
between parents and children in contemporary culture2806. Schippers speaks
of greater sense of unity between parents and children2807. And Henk de Jong
speaks of a leveling tendency2808.
6.2.14. Moral panic as counterbalance
Once again I need to nuance the impression of a simple monolinear
development. After the Second World War experts register a moral panic in
response to the threats and perceived threats to children and childhood, such
as the erosion of the family and the moral decay of youth2809. Jay Mechling
considers the history of formal organizations, such as scouting, largely a
history of moral panics2810. This implies that such moral panics were already a
significant force in shaping the world of children and childhood at the
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beginning of the twentieth century. Mechling mentions the moral panic about
the evil effects of comic books in Cold War America, the moral panic about
child abduction in the 1980s and 1990s, and the more recent moral panic
about the effects of violent video games on young players, as well as other
examples of such moral panics2811. Mechling mentions how historians assume
that a moral panic reflects the projection of adult anxieties onto children2812.
Cunningham explains how such anxieties of parents, more and more anxious
to do the best for their children, and more and more anxious by the perceived
loss of safety for children, counterbalanced this shift of emotional power
towards children, with a shift towards greater protection of children2813.
Children gaining emotional power over their parents and parents loosing
authority over their children do not automatically decrease the segregation
between their worlds nor automatically create a greater sense of unity. The
greater sense of unity and the leveling tendency are registered in a culture
that is also described as cofigurative. It is good to remember that this term
originates from Mead’s study of the generation gap2814.
When I speak of this shift of power in the relationship of children and parents
in terms of a high context culture becoming a low context culture it is good to
remember that in both types of cultures paedocommunion could be perceived
as appropriate. My chapter on the history of children at the Lord’s Supper
shows how paedocommunion was common in the context of the high context
cultures of the early centuries. Certain arguments in favor of
paedocommunion, such as the identity of children being rooted in their
believing families or in the covenant, are more characteristic of high context
cultures. Children who decide for themselves that they want to participate in
the Lord’s Supper, and parents who allow that, are more reflective of a low
context culture.
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6.3. Emancipation
6.3.1. An awakened sense of justice not easily contained
Henk de Jong speaks of a leveling tendency among proponents of
paedocommunion who are unconsciously influenced by socialism2815. We
should ask the question, paraphrasing De Jong, whether the emancipation of
the child in church was influenced by the emancipation of the working class in
society. Could it be true that the changes for children and childhood in society
and culture, which led to their more equal treatment in terms of admission to
the Lord’s Supper, were somehow caused or influenced by similar movements
and changes towards equality in other parts of culture and society? In his
book Bury the Chains, Adam Hochschild writes about the impact of the
abolition movement: “once awakened, a sense of justice is something not
easily contained. It often crosses the boundaries of race, class and gender”,
and “Reverberations (…) also spread down through the generations”2816. The
antislavery movement and its tactics became model for new emancipation
movements. Slavery itself served as a powerful metaphor in other causes. But
when Hochschild says that a sense of justice, once awakened, is not easily
contained, he seems to speak about a less tangible, but not less real impact
within the inner world of humans’ feelings, emotions, moral fabric and
conscience. In such ways the emancipation of slaves influenced the
emancipation of women, the emancipation of the British factory workers or
working class, and inspired social legislation regarding child labor2817. We
found similar examples of slavery as metaphor and a sense of justice inspired
by the anti-slavery movement in the first Dutch charges against child labor2818.
6.3.2. A changed social consciousness
People have seen a relationship between the treatment of animals and
children, but also adults for that matter, over the course of the history that I
have researched. I mentioned how taming animals was a metaphor for
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educating and tutoring children in the Ancient World2819, but the same
metaphor is found in paintings from the Dutch Golden Age in which puppies
symbolize Christian aptitude or eagerness to learn and little kittens
unteachability2820. The same metaphor is also found in Locke’s Some Thoughts
Concerning Education2821. The twentieth century academic qualification of the
child as ‘animal educandum’ by Langeveld2822, and modern evolutionary
theories on children and childhood in new ways recognize parallels between
children and animals. The story of how the cruelty against defenseless animals
first caught the attention at the end of the nineteenth century and the story
of how the Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals founded the New
York Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Children and thus launched the
national, American, and international child protective movement is an
intriguing example illustrating this relationship between the treatment of
animals and children2823. An awakened sense of justice not easily contained,
with the words of Hochschild. Sealander, who shares the story, speaks of the
idea that the defenseless should be protected2824 and of “a change in social
consciousness” in which the interest in the fate of one unprotected creature
helped rouse interest in the protection of other creatures2825.
6.3.3. Children and animals
I realize that we come across several examples in the Bible where the
treatment of animals is used in an argument about the proper treatment of
humans. The treatment of sheep justifies doing acts of mercy to a person on
Sabbath2826. The treatment of treading ox justifies that apostles are supported
2819
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by the congregations2827. The treatment of dogs justifies the healing of the
demon possessed daughter of the Syrophenician2828. These Bible texts can be
treated analytically or linguistically and in terms of rabbinic logic, Greek
rhetoric or Aristotelian logic2829. When Hochschild speaks of an awakened
sense of justice and when Sealander speaks of a changed social consciousness,
they make us aware of how humans make decisions and act based on senses
and a consciousness which are not merely rational, but at least also
psychological or emotional in nature. This awakened sense not easily
contained, or this changed social consciousness which takes an interest in the
fate of all kinds of defenseless creatures, explains how emancipation
movements in history can be causally related to each other as a chainreaction, or how such emancipation movements may develop simultaneously,
as it were in clusters. And this in spite of the fact that rationally or
theologically the different issues or questions raised, might be easily
distinguished and considered very different in nature.
6.3.4. Children and prostitutes
The historical example of the Hussites provides us with a beautiful example in
which, what originates as a ministry to prostitutes evolves not only in the
emancipation of these former prostitutes once they are converted, but also in
a more general emancipation of the laity, of the poor and of the children.
Participation of these groups in the Lord’s Supper was a crucial issue for the
Hussites, but at the same time only one of many ways in which their
emancipation became tangible2830.
6.3.5. Children and the mentally disabled
In the context of the discussion on and the introduction of paedocommunion
in the Dutch Reformed tradition the admission of mentally disabled is most
explicitly related to the admission of children, and an illustration of what
Hochschild and Sealander describe. The Synod of the Reformed Church in the
Netherlands treated the question of the admission of intellectually disabled
members in the same era it dealt with the question of paedocommunion2831.
2827

1 Cor. 9: 7-12.
Matt. 15:21-28, Marc 7: 24-30.
2829
In these cases the argument can be classified as qal wahomer or a fortiori, Hyam Maccoby, Early
Rabbinic Writings, Cambridge Commentaries on Writings of the Jewish & Christian World 200 BC to AD 200
Volume 3, 2nd ed. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1990), 172f.
2830
Paragraph 2.4.2.4.
2831
Rapport van de deputaten voor de bestudering van de vragen in verband met doopbedieing aan en
avondmaalsviering van debielen en zwakzinnigen. Supplement 58a, Suppl. Acts RCN 1969-1970 Synod, 371381.
2828

422

Chapter 6 Interpretative Explanation
The connection is explicitly made in the discussion at the floor of synod2832. In
the Christian Reformed Church the mentally disabled are mentioned for
example in the 1993 Report Clarification of Public Profession of Faith for
Covenant Children2833, and in RCA pastor Timothy J. Mulder’s contribution to
the discussion in Reformed Worship2834, and more recently in the 2007 Board
of Trustees Report regarding children at the Lord’s Supper2835. In my case
study of Fourteenth Street CRC several interviewees mentioned how the
disabled Dalton as well as Owen, a member with Alzheimer’s disease, played a
significant role in their choice to welcome children to the table2836. In the
Reformed Church liberated Barend Kamphuis treats the admission of children
and of mentally disabled as similar categories2837. We saw how his words
almost became prophetic when the issue of participation of mentally
handicapped turned out to be the incentive for a new round in the
paedocommunion debate within this denomination twenty five years later.
The question whether mentally handicapped people may participate in the
Lord’s Supper was posed by the denominational committee Depin2838. In
response Pastor Robert Roth2839 connects the question with that of the
admission of children in three articles2840.
2832
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6.3.6. Children and Apartheid
More in general Van Roon speaks of apartheid of ages when children and
youth are segregated from the older generations in the church2841. When the
Rotterdam youth group Denken en doen presents her report Daadwerkelijke
mondigheid, which includes a plea to disconnect Profession of faith and the
Lord’s Supper, their opening words to synod lament apartheid at the Supper in
South Africa2842. South Africa’s apartheid is even more explicitly related to a
plea for welcoming covenant children at the Lord’s Table by Meint van den
Berg. In his plea Van den Berg refers to the negative example of the 1961
Synod of the Reformed Churches in South Africa stating that the Lord’s Supper
should not be misused as a demonstration of unity between white and black
Christians2843.
6.3.7. Children and the outsider
The admission of Christians from other denominations at the Lord’s Supper is
a development that especially within the Reformed Church liberated was
considered to be closely connected or clustered with the introduction of
paedocommunion by opponents and proponents2844. If we could speak of the
emancipation of the outsiders, gaining rights that at first only the insiders had,
this clustering can also be seen as an example of what Hochschild and
Sealander describe. Hendriks describes this “increase of external intergration”
as characteristic for the fourth phase in the emancipation of the Reformed in
the Netherlands2845.
6.3.8. Children and women and homosexuals
The question of the position of women in the church is less explicitly
connected to the question of the place of children at the Lord’s Supper2846, but
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is raised in the same era2847. The same is true for the question of the position
of sexually active homosexuals in the church and at the Lord’s Supper2848.
Though these questions and the question of children at the Lord’s Supper
might be significantly different from a theological perspective, I conclude that
the fact that these questions are raised in the same era is not coincidental, but
rather an indication that these separate emancipation movements support
one another and to a certain extent flow forth from the same source: a sense
of justice not easily contained and a changed social consciousness.
6.3.9. Children and the working class
The treatment of animals was only mentioned once in my sources2849 and the
emancipation of the working class was only mentioned in the 1969 report

29, 1993): 23. And newspapers take notice when the first woman serves the Lord’s Supper in the Dutch
Reformed Churches, “Eerste vrouw in NGK bedient avondmaal,” Nederlands Dagblad, August 22, 2003.
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Daadwerkelijke mondigheid2850, and hinted at in Henk de Jong’s remark about
the unconscious influence of socialism2851. Connecting my findings on the
history of children and childhood in society and church with what I have found
on the introduction of paedocommunion in the Dutch Reformed tradition I
can safely claim that improvement in the treatment of animals, liberation of
slaves and emancipation of the working class are part of the complex chain
reaction which led to paedocommunion, although these phenomena were not
directly linked shackles in that chain. And wherever this link was less direct the
influence may have remained mostly unconsciously.
6.3.10. Children and emancipation in society
The introduction of paedocommunion in the Dutch Reformed Churches could
be seen as an expression of the emancipation of children within the church.
This emancipation movement followed a chain reaction of emancipation
movements in culture and society. Even in the case where an individual link is
recognized, as in the case of the emancipation of mentally handicapped, the
influence may seem marginal. In other cases, as in the case of the
emancipation of women or homosexuals, the relationship may seem one of
mere coincidence. But all taken into consideration I come to the conclusion
that there was a spirit of emancipation in the air, a leveling tendency in
society, an awakened sense of justice among and within people not easily
contained and spreading down through the generations, a changed social
consciousness concerned with all defenseless creatures. In that sense the
emancipation of slaves, of the working class, of the poor, of prostitutes, of
mentally handicapped, of elderly with Alzheimer, of women, of homosexuals,
of black and colored South Africans suffering from apartheid, and even of
cruelly treated animals, are all significantly related to the introduction of
paedocommunion in the Dutch Reformed tradition.
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6.3.11. Children and emancipation in church
When we recognize the role of all these different emancipation movements in
society, and the role of the underlying spirit of emancipation in culture, it’s
good to notice that emancipation was not only an external, but also an
internal force working from within the church. We saw in my overview of the
history of children and childhood in society and church that to a certain extent
children were emancipated within the church before they were so in society. I
quoted Bakke on early Christianity, saying “Christianity seems not to have
altered children’s position in the hierarchical structures of family and society;
nevertheless they were perceived as adults’ equals in their relationship to
God.”2852 It is also important to realize that the Dutch Reformed tradition,
especially its neo-reformed Kuyperian branch, could be characterized as
emancipation movement2853, with its youth groups as an important
instrument in this emancipation2854.
6.4. Ecumenism and Exposure
As I continue explaining what made the issue of paedocommunion topical and
how the stage was set for its introduction, it is time for the third factor
mentioned by Zegwaard, ecumenism2855. She summarizes “Through contacts
with churches in which paedocommunion was common, people started to
wonder what the position was of their own children and youth in ecumenical
services.”2856
6.4.1. Autonomous Roman Catholic innovation
To put the role of ecumenism in perspective it is good to realize that the age
of participation was first lowered by Pope Pius X in the Roman Catholic Church
with his papal decree Quam Singulari of 1910. It is conceivable that
ecumenical contacts with the Eastern Orthodox tradition, which had
continued the paedocommunion praxis of the early church, would have
inspired Pope Pius X. But in his extensive study on the Roman Catholic
paedocommunion praxis Hermans does not mention any such ecumenical
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influence2857, and rather underscores that Quam Singulari only refers to
authoritative sources from within the Roman Catholic Church’s own
history2858. Hermans also shows how several elements of the Communion
practice decreed by Quam Singulari, including the practice of communing at a
younger age, already existed in parts of the Roman Catholic Church, such as in
Tirol, or in my own words how Quam Singulari did not introduce a new
practice, but rather canonized or universalized one of the many existing
Roman Catholic practices2859. The external influences which Hermans registers
are only those of the flourishing sciences such as psychology and pedagogy
and of emerging youth movements such as the scouts2860.
6.4.2. Potential Autonomous Protestant innovation
It is also important to realize that Protestant churches, including those within
the Dutch Reformed tradition that I researched, could have gone through the
same development and change independently, autonomously recognizing a
similar need, drawing from their own history and theology since the
Reformation with the option of returning to the praxis advocated by Luther or
Calvin, or drawing from the earlier shared history and theology with the
option of returning to the praxis of the early church, and undergoing the
influence of the changed position of children and childhood in culture and
society without the mediation of the Roman Catholic Church. Protestant pleas
for paedocommunion prior to Quam Singulari, such as the 1901 book The
Confirmation and Communion of Infants and Young Children by the Anglican
Henry Holloway2861, and the plea for a well considered restoration of the
traditional practice by the Anglican Darwell Stone in 18992862 and 19042863,
may proof my point. Similar pleas, though less outspoken, can be found in the
Dutch Reformed tradition; for example in Da Costa’s desire to include the
question of the youngest child in the Lord’s Supper2864 and in Abraham
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& Son, 1901). Though Holloway speaks negatively about Popish influences, he speaks with appreciation of
the Russian Church, Holloway (1901), 88-96.
2862
Darwell Stone, Holy Baptism (London: Longmans, Green, 1899), 186.
2863
Darwell Stone, Holy Communion (London: Longmans, Green, 1904), 188-200.
2864
Mentioned without specific reference in D.J. Karres, “Open- en oecumenisch Avondmaal,” Woord en
Dienst (July 7, 1962).
2858
2859

428

Chapter 6 Interpretative Explanation
Kuyper’s plea in 1890 to invite children at an earlier age2865. The important
role Reformed history and theology as well as the changes in culture and
society would play within the later discussion on and the introduction of
paedocommunion within the Dutch Reformed tradition also supports my
claim.
6.4.3. Ecumenism and diffusion of innovations
The theory on the diffusion of innovations may help us understand what role
ecumenism could play and has played in diffusing paedocommunion from the
Roman Catholic Church to churches within the Dutch Reformed tradition. In
his book The Diffusion of Innovations Rogers distinguishes homophily and
heterophily, that is the degree in which those connected in interpersonal
relations or in networks are respectively similar or different in certain
aspects2866. Heterophily does not make diffusion easy, but is crucial for the
spread of an innovation. Homophily makes diffusion easier, may even
accelerate the diffusion process, but limits its spread. From this perspective
ecumenism creates heterophilous ecclesiastical networks or ties; crucial for an
innovation such as paedocommunion to diffuse from the Roman Catholic
Church to the Dutch Reformed tradition. But once the innovation of
paedocommunion has been adopted by some within the Dutch Reformed
tradition, the diffusion will in theory occur more easily and even accelerate
through homophilous, read Reformed, networks and ties. From that
perspective the heterophilous relation between the Roman Catholic Church
and the Dutch Reformed tradition helps explain why diffusion of
paedocommunion did not occur overnight. From that perspective it would
also be expected that ecumenism only plays a more significant role in the
initial diffusion of paedocommunion to the Dutch Reformed tradition. Of
course this changes in the case that ecumenism is so successful that the
ecumenical relationship or network has become homophilous2867.
6.4.4. Heterophily spreads paedocommunion
We found examples of such diffusion through ecumenical contacts with
Roman Catholics among a number of the first Dutch Reformed churches (NRC

2865

A. Kuyper, Dictaten Dogmatiek van Dr. A. Kuyper: Locus de Salute, Ecclesia, Sacramentis; College-dictaat
van een der studenten, 2nd ed. (Amsterdam: n.p., 1890), 192, 194.
2866
Everett M. Rogers, Diffusion of Innovations, 4th ed. (New York: Free Press, 1995), 286f.
2867
One or more of the ecumenical partners may change, for example through emancipation such as
Hendriks describes, or society may change so dramatically, for example through secularization, that the
ecumenical partners become more, or relatively more, similar. Compare Hendriks (1971).
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and RCN) introducing paedocommunion2868. We saw how the issue was put on
the agenda of the 1962 Synod of the Netherlands Reformed Church, as a
result of ecumenical contacts among others with the Roman Catholic2869. A
decade later the overture from the council of RCN Zwolle E to the 1971-1972
Synod of the Reformed Churches in the Netherlands requests to allow
paedocommunion in view of the ecumenical services with the local NRC and
Roman Catholic Church2870. The European Ecumenical Youth Assembly in
Lausanne in 1960 and the New Delhi meeting of the World Council of
Churches had acted as catalysts to celebrate such ecumenical Communion
services2871. In the stories of the Dutch paedocommunion pioneers not only
Roman Catholics, but also ecumenical relations with Lutherans and or German
churches are mentioned2872.
6.4.5. Heterophily hinders paedocommunion
But my research also confirms how diffusion through heterophilous networks
is more difficult than through homophilous networks. The perceived Roman
Catholic origin of paedocommunion often hinders its adoption2873. In study
reports Roman Catholic theology and praxis is clearly negatively distinguished
from Reformed theology and praxis and at the floor of synod delegates warn
for Roman Catholic sacramentalism2874. In the periodicals we also find
warnings about the ex opere operato theology underlying Roman Catholic

2868
E.g. Reformed Church (RCN) Utrecht Oost, Dutch Reformed Church / Reformed Church (NRC/RCN)
Geldrop, Aalbers (1971), 12 and “Kinderkommunie in ontwikkeling IV: verkenningen in de evangelische
kerkgemeenschap te Geldrop,” Praktische Theologie, no.2 (1974): 80.
2869
With the report Open en Oecumenisch Avondmaal.
2870
Supplement 81, Suppl. Acts RCN 1971-1972 Synod, 162. Meanwhile concerned congregations members
have also sent a letter of complaint to Synod.
2871
Zegwaard (2006), 42. J.G. Davies, “Intercommunion: An Attempt to Distinguish Current Issues,” The
Ecumenical Review 15, no. 4 (July 1963): 410. In New Delhi the section Unity had reported: “Breaking the
one bread. 13. Nowhere are the divisions of our churches more clearly evident and painful than at the
Lord’s Table. But the Lord’s Table is one, not many. In humility the churches must seek that one Table. We
would urge the Commission on Faith and Order to continue study and consultation us to help us identify
and remove those barriers which now keep us from partaking together of the one bread and sharing the
one cup.” https://www.oikoumene.org/en/resources/documents/assembly/1961-new-delhi/new-delhistatement-on-unity/@@download/file/Unity_report_ND1961.pdf (accessed January 25, 2016).
2872
E.g.NRC Bergkerk, Amersfoort mentioned in Paul Oskamp, Liturgische Broedplaatsen (Kampen: Kok,
1973), 46. See also Aalbers (1971), 12f., who refers to the study by the Dutch Lutheran C. Pel,
Avondmaalsgast en Kerklid: Over kindercommunie en confirmatie (Weesp: Synodale Commissie van de
Evangelisch-Lutherse Kerk in het Koninkrijk der Nederlanden, 1968).
2873
In another context Michael S. Horton even writes: “Another cause of the devaluation of the Reformed
sacramental doctrine was the fear of Romanism,” Michael S. Horton, “At Least Weekly: The Reformed
Doctrine of the Lord’s Supper and of its Frequent Celebration,” Mid America Journal of Theology 11 (2000),
160.
2874
E.g. Supplement 45, Acts of RCN 1977-1979 Synod, 230.
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praxis2875. We also found a number of local and denominational examples of
former members of the Roman Catholic Church who express hesitations based
on their personal experience with its practice2876. Lutheran churches in the
Netherlands may have known a practice of confirmation at a similar age as
that within the Calvinist tradition2877. Hesitation towards the Lutheran
practice, expressed by both opponents as well as proponents, is therefore
especially related to the German experience that first Communion is often
also the last Communion2878.
6.4.6. Heterophily and Second World War
Kenntner suggests in his dissertation that controversial theology, this need to
distance oneself from the practice and theology which was perceived as
typical Roman Catholic, may have played an implicit role in the rejection of
paedocommunion by German theologians before the Second World War2879.
Kenntner does not provide explicit examples, but some of the references from
Dutch Reformed theologians from the first half of the twentieth century seem
to reveal a similar phenomenon2880. Until the Second World War Dutch society
was rather strictly divided in religious subcultures. This seems to explain how
lack of ecumenism hindered the adoption of paedocommunion within the
Dutch Reformed tradition before the Second World War. But this strict
division came to an end as new alliances were formed within the resistance
during the Second World War. This resulted in a post Second World War elite
pleading for new cooperation in society and ecumenical relations among
churches, ideas which would come to fruition in the sixties2881. That explains
how ecumenism could play such a significant role in the introduction of and
discussion on paedocommunion in the sixties and seventies.
6.4.7. Homophily and accelerating spread of paedocommunion
But as paedocommunion had spread through heterophilous networks, its
diffusion would accelerate through homophilous networks. The Roman
2875

E.g. C. van der Woude, “Nieuwe en oude vragen in ons kerkelijk leven,” Ouderlingenblad (December
1969): 58. For the same reason Van der Woude rejects Eastern Orthodox praxis, “Kindercommunie en
openbare belijdenis,” Ouderlingenblad (1970): 86. See also H. Hogenhuis’ summary of arguments of
proponents and opponents, “Kinderen aan het avondmaal; ja of nee?” Ouderlingenblad (January 1980).
2876
E.g. Diane Marie Patterson, “Voices: Children at the table?” Banner (January 5, 1981): 24.
2877
Pel speaks of age 17-18, Pel (1968), 10.
2878
The Germans speak of “hinauskonfirmieren,” Pel (1968), 13; Proponent e.g. Aalbers (1971), 13;
Opponents e.g. Supplement 45, Acts of RCN 1977-1979 Synod, 230.
2879
Kenntner (1980).
2880
E.g. A.G. Honig, Handboek van de Gereformeerde Dogmatiek (Kampen: Kok, 1938), 677. H. Bavinck,
Gereformeerde Dogmatiek, vierde deel, 1911, 4th ed. (Kampen: Kok, 1930), 560.
2881
James C. Kennedy, Babylon in aanbouw: Nederland in de jaren zestig (Amsterdam: Boom, 1995), 23f.
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Catholic Carolina Wijngaards and her daughter brought paedocommunion to
the Reformed Church liberated of Rijsbergen, but then the practice spread to
likeminded congregations such as in Dordrecht and Wolvega. Roman Catholic
Youth introduced the issue in the Reformed Church of Geldrop, and then its
Pastor Aalbers became instrumental in further spreading the idea within the
denomination. The story of paedocommunion within the Reformed Church
liberated, the Dutch Reformed Church and the Reformed Churches in the
Netherlands start to unfold in the stage where ecumenical or heterophilous
contacts and ties were crucial for its introduction. The story of the
introduction of paedocommunion within the Christian Reformed Churches
unfolds in a stage in which the influence through homophilous networks has
gained in significance. The unbroken tradition of the Eastern Orthodox is
mentioned in the Christian Reformed discussion2882. The wisdom of the Roman
Catholic, Anglican and Lutheran practice is acknowledged2883. But “one of our
professors of theology”2884, other Reformed theologians2885, and other
Reformed denominations truly make the issue topical within this
denomination2886. In all three local churches I researched, exposure to other
church traditions did play a role in the introduction of paedocommunion. But
in line with what I said about heterophilous networks and in line with what
could be expected of the earliest Dutch, Reformed adopter of a Roman
Catholic practice, the specific role of the Roman Catholic Carolina Wijngaards
and her daughter and the more general influence of operating in a Roman
Catholic context were crucial in the case of the church of Rijsbergen.
6.4.8. Other forms of exposure
Zegwaard mentions ecumenism, contacts with other churches and more
specifically ecumenical services, as one of the three factors which made
paedocommunion topical in the second half of the twentieth century. But my
research reveals how exposure to other traditions and practices in a much
broader variety of ways played a role in the diffusion of paedocommunion:
Exposure such as the Protestant minority churches of Rijsbergen,

2882

E.g. Stanley Vermeer, “Should Children Participate in the Lord’s Supper?” Stromata (February 1968).
E.g. James A. De Jong, “Should children participate in the Lord's Supper?” Banner (November 24, 1980).
2884
Rolf L. Veenstra, “Participation,” Banner (August 22, 1969).
2885
E.g. Christian L. Keidel, “Is the Lord’s Supper for Children?” Westminster Theological Journal (Spring
1975): 301-341. Roger T. Beckwith, “The Age of Admission to the Lord’s Supper,” Westminster Theological
Journal (Winter, 1976): 123-151.
2886
E.g. Tim Gallant, Feed My Lambs: Why the Lord’s Table Should Be Restored to Covenant Children, 2nd. ed.
(Grand Prairie: Pactum Reformanda, 2003), 17-18; Andrew Kuyvenhoven, “Awaking sleeping dogs?” Banner
(November 24, 1980).
2883
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Ginneken2887, Woensel2888 and Geldrop2889 experience in the predominantly
Roman Catholic south of the Netherlands; Exposure by membership transfer
of for example Roman Catholics2890, Lutherans2891, Episcopals2892, RCAmembers2893, or Presbyterians2894; Exposure in settings that are more
missionary than ecumenical in nature2895; Exposure to for example the Greek
Orthodox practice through work2896 or study2897. Exposure to or influence from
other traditions is sometimes very indirect, yet significant enough to be
noticed. The role the program Children and Worship played in Fourteenth
Street CRC and the sacramental nature which this program inherited from the
Roman Catholic method The Catechesis of the Good Shepherd provides a
beautiful example of such indirect influence2898.
Regarding such exposure to other church traditions, it is good to notice that
the end result is not necessarily a compromise between the two or more
traditions involved, nor necessarily the adoption of the foreign practice in its
original shape, nor automatically limited to the options within the bandwidth
created by the traditions involved. The participation of the twelve or thirteen
year old Maria Wijngaards in Rijsbergen opened the Lord’s Table to much
younger children. And in spite of the small bandwidth between the Dutch
Calvinist and German Lutheran tradition, the ecumenical contacts with
Lutherans contributed to a paedocommunion discussion in which admission of
younger children was advocated.

2887

The Netherlands Reformed Church (NRC) of Ginneken, approximately 10 km from Rijsbergen.
Kroniekschrijver (pseudonym of A. Vroegindewey), “Kleine Kroniek,” Gereformeerd Weekblad (September
6, 1969): 276-277.
2888
Aalbers (1974): 81; G. H. Harms, “Een (vrolijk) verhaal uit het veld,” Trouw, October 13, 1976.
2889
Dutch Reformed / Reformed Church in the Netherlands (NRC/RCN) Geldrop, D.B. Heere, “Enkele
sociologische kanttekeningen bij de kinderkommunie,” Praktische Theologie, no. 2 (1974): 86-90.
2890
All three local churches researched by me provide examples. Paragraph 4.3.5., 4.4.20., 4.5.5.
2891
E.g.The Netherlands Reformed Church (NRC) Bergkerk, Amersfoort as well as 14th St. CRC, Oskamp,
1973), 46. Paragraph 4.4.20.
2892
E.g. 14th St. CRC. Paragraph 4.4.20.
2893
E.g. 14th St. CRC. Paragraph 4.4.20.
2894
E.g. 1st CRC New Westminster. Paragraph 4.5.5.
2895
E.g. Rijsbergen in which the contacts with Roman Catholics were first more missionary, but later also
knew an ecumenical component (for example in Bible study groups together with local Roman Catholic
nuns). Hendriks (2004), 92.
2896
E.g. 14th St. CRC. Paragraph 4.4.20.
2897
Syd Hielema, “Deep-in-the-Bones Belonging,” Banner (January 2011).
2898
E.g. 14th St. CRC. Paragraph 4.4.20.
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6.5. Emotions and feelings
In 1980 H. Hogenhuis concludes his summary of the pro and contra arguments
in the paedocommunion debate with the suggestion that not arguments, but
emotions may be decisive2899. It certainly seems broadly accepted that
“emotions guide people’s judgments, choices, and actions to a great extent”
and therefore it may be assumed that emotional factors also influence the
adoption of innovation2900. In that light it is striking how few emotions are
explicitly expressed in all the written documents, articles, study reports and
books I researched. In the earliest flurry of articles within the Reformed
Church liberated the use of strong words suggests strong emotions, though
such vocabulary may also have been more common in the debates of the
sixties2901. Proponents identified these emotions of the opponents as fear2902
or hysteria in response to a perceived threat2903. The overture of the Christian
Reformed Classis Rocky Mountain anticipated emotional and defensive
responses2904. But hardly any of the authors in the written documents express
their own emotions. Intriguingly enough, when Hogenhuis gives eight children
a voice in the Dutch debate they all express their feelings2905. Fortunately my
interviewees did express their emotions and further report on a range of
emotions as expressed in for example the Town Hall meetings of one of the
congregations.
6.5.1. Discontent
First I want to reflect on those emotions which set the process in motion,
which led to opening the Table for children. In the story of the Church of
Rijsbergen we heard how there was already a feeling of discontent among the
brothers in law and their siblings with the church in Sliedrecht and its spiritual
climate before they came to Brabant. It is hard to proof but not hard to
2899

“Er is al heel veel gewonnen, wanneer we beseffen dat deze dingen emotioneel erg gevoelig liggen. Dan
geven niet de argumenten, hoe goed ook gefundeerd, de doorslag. Men zal elkaar behoedzaam moeten
benaderen op het vlak van de beleving; elkaar invoelen tot in de diepste motieven, waardoor men wordt
geleid,” Hogenhuis (January 1980).
2900
Martin Dietrich et. al., “Instrumental and Non-instrumental Factors of Social Innovation Adoption,”
Voluntas: International Journal of Voluntary and Nonprofit Organizations, September 2015: (1-29).
2901
Ab van Langevelde quotes Kossmann (De Lage Landen: 1780-1980 II, p. 310) “People in general had a
preference for the use of strong words (…) Opposition and differences of opinion, according to the new
style of discussion, should not be reconciled but sharpened” and Rigthart (De eindeloze jaren zestig:
Geschiedenis van een generatieconflict, p.256) “Hardening and polarization were tangible all over the
world” (my translation), Ab van Langevelde, In het klimaat van het absolute: C. Veenhof (1902-1983) Leven
en werk (Barneveld: De Vuurbaak, 2015), 490, 506.
2902
P. van Loo, “Mogen en moeten onze kinderen deelnemen aan het avondmaal des Heren?” Contact
(September 9, 1967): 3.
2903
P. Aalbersberg, “Rijsbergen in het nieuws,” Contact (August 21, 1965): 11.
2904
Overture 1 by Classis Rocky Mountain, Agenda CRCNA 1984 Synod, 419.
2905
H. Hogenhuis, “Zo hoor je het ook eens van kinderen,” Ouderlingenblad, May, 1984.
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imagine how not only business opportunity but also this feeling of discontent
motivated the brothers in law to move their business to the village of
Rijsbergen. At least in retrospect it seems to have been this discontent with
their spiritual background in Dutch Pietism that made them experience both
their physical move to Rijsbergen as well as their spiritual move into the more
covenantal Reformed Church as liberating. The emotion of discontent set a
process in motion which was not directed at opening the Table for children
from the outset, but the discontent seems to have helped the brothers to
cross even that bridge when the process led them to it.
6.5.2. Desire
Several interviewees remember feeling unfortunate when they were
considered still too young to profess their faith and attend the Lord’s Supper.
Feeling unfortunate may result in nothing more than resignation in one’s
fate2906. But my research shows several cases where children expressing
emotions such as feeling left out, the desire to belong, the desire to respond
to Jesus’ command or invitation, and the desire to express love for Jesus in
participation helped set the process in motion. Though it is not always
possible to distinguish desire from mere curiosity, I mention the questions
raised by the anonymous girls in 18982907, little Margie2908 in 1958, Linda
Overduin2909 in the early sixties, anonymous children who set the question on
the agenda of trailblazer Aalbers in 19712910, Tena Feenstra Venema’s eight
year old son round 19732911, Albert Helder’s eight year son round 19782912,
twelve year old Jozina Vander Klok in 19962913, five year old Rebecca Stillwell
telling her parents during Lord’s Supper celebration “I want to take
Communion” in 2009, a young teenage girl expressing the desire to belong
and to profess her faith and a young teenage boy expressing the desire to
participate round that same time in New West Church. I note how such
2906
Or may result in the bitterness that some of the adults in 14th Street CRC felt for being left out in their
youth.
2907
Hoogenbirk, “Voor kinderen,” De Heraut (December 11, 1898): 4. Though their question was answered,
it did not set a process in motion.
2908
Clarence J. Vos, “Suffer the Little Children; Thoughts on Children and Their Relation to Communion,”
Banner (February 28, 1958). Vos interpreted the question as an expression of desire. The question of
Margie ignites the first discussion of paedocommunion in the Banner.
2909
Overduin, “Uit de kindermond,” in N.N. Samen: Herdenkingsboekje n.a.v. het 25 jarig bestaan van de
ned. geref. kerk diakonia te rijsbergen (Rijsbergen: 1984), 23. See also Van Katwijk (1966), 4. Linda phrased
her question in terms of obedience. Her question contributed to the change in Rijsbergen.
2910
Aalbers (1971), 9f.
2911
Tena Feenstra Venema, “Please Tell Me – What Should I Have Said?” Banner (January 26, 1973). The son
also expressed his love for Jesus.
2912
Al Helder, “Should My Child be There With Me?” Banner (March 9, 1987): 12.
2913
Jozina Vander Klok, “Let the Little Children Come,” Banner (April 22, 1996). Expressing feeling left out,
and expressing love for Jesus.
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questions of children and the feelings they express played a role in the stories
of all three local churches I researched, and how they were significant in the
discussion in the periodicals of at least two of the three denominations I
researched. In New West where first children expressed the desire to belong,
they now report their strengthened sense of belonging. In Rijsbergen children
experienced a sense of security.
6.5.3. Awkwardness
While sharing the story of Fourteenth Street CRC, interviewees often used the
word “awkward”. After the 1988 Synod of the CRC had encouraged younger
profession of faith, those teenagers who had not yet professed their faith felt
particularly awkward. Parents and elders sympathized with this awkwardness.
To a certain degree such awkwardness belongs to early adolescence which is
often referred to as the awkward age2914. The desire to overcome this
awkwardness, or to resolve the tension of this awkwardness, seems to have
played a significant role in thrusting Fourteenth Street to the forefront of
change within the denomination. In that sense awkwardness did not set the
process in motion, did not cause the first wave, but was significant part of a
process that led to Fourteenth Street CRC’s overture to synod, the beginning
of a third wave in synod’s dealings with children at the Lord’s Supper.
6.5.4. Fear
Emotions such as discontent and desire may set a process of innovation and
change in motion. An emotion such as awkwardness may be the incentive to
continue that process until all significant tension is resolved. Other emotions
such as fear may prevent the adoption of innovations, or may slow down the
process. It is quite easy to scan the documents for words such as ‘fear’,
‘threat’ and ‘danger’, but it is almost impossible to establish whether the use
of these words express the emotions of the authors or whether it is nothing
but common parlance while speaking about potential negative consequences.
The nature of the interviews I conducted made it somewhat easier to
recognize the expression of emotions and allows me to make at least some
cautious remarks about the role fear played in the local congregations. In the
story of New West Church, fears and concerns, expressed among others by
the elders, certainly contributed to slowing down the pace of change. In
Fourteenth Street one of the fears expressed by adults is that the participation
2914

Ronelle Sonnenberg, researching youth and the Lord’s Supper, used the same English word “awkward”
(in a Dutch conversation) to describe the experience of teenagers participating in the Lord’s Supper in a
Protestant Church in the Netherlands. Ronelle Sonnenberg, conversation with author, January 20, 2016.
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of children will distract them in such ways that the Lord’s Supper celebration
might lose some of its significance for them. Fear, for example to be in the
spotlights when professing faith at a young age, or fear to drop the cup during
the actual celebration2915, may also withhold children from participating, even
when they are allowed. As not all feared threats and dangers may become
real, it is possible that the actual participation of children takes away some of
the last fears, as Nooteboom reports on the process in his congregation2916.
But interviewees also report fears after children have been welcomed to the
Table: Elders report the fear to interview children for the first time in the
initial stage in New West CRC, some interviewees in Rijsbergen speak about
their fear as children that Van Katwijk would ask them questions while seated
at the Lord’s Supper Table.
6.5.5. Harmony
With Hogenhuis I recognize how emotions may be decisive in the debate on
paedocommunion and in the adoption of the practice. In the stories of
interviewees emotions are further perceived as indicators of Gods
involvement in the process as well as indicators of the spiritual significance
inclusion and exclusion has for children. The harmony and positive feelings
which set the tone for the congregational meeting of Rijsbergen were
perceived as blessing of the Holy Spirit and indication of His guidance.
Gratitude, expressed in retrospect that children may now participate may in
part also acknowledge the change as blessing from God.
John Vriend also mentions harmony, when he concludes “We have found the
harmony that eludes us when we theorize about it.”2917 One wonders whether
harmony here refers to a certain emotional state of the congregation as end
result – “we have found” – or whether it (also) refers to the process to that
end – as alternative to theorizing.
6.5.6. Tears
Tears seem better indicators of feelings than words, though the precise nature
of the feelings expressed by these tears may not always be clear. In the stories
of both New West CRC and Fourteenth Street CRC tears, shed by children who
were not allowed to participate, while in one case they were before, and in
another case other children already were, were perceived by the parents as
an indication of the significance of exclusion and inclusion. In the second case
2915
E.g. Jonker shares how this withheld his youngest child for a while, E.R. Jonker, “Het gesprek in de
gemeente over de deelname van kinderen aan de Maaltijd des Heren,” Kontekstueel (February 1990): 15.
2916
G.P. Nooteboom, “Uit de praktijk,” Ouderlingenblad (May, 1984): 20-24.
2917
John Vriend, “Should children participate in the Lord's Supper?” Banner (November 24, 1980).
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the shedding of tears became a decisive moment for the parents. Other
feelings reflective of the significance of the Lord’s Supper for children which
children report are a sense of awe in response to the emphasis on
reconciliation, an awareness of the presence and existence of God, the
experience of being connected with God, and a feeling of being strengthened
and comforted2918.
The children who shed the tears also speak about grumbling because of the
unfairness. In that sense the tears may also reflect what Jelle Tuininga
repeatedly mentioned as one of those dangers which outweigh the blessing of
children’s participation: that participation of some of the children will cause
jealousy, rivalry or hassles for the other2919. In the stage of transition hurt or
anger, in response to perceived unfairness or disrespect, is expressed by those
older teenagers and adolescents in Fourteenth Street CRC who had to wait
until their profession of faith before they could participate.
Children grumbling and shedding tears because of perceived unfairness bring
us from Don S. Browning’s dimension of feelings and emotions to his
dimension of obligations and ethics. It is good to realize that the sense of
justice and the changed social consciousness that I discussed above could be
located where these two dimensions intersect.
6.6. Obligations and ethics
6.6.1. A sense of justice
I have come to the conclusion that there was a spirit of emancipation in the
air, a leveling tendency in society, an awakened sense of justice among and
within people not easily contained and spreading down through the
generations, a changed social consciousness concerned with any defenseless
creature. I have also suggested that Jan van Katwijk probably stressed that the
changes regarding the Lord’s Supper in the church of Rijsbergen were a matter
of continued reformation and did not originate in a revolutionary spirit, as the
spirit of especially the French revolution has been detested in the Dutch
Reformed tradition. If I am right, the spirit of Rijsbergen’s reformation may
have been more akin to the spirit of the French revolution as epitomized in
the slogan liberté, égalité, fraternité, and to the spirit of socialism, that other
2918

Hogenhuis (1984).
Jelle Tuininga, “Should children participate in the Lord's Supper?” Banner (November 24, 1980);
“Children at the Lord's Supper,” Outlook (October 1984).
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revolutionary movement with its leveling tendency, as Henk de Jong
suggested.
I agree with Henk de Jong that most proponents of paedocommunion were
hardly aware of the influence of this sense of justice. Overall the participants
in the Dutch Reformed paedocommunion debate and the interviewees who
experienced its introduction in congregations within the Dutch Reformed
tradition don’t emphasize the dimension of ethics or social justice. Examples
of the relative minor ethical issues are on the one hand the fear for inequality,
peer pressure and serving alcohol to children, and on the other hand the
appreciation of hospitality. Showing growing commitment and fulfilling other
ethical responsibilities, which belong to the privileges of participation, are
mentioned both as requirement of - as well as consequence of
paedocommunion.
In general the value of equal treatment works in favor of participation of
children, but some fear that when some children participate and others don’t,
this will create new forms of unfair inequality. The fear for participation under
parental or peer pressure is mentioned quiet a number of times2920. At the
RCN 1974 Synod Wentsel and two deacons state that it is ethically important
not to take children to the Supper before they are psychologically ready to
give their full consent2921. But James A. de Jong speaks more lighthearted
about peer identity working for the Lord2922. I note how Cyprian describes
force-feeding the Supper2923 and how Augustine even advices the use of
compulsion2924. L. Zwaan reminds us that teenagers are not only sensitive to
pressure, but are also characterized by their resistance, for which room must
be allowed2925. A related dilemma is whether it is possible to leave the choice
to participate in the freedom of the parents or even of their children and at
the same time to do full justice to the aspect of participating in the Lord’s
Supper in obedience to Christ’s command. The ethical dilemma of serving
alcohol to children is only significant to some, and is avoided where grape
juice is being serving2926. Several interviewees and articles on visits to the
2920

E.g. “sociale dwang,” Kerkinformatie (1976), 18f.; Schravendeel (1977), 18; C. Den Boer, “Waarom
zouden ook de kinderen niet komen? (II),” Reformatorisch Dagblad, December 2, 1978, 12.
2921
Acts RCN 1973-1975 Synod, 192-193, listed in a different order.
2922
James De Jong (November 24, 1980).
2923
Cyprian, Treatises, On the Lapsed, chap. 25, ANF 5:444.
2924
Augustine, Sermon LXII.8, NPNF1 6:449.
2925
L. Zwaan, “Opgroeiende jongeren: Wat weerhoudt hen? Wat trekt hen aan?” Eredienstvaardig (1986).
2926
In our broader research we did come across the ethical argument that the use of wine implies the
exclusion of children from the Lord’s Supper. E.g. Beckwith (1976), 127f. Cornelis P. Venema, “Reviews &
Responses: Review: A Response to the Coppes-Gallant Exchange Regarding Paedocommunion,”
Confessional Presbyterian (2007): 237.
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church of Rijsbergen describe the welcoming of children and visitors to the
Supper as part of the whole atmosphere of hospitality2927.
6.6.2. Foreign ethics
It is my impression that outside the Dutch Reformed tradition the ethical
aspect of the Lord’s Supper may have played a more important role in the
paedocommunion debate. In my small sample of German literature, for
example, emphasis is put on the Lord’s Supper as sign of compassion, as
expression of hope and as gesture of solidarity2928. Battle and contemplation,
engagement with this world and Eucharistic piety belong together, states
another German author2929. The social or social-eschatological character of the
Lord’s Supper has been rediscovered as well as its relationship with our
responsibility to the creation and the environment2930. But my sample may be
too small to be considered reflective for the German paedocommunion
discussion. Some Dutch Reformed authors, especially from the Netherlands
Reformed denominations in the Netherlands, distinguish an ethical aspect of
the Lord’s Supper and consider it relevant to the paedocommunion
discussion. L. Zwaan, for example, argues that youth become aware of the
brokenness of the world and will appreciate to learn about the ethical
implications of celebrating the Lord’s Supper2931. His other ethical argument
could be considered an expression of moral panic. Zwaan suggests that youth
live in a world with bombs which can destroy all life, and they need the
awareness of the coming of God’s Kingdom2932. Wattel and Den Heeten
describe how the ethical perspective of the table prayer, and solidarity and
accountability as elements of the Lord’s Supper were discovered in the
learning process their congregation experienced in discussing
paedocommunion2933. The report Denken en Doen is the prime example of a
document charged with a radical political focus on social justice and a strong
emphasis on the ethical implications of the Supper2934. But in spite of these

2927

E.g. J. Jansen, “Ingezonden Rijsbergen,” Contact 18, no. 17 (September 17, 1966).
Otto Streckeisen, “Das Dornacher Modell: Ein Gemeindefest,” in Mit Kindern Abendmahl feiern: Modelle
Reflexionen Materialien, ed. Martin Lienhard (München: Chr. Kaiser Verlag, 1978), 32.
2929
Georg Kugler and Herbert Lindner, eds., Neue Familien Gottes Dienste: Kinder und Abendmahl; etc.
(Gütersloh: Gütersloher Verlaghaus Gerd Mohn, 1979), 11.
2930
Kugler (1979), 13.
2931
Zwaan (1986), 18f. See also Laurens Zwaan, Jonge mensen – brood en wijn: Een weg voor jongeren tot
de Maaltijd van de Heer (Den Haag: Voorhoeve, 1985), 52-53, 78, where Zwaan refers to the Dutch
translation of Jürgen Moltmann, Kirche in der Kraft des Geistes: Ein Beitrag zur messianischen Ekklesiologie
(München: Chr. Kaiser, 1975), 278f.
2932
Zwaan (1986).
2933
M.J. Wattel and G. den Heeten, “Wat valt er nog veel te leren!” Eredienstvaardig (1986): 223-227.
2934
Denken en doen (1969), 22.
2928
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examples I conclude that the arguments regarding ethics or social justice do
not play a significant role in the debate2935.
6.6.3. Ethics and Corinthians
Of course that conclusion is only true as long as I treat the discussion on 1
Corinthians 10 and 11 as part of the dimension of vision and theology and not
as part of the dimension of obligation and ethics. Because a major issue in the
paedocommunion debate is, as one synodical report phrased it, the question
whether Paul’s interest while writing 1 Corinthians 10 and 11 is more
dogmatic or more ethical, and what consequences the context of 1
Corinthians has for the required discernment2936.

6.6.4. Church order
6.6.4.1. Local attitudes
I have chosen to treat matters of church order as part of the dimension of
obligations and ethics, though others choose to consider church order part of
ecclesiology2937. The local congregations I researched represent very different
attitudes towards church order. The congregation of Rijsbergen did not seem
to consider itself bound by church order, repeatedly refused church visitation,
did not attend classis2938 between May 1963 and the autumn of 19642939, did
not initiate any procedure for revision of article 61, but in the end was willing
to give account to classis of its decisions2940. Fourteenth Street CRC obeys
church order and does follow proper procedure by writing its overture. Only
when Synod 2007 failed to ratify Synod 2006’s decision, the elders decided to
move ahead, disobeying synod, but with the intention to do so in good faith

2935

Somewhat to my surprise, as the atmosphere I remember from my own local church during my teenage
years was very similar to that expressed in the report Denken en Doen.
2936
Generale Synode van de Gereformeerde Kerken in Nederland, “Kinderen naar het avondmaal?”
Kerkinformatie Special (December 1976): 3, 17, 19.
2937
A. Kuyper, among others, locates canonical law within the field of ecclesiology, as the church is its object
of study. Zegwaard also classifies arguments regarding church order as ecclesiological arguments. W. van ‘t
Spijker and L.C. van Drimmelen, eds., Inleiding tot de studie van het kerkrecht, 2nd ed. (Kampen: Kok, 1992),
16. Zegwaard (2006), 86f.
2938
E.g. F. de Vries, “Persschouw: Rijsbergen,”De Reformatie 40, no. 1 (October 3, 1964): 7. J. Kamphuis,
“Kerkelijk leven: Rijsbergen retour,” De Reformatie 40, no. 2 (October 10, 1964).
2939
In protest against decisions regarding the congregation of Dordrecht and Breda’s Pastor Telder.
2940
Jan Van Katwijk, Concept Getuigenis (A concept testimony to classis). Rijsbergen: 1966.
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with the denomination2941. New West CRC stayed well within the boundaries
of church order, and introduces changes at a pace set at synod, almost
synchronized with what happens in the heartland of the denomination.
6.6.4.2. Paedocommunion Pioneers
The disregard for church order of Rijsbergen seems typical for those pioneer
congregations which can be considered the innovators in this respect. I found
examples of pioneer churches and pastors welcoming children to the Table
before church order provided that possibility in all the denominations that my
research focused on: the Reformed Churches liberated2942, the Netherlands
Reformed Church2943, the Reformed Churches in the Netherlands2944, the
Dutch Reformed Churches2945, and the Christian Reformed Churches in North
America2946. I found that the same is true for other innovations or changes
such as ecumenical celebrations of the Lord’s Supper. I need to make some
relevant distinctions between these pioneers. Some pioneers never seek
denominational approval or revision of church order2947, but others do2948. In
several denominations synods officially approved of- 2949 or even initiated2950
practices deviating from church order. In some denominations the preamble
of- or specific articles within the church order create room for such deviation
of church order2951. I found examples of congregations which sought the
classical approval2952, and one single example of a congregation2953 serving the

2941

Bringing Children to the Lord’s Table: a response to Synod’s 2007 decision, a proposal by Robert and
Laura Keeley and Marv Hofman, October 2007. Bringing Children to the Lord’s Table: a response to Synod’s
2007 decision, a communication by Fourteenth Street council, March 3, 2008.
2942
E.g. the churches of Rijsbergen and Dordrecht. Paragraph 4.2.3.
2943
E.g. the churches of Rozendaal, Purmerend, Thomaskerk in Amsterdam, Bergkerk in Amersfoort, and
Domkerk in Utrecht. Paragraph 4.2.3.
2944
E.g. the churches of Eindhoven-Noord or Woensel, Geldrop. Paragraph 4.2.3.
2945
E.g. the churches of Groningen, Oegstgeest, Utrecht etc. Paragraph 4.2.3.
2946
E.g. the Church of the Servant in Grand Rapids. John Vriend, “Should children participate in the Lord's
Supper?” Banner (November 24, 1980).
2947
E.g. Jan van Katwijk and the church of Rijsbergen, and Willem Barnard and the church of Rozendaal.
2948
Aalbers, pastor of Geldrop and trailblazer within the Reformed Churches in the Netherlands, became
very involved at synodical level.
2949
E.g. Synod of the Dutch Reformed Church in 1974, Zegwaard (2006), 64. The Synod of the Reformed
Churches in the Netherlands in 1977-1979. Paragraph 5.7.12.
2950
E.g. the 1985 General Synod of the Church of England, Donald Gray, “Pushing at the Door: (i) The Church
of England,” in Ruth A. Meyers Children at the Table: A Collection on Children and the Eucharist: The
Communion of all the Baptized in Anglicanism Today, 99-111. (New York: The Church Hymnal Corporation,
1995), 102.
2951
E.g the preamble of the Akkoord van Kerkelijk Samenleven of the Dutch Reformed Churches. At the
1977-1979 Synod of the Reformed Churches in the Netherlands it is unanimously decided that art. 137
provides a loophole, even when art. 75 is not yet changed. Paragraph 5.7.12.
2952
E.g. the Dutch Reformed Church of Oegstgeest, “Basisschoolkinderen naar het Avondmaal,” Nederlands
Dagblad, December 23, 1997.
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Lord’s Supper to children with the permission of a presbytery, until the
decision was reversed by a general assembly. One could argue that the
paedocommunion praxis of Rijsbergen and Dordrecht preceded the creation
of the church order of the Netherlands Reformed Churches and that the right
to deviate in this matter should be perceived in terms of common law or legal
precedent.
6.6.4.3. The argument of opponents
Zegwaard rightly notices how matters of church order are primarily
introduced in the paedocommunion discussion by opponents2954. Remarkable
exceptions are Jan van Katwijk who finds support in the historical church order
of the Dutch Refugee Church in London2955 and Pastor G. Visee who uses the
1563 Church Order of the Palatinate in support of his plea for including
younger children and for lowering the requirements for their admission, and
considers the Palatinate Church Order’s simplicity a better format for
admission by profession of faith2956.
6.6.4.4. For the sake of churches and their order
How is church order mentioned in the paedocommunion debate by the
opponents? Jaap Kamphuis recognizes Popma’s view of the church order as
the “worst enemy of the congregation” in the paedocommunion “experiment”
of Rijsbergen, and accuses Popma of failing to distinguish between
hierarchical and biblical-Reformed church order2957. Wiskerke seems to equal
breach of the Church Order of Dordt with sinful individualism and lack of
acknowledging sister churches2958. Without mentioning paedocommunion C.
Veenhof writes in Opbouw: “What the churches rightly have rejected, yes
loathed, that is the intentional and arbitrary changing or relinquishing of what
the churches in full freedom established as canonical regulations. In these
2953

The Orthodox Presbyterian Kidane-Hiwot Chapel in Washington D.C., J. Geertsema, “More decisions of
the OPC General Assembly,” Clarion (August 23, 1985): 375-376.
Zegwaard (2006), 86.
2955
Marten Micron, De Christlicke ordinancien der Nederlantscher Ghemeinten te London 1554: Opnieuw
uitgegeven en van een inleiding voorzien door W.F.Dankbaar. Vol. VII of Kerkhistorische Studië,.ed. J.
Lindeboom, M. van Rhijn, J.N. Bakhuizen van den Brink (’s Gravenhage: Martinus Nijhoff, 1956). Paragraph
4.3.12.
2956
Kirchenordnung der Kurpfalz 1563, in Wilhelm Niesel, Bekenntnissschriften und Kirchenordnungen der
nach Gottes Wort reformierten Kirche, 2nd ed. (Zürich, Evangelischer Verlag A.G. Zollikon, 1938). G. Visee’s
articles were originally published in Dutch in Opbouw, translated in English for Christian Renewal, and
collected in G. Visee, Onderwezen in het Koninkrijk der hemelen: keuze uit de persarbeid van ds. G. Visee
(Kampen: Van den Berg 1979), 226-263.
2957
J. Kamphuis, “Kerkelijk leven: Het oude ideaal,” De Reformatie 40, no. 38 (June 26, 1965): 303-304.
2958
Wiskerke (August 8, 1964), 337.
2954
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things they have tasted a lack of Christian humility, a lack of piety in practical
affairs, an offense of good faith, an absence of true love, a handing over of
churches to confusion, and a disturbance of peace.”2959 Pastor Veldman and
Reformatie editor De Vries apply these words explicitly to the
paedocommunion experiments of Rijsbergen2960. In the Netherlands Reformed
Church Van Itterzon uses the introductions of paedocommunion as example
of the destruction of canonical law, in which openness to experiments,
without prior deliberation about what should and what should not happen,
leads to chaos2961.
For some this is above all a matter of order. That church order plays an
important role is appropriate for a presbyterian-synodical church such as the
Netherlands Reformed Church which rejects congregationalism, argues
Groenenberg2962. According to him that leaves the options of obeying the
rules, of first seeking revision of the rules, or of requesting to be granted an
exception to those rules before introducing new practices2963. Similar
sentiment is expressed in the Christian Reformed Churches which are warned
by Peter De Jong in the conservative magazine Outlook against “running
ahead in anticipation of future changes.”2964
6.6.4.5. Room for deviation
In his commentary on the church order of the Reformed Churches in the
Netherlands Nauta cautiously allows for deviation of church order in cases
when first of all there are clear grounds for such deviation, and when these
grounds consider primarily the well being of the church instead of more
individual considerations. In the second place when the interests of sister
churches or the denomination are not harmed, and thirdly when at the first
possible occasion account is given to the denomination, in order that at least
in retrospect approval of the deviation may be acquired2965. Nauta’s
comparison of Scripture with the constitution and church order with
derivative subordinated laws raises the question whether renewed
understanding of what Scripture requires, regarding for example the
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C. Veenhof, “Om der wille van de liefde,” Opbouw 8, no. 25 (October 2, 1964) (my translation).
De Vries (October 24, 1964), 31, who quotes A. Veldman’s article in ’t Geref. Kerkblad voor Zuid-Holland,
Zeeland, Noord-Brabant en Limburg.
2961
G.P. van Itterzon, “De verwoesting van het kerkrecht,” Hervormd Weekblad 80 (1969).
2962
M. Groenenberg, “Vragen rondom de kindercommunie,” Woord en Dienst 19 (1970): 377.
2963
Groenenberg (1970), 377.
2964
Peter De Jong, “Children at the Lord’s Table,” Outlook (February 1983).
2965
D. Nauta, Verklaring van de kerkorde van de Gereformeerde Kerken in Nederland (Kampen: Kok, 1971),
19. In his explanation of article 137, Nauta seems even more cautious about such deviation.
2960

444

Chapter 6 Interpretative Explanation
admission of children, would be considered sufficient ground2966. In the case
of paedocommunion there seems to have been a clear difference of opinion
on what could be dealt with locally or regionally2967, or what harms the
interest of sister churches. Groenenberg argues that local differences in
admission of children cause harm to children, parents and councils when
families relocate2968. Nauta’s possibility to give account of deviation of church
order afterwards is defended even more wholeheartedly by Bartels. Bartels
refers to the apostle Peter who first crossed the boundary between Jew and
gentile in Acts 10 only to be held accountable afterwards in Acts 112969. It is
only normal, no matter how inconvenient, that church order lags behind
reality2970. Groenenberg wonders what happens if a local church decides to
deviate from church order and one of its members brings the issue to the
committee of appeal and adjudication, with an appeal to church order2971. I
note that this dilemma disappears when the church council giving account of
its decision, as Nauta and Bartels suggest, and the church member appealing
it, from Groenenberg’s example, meet each other before the same
ecclesiastical body.
6.6.4.6. Obedience to God
For some the Canonical Law seems more than just a matter of order. C. den
Boer who first seems to acknowledge that “praxis, the experiment, precedes
church order”2972 argues a day later that church order “is proper to maintain
harmony and unity and to keep all in obedience to God.”2973 I note how by
failing to quote the complete sentence “So we accept only what is proper to
maintain harmony and unity and to keep all in obedience to God”, or by failing
to quote the complete article 32 of the Belgic Confession2974, Den Boer risks
2966

Nauta (1971), 16.
Comp. P. Van den Heuvel, De Hervormde Kerkorde: Een praktische toelichting; Onder verwerking van
etc. 2nd ed. (Zoetermeer: Boekencentrum, 2001), 34.
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Groenenberg (1970), 377.
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H. Bartels, “Nog eens: De kinderdommunie,” Woord en Dienst 20 (1971), 28-29.
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“Het gehalte gaat aan de gestalte vooraf, niet omgekeerd,” Bartels (1971), 29.
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Groenenberg (1970), 377.
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C. den Boer, “Waarom zouden ook de kinderen niet komen? (I),” Reformatorisch Dagblad, December 1,
1978.
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te onderhouden, in de gehoorzaamheid Gods?”,” Den Boer (December 2, 1978).
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“We also believe that although it is useful and good for those who govern the churches to establish and
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human innovations and all laws imposed on us, in our worship of God, which bind and force our
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blurring the difference between current law and ideal law, or between
manmade law and divine law2975. Earlier Schravendeel2976 suggested that
church order is based on faith and confessions, and that changing church
order essentially means changing the doctrine of the church2977. At the floor of
Synod of the Reformed Churches in the Netherlands Van Oeveren states that
the core question is whether we still support the exegesis of 1 Corinthians 11,
as stipulated in the church order and the confession2978. The words of Den
Boer, Schravendeel and Van Oeveren might suggest that church order carries
equal weight to confessions and Scripture, and that abiding by canonical law
equals obedience to God. That at least is the idea that the congregation of
Rijsbergen explicitly resisted in the early days2979.
6.6.4.7. The speed of adapting church order
I have provided overviews which show when the question of
paedocommunion was raised within the different denominations and when, if
at all, church order was changed in those same denominations in order to
allow paedocommunion. When we trace individual cases we see how a child
may mature between the time its question is publicly posed and the time that
the question reaches the agenda of a synod. Other children retire without the
question ever reaching the national assembly or synod. A whole generation,
or in some denominations more than half a century, can easily pass between
the moment the question is raised for the first time and the time church order
is adapted. Even between the moment synod officially allows deviation of
church order and the moment church order is changed accordingly, another
fifteen years can easily have passed. This reality proves, as Hartvelt rightly
notes, that it is very difficult to undo something once it is incorporated in
church order2980. Part of the reason may be that a majority at the floor of
synod is enough to embrace a new theological insight, but that ratification by
the following synod is needed in several denominations to change church
order accordingly2981. We saw how the 2007 CRCNA Synod did not ratify the
2006 decision. In some denominations a two third majority is needed to
change church order, which turned out problematic at the 1981-1982 RCN
2975

Comp. Leo J. Koffeman, Het goed recht van de kerk: Een theologische inleiding op het kerkrecht
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Schravendeel (May 1977).
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1984.
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“Gereformeerde Kerk? Neen!” Trouw, September 15, 1964.
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Synod2982. This raises the question whether church order is able to do justice
to the questions of individuals or even to the questions of a generation, as it
seems to fail to deliver justice timely. This also raises the question whether
church order is the dynamic living law, lebendiges Recht in the terminology of
Barth2983, which many aspire it to be. In light of Rogers’ theory on the diffusion
of innovations, and the percentages needed for revisions of church order one
wonders whether church order can ever do justice to approximate 2.5% of
Innovators, the 13.5% of Early Adopters or even to the 34% of the Early
Majority, and whether current procedures provide enough protection against
abuse of church order by the 34% Late Majority and the 16% Laggards2984.
6.7. Roles
6.7.1. No rules
Before I describe who played what role in the discussion on – and the
introduction of paedocommunion, it is important to explain how my
terminology is derived from the practical theologian Don S. Browning, but
used differently. Browning speaks of the dimension of rules and roles when
describing the concrete practices of which action is made up2985. When I deal
with the question of roles my main focus has been to find out who have been
the participants in the paedocommunion discussion and who have been the
change agents, in the sense of causing a change in opinions and beliefs
regarding the participation of children in the Lord’s Supper, or causing the
introduction of paedocommunion.
6.7.2. Groups of people
In my report on the three denominational discussions and on the three local
congregations I researched, I mentioned many individuals. Here I want to
consider whether I can come to more general conclusions regarding the role
of specific groups of people. For that reason I distinguished theologians from
non-theologians, and theologians from pedagogues and educators. Among the
2982

Article 62.2 of the RCN Church Order at that time read: “De generale synode zal ten aanzien van deze
zaken geen definitieve beslissingen nemen, zonder de mindere vergaderingen in de gelegenheid te hebben
gesteld van haar gevoelen blijk te geven. Voorts zal een dergelijke beslissing een meerderheid van twee
derden der uitgebrachte stemmen behoeven,” Nauta (1971), 225.
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Rogers (1995), 262.
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Browning writes for example: “Action is (1) made up of concrete practices (rules, roles, communication
patterns); (2) motivated by needs and tendencies; (3) limited and channeled by social-systemic and
ecological constraints; (4) further ordered by principles op obligation; and (5) given meaning by visions,
narratives, and metaphors,” Browning (1996), 111.
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theologians I distinguished pastors, professors and editors of denominational
periodicals. I noticed an interesting quantitative difference in the contribution
of men and women. I was keen to find out what role children and youth of
different ages and life-stages had played. Was there a role for the childlike
mentally challenged? I intentionally included those who had been children at
the moment of introduction in my interviews. I acknowledged those in
leadership roles and tried to be sensitive to hierarchy and other dynamics of
power. In my empirical research I included office bearers and non-office
bearers.
6.7.3. Theologians
In his book De theologen gingen voorop A.M. Lindeboom claims the
theologians led their churches in the introduction of children at the Lord’s
Supper2986. Lindeboom speaks of a proposal which rose not from the bosom of
the churches, but from the brains of theologians2987. He claims that not the
children asked to participate, but the adults and especially the theologians2988.
In his dissertation2989 Hittjo Kruyswijk supports Lindeboom’s claim regarding
the leading role of theologians in other theological discussions in the
Netherlands2990. But regarding the introduction of paedocommunion I have to
disagree with Lindeboom. Based on my research I conclude that theologians
only played a leading role in parts of the discussion and process, and even
then more so in one denomination than in the other, more so in one country
than in the other.
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Lindeboom (1987), 301-329.
“een voorstel, dat niet is opgekomen uit de boezem der kerken, maar uit het brein van theologen,”
Lindeboom (1987), 315.
2988
“om te beginnen moet men niet uit het oog verliezen, dat het niet de kinderen zijn geweest, die om
deelneming aan het Avondmaal hebben gevraagd. Dat hebben volwassenen gedaan” ... “’k Hoop de
theologen geen onrecht aan te doen, als ik verklaar dat zij de hoofdoorzaak zijn geweest van al de
narigheden, welke van hun drijven het gevolg zijn....” “Zo kan men tot ons aller leedwezen dus aan alle
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uitgestort, beide de praktijk en de beschouwing van het Avondmaal in een ernstige, levensgevaarlijke crisis
zijn geraakt,” Lindeboom (1987), 316, 329.
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6.7.4. Roles in Periodicals

6.7.4.1. Periodicals - Reformed Churches in the Netherlands
Lindeboom seems right regarding the role of theologians in the discussion
within the periodicals of the Reformed Churches in the Netherlands. Almost
all participants are theologians, many of them editors of the periodicals and
/or faculty staff. Children do not participate in the discussion within these
periodicals, though the first time we come across the question, more than half
a century before a true discussion starts, it is raised by children2991. The
youngest contributor in the discussion I found was age twenty eight at the
time2992; the average age of the authors, I registered, fifty two2993. Hogenhuis
gives children an indirect voice in the periodicals with a selection of fragments
of letters by eight of them2994. Some of the theologians who participate in the
discussion, such as Aalbers2995 and Heitink2996, do credit children or youth for
raising the question. Adult lay members of the denomination don’t either
participate in the discussion within the periodicals, and when they are
mentioned by the theologians they remain anonymous.
It is relevant to notice that even when only theologians participate in the
discussion within the periodicals, this can still be viewed as part of a process
of democratization which empowers the lay members. I was surprised to find
no proof of significant academic debate among the theologians on
paedocommunion. Discussion in academic theological journals remains
relatively limited; most dissertations deal with the discussion in retrospect,
though paedocommunion does receive support from the academic world in
the form of theorems in dissertations in support of the practice2997. Many
contributions of theologians target an audience of lay members. Kruyswijk
registers a similar phenomenon among some of the leading theologians in
other discussions within the Reformed Churches in the Netherlands, and
2991

Hoogenbirk (December 11, 1898), 4.
W. Scheltens, “Thuis in de kerkdienst,” Credo (June 1982): 27-30. Wim Scheltens was born August 2,
1953.
2993
Paragraph 5.6.2., footnote 2356.
2994
Hogenhuis (May, 1984).
2995
Aalbers (1974), 80.
2996
Gerben Heitink, “Gezinscommunie een impressie,” Ouderlingenblad (November 1976): 9.
2997
G. Puchinger for example stated: “Kinderen moeten, indien zij en hun ouders dat wensen, kunnen
deelnemen aan de viering van het Heilig Avondmaal”; Fr. T. Ros stated: “Het is een bedroevende
inconsequentie dat vele kerken wel kinderdoop maar geen kindercommunie aanvaarden.” In the CRCNA
discussion we registered something similar, quoting Veenstra “The doctoral thesis of one of our professors
of theology states that Scripture does not forbid children’s participation in the Lord’s Supper,” “Ook
kinderen mee aan het Avondmaal,” Nieuwe Leidsche Courant, June 27, 1969; “Promotie Drs. Ros op
“Determinatio” van Luther,” Reformatorisch Dagblad, December 12, 1974. Veenstra (August 22, 1969).
2992
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speaks about a ‘popularization offensive which led to a democratization of the
discussion about all kinds of theological issues’2998.
6.7.4.2. Periodicals – Christian Reformed Churches
In the discussion within the periodicals of the Christian Reformed Church the
theologians do not play the same leading role2999. More emphatically than in
the Dutch periodicals lay-members3000 and children3001 are the first to raise the
question and start the discussion in the fifties3002. Lay members continue to
contribute to the discussion often through the special sections in the Banner
such as The Reader asks3003 and Voices3004, but also in regular articles3005 and
news reports on synod3006. Individual children also continue to raise the
question3007, and children are polled by the hundreds3008 in 19803009. Related
to the contribution of lay-members and children is the participation of women
2998

Kruyswijk (2011), 238.
Unlike the discussion in the periodicals of the Reformed Church in the Netherlands it was impossible to
identify all the participants in the discussion and thus to determine their occupation, and to calculate their
individual and average ages.
3000
Nicholas J. Monsma, “Should children partake of the Lord's supper?” Banner (January 6, 1950): 5.
3001
Vos (February 28, 1958).
3002
The first time the CRC Periodical Index registers the issue of children at the Lord’s Supper.
3003
John H. Bratt, “The Reader Asks; At What Age Should We Admit to the Lord’s Supper?” Banner (January
25, 1963).
3004
I have counted the authors of the following contributions to the section Voices as lay members, as they
are not registered as minister in the Historical Directory of the Christian Reformed Church: G. Henneveld
“Voices: Children at the Lord’s Supper,” Banner (May 1, 1970). Kristine Ellestad, “Voices: Children at the
table?” Banner (December 8, 1980); Norman De Jong, “Voices: Children and Lord's Supper,” Banner
(December 15, 1980); Harry Van Gurp, “Voices: Children at the table?” Banner (December 29, 1980);
George Prins, “Voices: Children at the table?” Banner (December 29, 1980); Richard N. Ostling, “Voices:
Worthy Partakers,” Banner (January 5, 1981); Jacob Vandervate, “Voices: Worthy Partakers,” Banner
(January 5, 1981); Harry Buis, “Voices: Children at the table?” Banner (January 5, 1981); Patterson (January
5, 1981); Christine Wiersma, “Voices: Children at the table?” Banner (January 5, 1981); Jack Geschiere,
“Voices: Children at the table?” Banner (January 5, 1981); Lauri Brower, “Voices: Polling and Partaking,”
Banner (February 2, 1981); Tracey Shannon Kooy, “Voices: Jesus Loves Us Too,” Banner (February 2, 1981).
Richard H. Harms, Historical Directory of the Christian Reformed Church (Grand Rapids: Historical
Committee of the Christian Reformed Church in North America, 2004).
3005
E.g. Feenstra Venema (January 26, 1973); Linda K. Male, “In Memory Of Anne Butler: Reflections On
Children At The Lord's Supper,” Stromata (May 1988); Jill Friend, “Celebrating Faith Milestones: Profession
of Faith,” Banner (July 2012).
3006
E.g. Sandra Vander Zicht, “More Wisdom Needed: Children at Lord’s Supper Subject to Scrutiny,” Banner
(July 2, 1984): 2; Rachel TeGrootenhuis, “Classis Seeks Time to Study Juvenile Communion,” Banner (April
28, 1986); Phyllis Ten Elshof, “Permit the children at the supper too?” Banner (July 31, 1989): 22, “Let the
Children Come, But....,” Banner (July 3, 1995); Ruth Donker, “News Feature: What Our Churches Are Doing
About Children at the Lord’s Supper,” Banner (August 26, 1996); Gayla R. Postma, “Baptized Children at the
Lord’s Supper, Take Two,” Banner (June 2010): 12, “Faith Formation Committee Ends, Work Continues,”
Banner (July 2013): 34.
3007
Feenstra Venema (1973); Kuyvenhoven (November 24, 1980). Vander Klok (April 22, 1996).
3008
Paragraph 5.2.7.7. (Of the six teachers, mentioned in the article, who polled children, three mention
the exact number of children, 467 children in total).
3009
Cecilia Mereness, “Do Children Care?” Banner (November 24, 1980).
2999
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in the discussion3010. Women start participating as early as 1973, whereas for
example the first female contribution I registered in the periodical discussion
in the Reformed Churches liberated and the Dutch Reformed Churches was
published in 20113011. Women contribute approximately 16% of the periodical
articles and constitute approximately 22% of the authors I registered, whereas
I registered no female author in the periodical discussion within the Reformed
Churches in the Netherlands (for the period I researched). This is remarkable
because the Reformed Churches in the Netherlands allowed women in office
since 1969 and the Christian Reformed Churches only since 1995. So children
and lay members started the discussion by raising the question, and continue
to contribute in significant ways as the discussion unfolds, whereas the
contributions in the last stage are by theologians, both professors and pastors,
and members of the synodical committee, both theologians and educators3012.
6.7.4.3. Periodicals – Reformed Churches liberated & Dutch Reformed
Churches
With regard to drawing conclusions on the role of specific groups of people
within the discussion in the periodicals of the Reformed Church liberated and
the Dutch Reformed Churches, I need to tread carefully. All contributions in
the major periodicals3013 of these denominations are by theologians, both
pastors and professors, with the exception of the contribution of C.P.
Kleingeld3014 and Anje de Heer3015. I did not come across other contributions of
children. And in this periodical discussion, which started in 1963, the first
contribution by a woman that I came across was in 2011 by the same Anje de
Heer3016. But in these two denominations the introduction of children at the
Lord’s Supper in the local church of Rijsbergen preceded the discussion on the
3010

We registered the contributions of Tena Feenstra Venema (1973); Cecilia Mereness (1980); Kristine
Ellestad (1980); Diane Marie Patterson (1981); Christine Wiersma (1981); Lauri Brower (1981); Tracey
Shannon Kooy (1981); Cecilia Mereness (1980); Sandra VanderZicht (1984); Rachel TeGrootenhuis (1986);
Linda K. Male (1988); Phyllis Ten Elshof (1989 & 1995); Joanne E. De Jonge (1996); Ruth Donker (1996);
Jozina Vander Klok (1996) with a drawing by Jennifer Nanninga; Gayla R. Postma (2010 & 2013); Jill Friend
(2012).
3011
Anje de Heer, “Kinderen en avondmaal: Een historische en liturgische invalshoek,” De Reformatie
(September 9, 2011): 512-513.
3012
We registered contributions by the pastors/theologians Tim Gallant, Ryan Faber, Wayne Brouwer,
Michael F. Abma, Stanley Mast and Peter Hoytema, professors Dr. Syd Hielema (Youth Ministries), Dr.
Cornelius P. Venema (Doctrinal Studies), Dr. Robert J. Keeley (Education), Dr. Lye D. Bierma (Systematic
Theology), Dr. David M. Rylaarsdam (Historical Theology), Dr. Jeffrey A.D. Weima (New Testament), Dr. John
D. Witvliet (Worship & Theology), Synodical Committee members Hielema, Witvliet and educator Jill Friend.
3013
The smaller periodical Contact has contributions of non theologians.
3014
Later, in 1999, at the age of 57, Dr. Kleingeld is ordained as pastor of the Free Reformed Church of
Wolvega, and independent church associated with the Dutch Reformed Churches.
3015
De Heer studied at the Utrecht Conservatoire, and advises the denomination in the field of liturgy and
church music. http://www.damon.nl/authors/31070-anje-de-heer (accessed May 23, 2016).
3016
De Heer (September 9, 2011), 512-513.
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issue in the periodicals. And thus the dominant role of theologians in the
periodical discussion does not equal the role of change agents leading their
churches in the introduction of paedocommunion3017. In the initial stage the
role of journalists and their articles in national newspapers seems to have
been crucial for raising awareness of the existence of the praxis. I also noticed
that most other local Dutch Reformed Churches started welcoming children at
their Lord’s Suppers in a period when the periodical discussion had long
ceased. In the new round of discussion within the Reformed Churches
liberated which is started by Robert R. Roth in 2007, I notice once again a
connection with the church Rijsbergen and a new significant, be it passive,
role for the mentally challenged. At a denominational level neither of those
two denominations has officially approved paedocommunion at the level of
her synod or national assembly.
6.7.5. Roles at synod and national assemblies
With regard to conclusions about the roles of different groups in the
discussions at the floor synods and national assemblies I face several
limitations. First, the issue of paedocommunion has not been put on the
agenda of the national assembly of the Dutch Reformed Churches, nor on that
of synod of the Reformed Churches liberated. Second, both the Reformed
Churches in the Netherlands and the Christian Reformed Churches delegate
only office-bearers to their synods3018. Third, study committees and advisory
committees are by nature mixed groups. Fourth, my sources do not provide
the level of detail necessary for the analysis of all the individual contributions
to the discussion on the floor of synod. Because of these limitations it is
impossible to test the validity of Lindeboom’s claim regarding the leading role
of theologians with regard to the synodical discussions. It seems true though,
that among the very first to raise the issue were a number of pastors at the
1961 Synod of the Netherlands Reformed Church3019.

3017

Compare Lindeboom (1987), 301-329.
Resp. church order art. 44 & 59. Nauta (1971), 176f., 217f. Church Order art. 45, Martin Monsma, The
New Revised Church Order Commentary: A Brief Explantion of the Church order of the Christian Reformed
Church (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1967), 180f.; William P. Brink & Richard R. De Ridder, Manual of Christian
Reformed Church Government: 1987 Revision (Grand Rapids: CRC Publications, 1987), 221f. With the
introduction of deacon delegates in the Reformed Churches in the Netherlands in the early seventies, 40%
of the delegates are pastors. In the Christian Reformed Church the ratio pastors and elder delegates is fiftyfifty.
3019
Pastors Kaastra, Mooi, Post, and Spilt, Acts NRC 1961 Synod, 320-330; “Oecumenische viering mogelijk?
Stemmen op synode: ook kinderen aan Avondmaal,” Nieuwe Leidsche Courant, November 1, 1961 (11-12).
But these first pleas were made in the context of the discussion on ecumenical celebration of the Lord’s
Supper, a discussion in which among others the European Ecumenical Youth Assembly in Lausanne in 1960
had acted as catalyst, Zegwaard (2006), 42. Davies (1963), 410.
3018

452

Chapter 6 Interpretative Explanation
Noteworthy are the contributions of the Rotterdam youth group Denken en
doen with her report Daadwerkelijke mondigheid, and Students’ plea to admit
children at the Lord’s Supper that came before synod in other reports3020. It
should be noted that not only delegates contribute to the discussion at the
synodical level. Grass roots contributions find their way to the synod through
numerous overtures, communications, (open) letters, requests for revision,
and official complaints. Besides these more ordinary means synods actively
sought grass roots contribution, Synod of the Reformed Churches in the
Netherlands through a “hearing” in 19693021 and a consultation in 19763022,
Synod of the Christian Reformed Churches in the shepherding process as
followed by the Faith Formation Committee3023. But only in rare cases do
these contributions come from the specific groups I have distinguished3024.
6.7.6. Roles in Local Congregations
The beauty of researching the introduction of paedocommunion in specific
congregations is that almost all groups I have distinguished are part of the
local church community3025.
6.7.6.1. Local roles - Pastors, theologians and educators
I could start with testing Lindeboom’s claim and ask: did theologians lead the
local churches I researched in the introduction of children at the Lord’s
Supper? In all three cases I studied reality is far more complex. The role of
teaching elder Jan van Katwijk in several ways resembled that of a pastor, but
he was not a theologian. And in light of his charisma it may be considered
quite surprising that other individuals played roles of similar importance and
that in the end the communal nature of the decision of Rijsbergen was so
evident. In the case of Fourteenth Street Pastor Marvin Hofman is a
theologian, who has played a central role in the process, and who is compared
to the Reformers, toan elder statesman, and described as a leader with a
pastoral heart. And more than in the other churches the lay members mention
the influence of other theologians and their speeches at conferences or in
3020

“Kerk 66-2000,” Supplement 14, 15, Acts NRC 1967 Synod, 181-190, November 20, 21, 22, 1967; Denken
en doen (1969); Deputaten Kerk en Jeugd and Raad voor het Jeugdwerk, Samen op Weg, ’s Gravenhage:
n.p., 1969.
3021
Art. 169, Acts RCN 1969-1970 Synod, 145f. November 25, 1969.
3022
Art. 330, Acts RCN 1975-1976 Synod, 215f. October 7, 1976. Suppl. 44, 45, Suppl. Acts RCN 1977-1979
Synod, 209, 228.
3023
Paragraph 5.3.11.
3024
E.g. youth of the RCN of Utrecht-Oost sends a letter to Synod. Aalbers (1971), 12.
3025
I.e. men and women, young and old, theologians and non-theologians, and office bearers and others in
positions of leadership or power.
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articles. But Hofman shares this central role with the directors of Children’s
Ministries, Bob and Laura Keeley, who are not theologians, but educators.
Though I have no indications that a leading role for educators in the
introduction of paedocommunion has been a pattern, the role of the Keeley’s
does reflect the development over the last century that educators and not
theologians determined how believers viewed and treated their children. In
the case of New West Church Pastor Beunk may have been instrumental in
the final approval of children at the Lord’s Supper, and Professor Goheen may
have been influential in his role as part time minister of preaching and advisor
to council. But in contemplating the possible leading role of theologians and
pastors in the introduction of paedocommunion in local congregations, it is
remarkable that New West Church has always had paedocommunion
proponents as pastor since 1979 when Brouwer started his tenure.
Paedocommunion proponent Pastor Nederlof would become a member after
his retirement. Later Pastor Helder, coming from Classis Rocky Mountains,
chairman of a synodical study committee and writer of a minority report,
served the church. I also served the church, after having served the Dutch
Reformed Church of Rijsbergen. In light of that fact New West has moved
rather slowly and cautiously, never running ahead of the denomination, or
running faster than the pace set by synod3026.
6.7.6.2. Local roles - Men and women
I can repeat what I noticed in my description of the process in the church of
Rijsbergen. It is remarkable how in the church of Rijsbergen at that time
women were not allowed to be office bearers and had no voting rights; how
the congregational meeting is referred to as male members’ meeting3027. Yet
Carolina, and Maria Wijngaards, a mother and her daughter, put the issue on
the agenda and in important ways contributed to this historical change3028.
None of the three churches had female pastors while introducing children at
the Lord’s Supper3029, but in most other respects men and women equally
contributed to the process. Girls and boys asked questions. Fathers and
mothers put the questions before council. Men and women studied the issue,
took part in the conversations, and reshaped the liturgy.

3026
Interviewees indicate the increasingly noticed passion of these pastors and theologians plays a role. The
trust they receive in their role as pastors and the authority as professor, but even more the trust they gain
as Christ followers, makes members willing to consider the legitimacy of their views.
3027
“manslidmaten vergadering.”
3028
Van Katwijk speaks about “when our sister led us,” (“toen onze zuster ons voorging,”) Van Katwijk
(1966), 6.
3029
Though Laura Keeley held a staff position at 14th Street CRC.
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6.7.6.3. Local roles - Children
Lindeboom did not only claim that theologians led their churches in the
introduction of paedocommunion, he also claimed that children did not ask to
participate3030. We already saw that this is not true for the periodical and
synodical discussions within his denomination3031. It is also not true for the
local congregations I researched. As the Bible anticipated, children have
always asked questions about the rituals, ceremonies and services3032 and
about the stipulations, decrees and laws which God commanded His
people3033. In the story of Rijsbergen the role of thirteen year old Maria
Wijngaards may have been one of silent obedience to her mother. But other
children, such as Linda Overduin at age seven or younger and possibly Arie
Ruis at the same age, did ask the question. Teenagers, such as seventeen year
old Dick Vermeulen, engaged in conversations with the adults of the
congregation. We saw how, at least in retrospect, father Overduin understood
Linda’s question in light of Psalm 8, where the mouth of children is instrument
in God’s victorious work3034. The one child whose passive role in the story of
Fourteenth Street CRC is perceived as one of a crucial catalyst by almost all
interviewees is the disabled Dalton. In common perception the mentally
disabled and seniors suffering from Alzheimer’s disease are often categorized
with the children. From that perspective I should also mention Owen, the
senior member of Fourteenth Street CRC, who caused many to reconsider the
Lord’s Supper practice3035. Families, whose children had participated prior to
joining this congregation, also were an incentive to deal with the issue. Young
children asking questions are especially mentioned in the stories of individual
families, and less so in the story of the congregation as a whole. In the story of
New West CRC we have seen how the children of several families asking their
parents similar questions played a crucial role in putting the issue once more
on the agenda. Although we have also seen that not all parents automatically
allow their children’s desire to be fulfilled. Catechism students asked the
question well before any changes were initiated3036. That young children can
challenge and shape the theological convictions of (adult) theologians is
shown by the example of Michael Goheen’s daughter asking at age three:
“Daddy is the Lords supper for the Lords sheep?”, “Am I one of the Lord’s
sheep?” and in response to her father’s positive reply: “Why can’t I have the
3030

Lindeboom (1987), 316, 329.
Hoogenbirk (December 11, 1898), 4; Vos (February 28, 1958).
3032
Cf. Exodus 12:26, 13:14.
3033
Cf. Deuteronomy 6:20.
3034
Overduin (1984), 23; Van Katwijk (1966), 4.
3035
Hofman (2015).
3036
Henry Van Andel, “The Priviliges of Full Communion,” in Thy Way is My Way, ed. Michael De Vries, 3rd
ed. (Toronto: Credo, 1972), 10.
3031
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Lords supper?” The three case studies reveal how children and youth ask such
questions in the setting of families3037, catechism3038, and worship services3039,
especially as they witness the Lord’s Supper celebration. I gathered from other
stories of local churches how questions3040 and actions3041 of the youth can put
the question on agendas. In the strict sense that did not happen in the three
churches I researched3042. But in the whole process of these congregations the
question of children is perceived as important by many members. In
retrospect at least some feel convinced or even led by their child3043, or led by
God through their child3044.
6.7.6.4. Local roles - Parents
In all three churches I found children who raised the question with their
parents, and parents who brought their children’s question before council3045.
Once the decision to admit children is taken, parents in all three
congregations can choose to not let their children participate in the Lord’s
Supper. In the church of Rijsbergen none of the long term members has
chosen that option. The interviews with parents of Fourteenth Street CRC
reveals how parents made different choices whether or not to allow their
children, and if so under what conditions. I noticed that in New West possibly
even a majority of parents have chosen not to let their children participate,
and that they have done so for already more than a decade3046. Several of the
interviewed parents indicate that the decision to welcome children to the
Table forces parents to take their responsibility to teach and instruct their
children regarding the Lord’s Supper, and to nurture faith at home. Of the
three churches New West CRC most specifically has tried to equip the parents
through parenting classes3047 and by sermons, for example on parenting in the
pews3048.

E.g. Linda Overduin in Rijsbergen, Mike Goheen’s daughter in New Westminster, Rebecca Stilwell, 14th
Street CRC, Paragraph 4.4.21.
3038
E.g. Dick Vermeulen in Rijsbergen, Paragraph 4.3.8., Van Andel (1972), 10, for New West CRC.
3039
E.g. Linda Overduin in Rijsbergen, Rebecca Stilwell in 14th Street CRC,
3040
E.g. NRC Utrecht Oost, Aalbers (1971), 12.
3041
E.g. the spontaneous participation of Roman Catholic youth in the NRC/RCN of Geldrop, Aalbers (1974),
80, or the somewhat provocative participation of youth in the RCL of Dordrecht, Jansen-Cramer (1997), 15.
3042
In Rijsbergen mother Carolina Wijngaards did, in New West CRC and 14th Street CRC synod initially did.
3043
Quoting “A child shall lead them,” Isaiah 11: 6.
3044
Quoting Psalm 8, Overduin (1984), 23.
3045
Lindeboom and others can make it sound as if it is a bad thing that not children (as they wrongly claim),
but adults and especially theologians have advocated paedocommunion. Lindeboom (1987), 316.
3046
John VanderWoude for example notices that “very few parents have their children participate in the
lords supper.”
3047
Led by Mike and Marnie Goheen.
3048
A sermon by Mike Goheen on September 11, 2011.
3037
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6.7.6.5. Local roles - Office-bearers and leaders
It is interesting to compare the different roles the denomination’s synod or
national assembly played in each of the three local congregations. My
research clearly shows three different scenarios of congregational
dependence, or lack thereof, on denominational policy. This outcome has little
statistical relevance as it is so clearly related to my selection of different local
congregations. The fact that the earliest pioneers can be found before the
issue was put on the synodical agendas, let alone before any synodical
decision was taken, may prove that at least the initiative of the innovation has
not been a top down matter. In the Dutch Reformed tradition with its
presbyterial organization one could expect a leading role of council in the local
process. The stories of the three congregations certainly reveal several
moments of such leadership. But in none of the stories the image of a top
down decision emerges. In the case of Rijsbergen there are no minutes
mentioning a council decision, and the real decision seems to have been taken
at a congregational meeting3049. The leadership involved in the process in
Fourteenth Street and New West is broader than just council. Council
members, but also hired staff, worship planning teams, and informal key
opinion leaders such as older well respected members of the congregation,
each play their role. And what seems to be true for Rijsbergen to a large
extent is also true for Fourteenth Street and New West, that so many people
have played key-roles that speaking of a communal process seems to do more
justice to the story than speaking about individual key roles.

6.8. Visional
As may be expected my research has provided lots of data about the visional
dimension of the debate on- and the introduction of paedocommunion. I will
have to confine myself to an analasys and discussion of those aspects of the
visional dimension which seem to have carried the greatest weight. I will start
with the Old Testament theme of the Passover and then proceed with the
New Testament text of 1 Corinthians 11. From Scripture I move to history and
tradition, and then to the Reformed confessions. I continue with the
treatment of the theological themes of covenant, baptism, liturgy, sacrament
and public profession of faith. After these theological aspects of the visional
dimension I hope to conclude with the aspect of pedagogics or developmental
psychology.

3049

A ‘male members meeting’.
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6.9. Passover
6.9.1. Importance of argument
One of the major arguments in favor of paedocommunion is the participation
of children in the Passover celebration and the Jewish seder tradition. It is
remarkable that the Passover is mentioned the first time I found the
paedocommunion question being raised in Dutch Reformed periodicals on
both sides of the ocean3050. The Passover is mentioned by pastors3051, and
other interviewed members of all three researched congregations, and it is
found in some of their documents3052. The first Lord’s Supper sermon after
Rijsbergen officially welcomes children is titled “It is the Lord’s Passover.”3053
The Worship Planning Team of New West CRC at the time of my research was
considering using the Passover/seder tradition as a format to encourage
children’s active participation3054. The relevance of the Passover is discussed in
all Dutch Reformed denominations I researched, possibly most extensively
and with most detail in the Christian Reformed Church3055. The Passover is one
of the subjects in which Christian Reformed authors interact more with those
from other Reformed denominations3056.
6.9.2. First issue
The first point of discussion is whether children did participate in the
Passover. Reformers such as Calvin and Zwingli, and Belgic Confession author
Guido de Brès assumed that only those children participated in the Passover
who were of sufficient age to inquire into its meaning3057. Some participants in
3050
“All those born into a house had to eat the Passover, even the little children. The Holy Supper has
replaced the Passover. Should not all children for that reasons make use of this as well, as they are baptized
and counted as members of the congregation without profession of faith?” (my translation), Hoogenbirk
(December 11, 1898), 4. Monsma (January 6, 1950), 5.
3051
E.g. Van Katwijk (1966), 5. Paragraph 4.3.13.
3052
E.g. Henry Hageman, Who Participates at the Lord’s Table (Burnaby: July 1997).
3053
“Het is des Heeren Pascha,” Diary Sofie van Katwijk, Sunday, April 29, 1962.
3054
Marnie Goheen, interview with author, June 2012.
3055
E.g. Report 34, Agenda CRCNA 1986 Synod, 349f, 369f. Report 26, Agenda CRCNA 1988 Synod, 265f.,
298f.
3056
Especially Keidel (1975), 301-341; Beckwith (Winter), 1976, …; Leonard J. Coppes, Daddy, May I Take
Communion?: Peadocommunion vs. The Bible (Thornton: Leonard J. Coppes, 1988); Peter J. Leithart, Daddy,
Why Was I Excommunicated?: An Examination of Leonard J. Coppes, Daddy, May I Take Communion?, 2nd
ed. (Niceville: Transfiguration Press, 1998).
3057
i.e. Huldreich Zwingli, Selected Works Of Huldreich Zwingli: 1484-1531; The Reformer Of German
Switzerland, edited by Macauley Jackson, reprint. 1522(Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press,
1901), 175; Calvin Institutes, bk. 4, chap. 16, 30; John Calvin, Commentaries on The Four Last Books of
Moses: Arranged in the Form of a Harmony; Volume First. (Grand Rapids, Christian Classics Ethereal Library,
n.d.), 450; Guido de Brès, Oorsprong en weerlegging van de wederdopers. Edited by R. Pieterman, 1595.
(Barneveld: Stichting Heruitgave Werken Guido De Brès, 2011), 543.
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the discussion of the last decades hold quite similar views, such as Van der
Woude3058 and Van Oeveren3059. In the days of the Reformation the Reformer
Wolfgang Musculus expressed a minority view, saying “that little children of
the Jews did appertain to the Passover.”3060 Musculus’ minority view has
gained significant support in the last half century.
6.9.3. Exodus 12
The discussion on whether children participated in the Passover starts in
Exodus 12, and revolves around six or seven aspects and themes of that
chapter. First, the celebration of Passover was an ordinance for you and your
sons, or children3061, forever, to be kept by all the congregation of Israel3062, or
all the children of Israel3063 as Gallant highlights3064. Second, a Passover lamb
(or kid) was to be slaughtered for each household3065, and little children had
their share. Paedocommunion opponent Coppes notes that later Jewish
tradition stipulates that it takes ten persons to consume a lamb3066, and
acknowledges that in this initial Passover small children who were able to
chew meat and eat bread at the Passover did so3067. Third, the blood of the
lamb3068 is put on the doorposts and lintel of the doors of the houses as a sign
undergirded with a divine promise3069, and thus providing safety for the
Israelites in general3070, household by household3071, and specifically for the
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C. van der Woude, “Kindercommunie en openbare belijdenis,” Ouderlingenblad, 47 (1970): 83-86.
B. van Oeveren, “Argumenten tegen avondmaalsviering door kinderen,” Credo (May 1977): 20-21;
(June, 1982): 37-38; (October, 1987): 20-21.
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Wolfgang Musculus, Loci communes in usus sacrae Theologiae candidatorum parati (Basel: Johann.
Herwagen, 1560), 469-173. English translation of these pages:
http://www.paedocommunion.com/articles/musculus_common_places.php (accessed July 6, 2016).
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Cf. Ex. 12:24.
3062
Cf. Ex. 12:47. Maatman notices that this included children and nursing infants, cf. Joel 2:16. “Gather the
people, consecrate the assembly; bring together the elders, gather the children, those nursing at the breast
…,” Report 34, Agenda CRCNA 1986 Synod, 369.
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Gallant (2003A), 60, 62.
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Cf. Ex. 12:3-4. For two households if one could not consume the lamb that same night. Cf. Ex. 12:8-10.
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Cp. Van den Berg (1978), 66.
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Coppes (1988), 195. Richard Bacon argues that if strangers could be excluded (Ex. 12:43-45), so could
children. And if elders (Ex.12:21) could represent the whole community (Ex. 12:6), then heads of
households could act (and eat?) on behalf of their children. Richard Bacon, What mean ye by this service?:
Paedocommunion in light of the Passover (Dallas: Presbyterian Heritage Publications,1989).
http://www.fpcr.org/blue_banner_articles/meanye4.htm (accessed July 8, 2016).
3068
The importance of the blood is underlined by the attention it receives in Moses’ speech: Ex. 12:21-27a.
Victor P. Hamilton, Exodus: An Exegetical Commentary (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2011), 189.
3069
Cf. Ex. 12:13 “I will pass over you. No destructive plague will touch you when I strike Egypt,” J.A. Motyer,
The Message of Exodus (Downers Grove: Inter Varsity Press, 2005), 134.
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Cf. Ex. 12:27.
3071
Cf. Ex. 12:23.
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firstborn in each house3072. Fourth, the firstborn sons of each household held a
special place in this first Passover, and they would hold a special place within
the Lord’s salvation of Israel3073. The blood of the tenth plague recalls the
blood of the first plague3074. With the water of the Nile turning into blood one
is reminded of the innocent blood of the Israelite newborn baby boys3075. In
the first plague the crime scene is revealed, by uncovering the blood; in the
tenth plague the crime is punished by taking blood for blood3076. But the tenth
plague was also a measure for a measure as the killing of the firstborn of the
Egyptians is the punishment for what the Egyptians had done to the Israelite
people, the firstborn of God, as Exodus 4: 22-23 explains. Fifth, children
possibly participated in the ‘domestic ceremony’ of removing the yeast from
the houses. Children certainly must have eaten the unleavened bread. Even a
paedocommunion opponent like Coppes considers it obvious, based on the
instruction to remove all leaven or yeast, that every child who was able to eat
bread ate unleavened bread during this week3077. Sixth, the lamb was selected
and slaughtered per household, the blood marked the doorposts of houses,
the yeast and leaven was removed from each house. “The prescribed unity is
the family, which rules out individual celebration or arbitrary groupings”,
Childs summarizes3078. “Reflecting the principle of family inherent in the Lord’s
various covenant provisions”, Motyer comments 3079. Just like in the infant
baptism discussion, the significance of the household is noticed by several
participants in the paedocommunion discussion3080.
Seventh, in Ex. 12: 26-27 Moses gives instruction on how to answer future
questions asked by children regarding the Passover. Calvin draws the
conclusion regarding both Passover and Holy Supper “that none can be duly
admitted to receive it, but those who are capable of being taught.” In all
likelihood that is an anachronism. Sociologist Meredith McGuire writes: “The
emphasis on intellectual learning and formal; religious knowledge which
characterizes religious socialization in many complex societies, is atypical. The
idea of going to Sunday school to learn specialized religious knowledge is, for
3072

Cf. Ex. 12:12, 29.
Cf. Num. 8:17. Motyer (2005), 152.
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(Louisville: John Knox, 1991), 115.
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Fretheim (1991), 141.
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Coppes (1988), 196.
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Brevard S. Childs, The Book of Exodus: A Critical Theological Commentary, Philadelphia: Westminster
Press, 1974), 198.
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example, foreign to most religions because their emphasis is on learning by
doing. What the child needs to know can be best learned by accompanying
adults and imitating them. By contrast, Western religions have emphasized
the importance of formal religious knowledge.”3081 Patrick Miller recognizes
the same phenomenon in the Jewish religion: “In regard to virtually all the
regular festive occasions, the text in one way or another, explicitly or
implicitly, prescribes a family gathering across the generations.”3082 He notices
that participation in rituals would evoke questions and thus create strategic
moments for education3083.
6.9.3.1. Exodus 12 in the debate
In the current paedocommunion discussion, Bacon follows in the footsteps of
Calvin and claims that the text itself supports this view. “The children are not
told to ask, "What do we mean by the fact that we are eating." That would
then indicate that they actually partook of the meal. Rather, they are to ask,
"What do you mean by your eating in this service?"”3084 A slightly different
view is expressed by Van de Velde who believes the question refers primarily
to the ritual of putting blood on the doorposts. But Van de Velde draws a
similar conclusion that children cannot participate in the Supper until they ask
their questions about the meaning of the blood, and appropriate the
answers3085. In the context of the chapter, against the background of what we
know about religious socialization, and also in light of the similar question
about the laws in Deuteronomy 6 asked by children already under these laws,
this interpretation seems incorrect3086. And Coppes for example acknowledges
that3087.
Early in the discussion Bratt writes: “Exodus 12:26-27 does not expressly state
that children partook of the Old Testament Passover. It intimates, but I
wouldn’t dare to make that assertion stronger.”3088 More recently Venema
writes “The presence of this catechetical exercise in the Passover rite does not
argue conclusively for or against the participation of infant and younger
3081

Meredith B. McGuire, Religion: The Social Context, 3rd ed. (Belmont: Wadsworth, 1992), 54f.
Patrick D. Miller “That the Children May Know: Children in Deuteronomy,” in The Child in the Bible, ed.
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(Haarlem: n.p., 1985), 19.
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3087
Coppes (1988), 196.
3088
John H. Bratt, “The Reader Asks; Why Bar Children from the Lord’s Supper?” Banner (November 5,
1965): 15.
3082

461

Paedocommunion in the Dutch Reformed Tradition
children.”3089 In my opinion verses 26-27 at least raise the question of
children’s participation. Other verses in that chapter provide more conclusive
arguments for such participation. In light of that conclusion, verses 26-27
further illustrate how children did participate in an age and ability appropriate
way while the tradition is passed down through the generations.
Most participants in the discussion are willing to acknowledge children’s
participation in the initial Passover as portrayed in Exodus 12. But an
important argument of paedocommunion opponents is that Deuteronomy 16
changed this initial participation of children. Herman Bavinck already used the
argument in 1911: “Passover, though not forthwith at the institution, but later
in Palestina, was celebrated at the temple in Jerusalem; very young children
were automatically excluded.”3090 The same argument can be heard from the
earliest contributions in the discussion in the fifties3091, to some of the most
recent ones3092.
6.9.4. Passover after the Exodus

6.9.4.1. Law after Deuteronomy
What regulations does Scripture prescribe? Venema acknowledges that
“women and children were not explicitly denied permission to celebrate the
Passover”3093 and paedocommunion advocates can probably agree. But
Venema goes further by writing about “the stipulation of Deuteronomy 16
that only men go up annually to Jerusalem.”3094 Beckwith more carefully states
that “the command to observe the Passover is directed solely to men.”3095 But
the 1988 majority report of the CRC states, regarding children, “The
instructions which included them were clear in Exodus 12-13 and were not
abrogated in Deuteronomy.”3096 Gallant refers to the Deuteronomy 12 where
God provides the general rule for all the sacraments in anticipation of the
centralized worship, instructing: “And there you shall eat before the LORD
your God, and you shall rejoice in all to which you have put your hand, you
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and your households, in which the LORD your God has blessed you.”3097 In that
same context Deuteronomy speaks of “you and your sons and your daughters,
your menservants, and your maidservants, and the Levite who is within your
gates.”3098 Deuteronomy 16:16, when summarizing the regulations, speaks of
‘men’: “Three times a year all your men must appear before the Lord your God
at the place he will choose.” But that same chapter 16 explicitly includes
women and children in at least two of the three pilgrim feasts. That fact
supports the comment made by Labuschagne that we must assume that this
was mandatory for men and that for women exceptions could be made,
though they ought to be there as well3099. In the same vein we must assume
that exceptions could be made for children, though they ought to be there as
well, or for that matter for elderly men. Or as the 1988 majority report writes:
“The changes affecting Passover, given by God in Deuteronomy, are
substantial but are not evidence that children stopped participating in the
sacrificial meal or that it became optional for them.”3100 Paedocommunion
advocate Van den Berg comes close to the view that it was optional by writing
that for children it was not a matter of must, but may3101.
6.9.4.2. Practice after Deuteronomy
What practice does Scripture describe? We find biblical descriptions of
Passover celebrations after the centralization of worship in the first year of
King Hezekiah3102 and the eighteenth year of King Josiah3103. Venema suggests
that these two Passover celebrations may have been the exception to a
practice that he assumes otherwise excluded women and younger
children3104. 2 Chronicles 30 only mentions the large numbers and large
crowds in the Passover and Festival of Unleavened Bread of Hezekiah. 2
Chronicles 35 specifically mentions the families of the people3105. It is

Deu. 12:7. Gallant (2003A), 63. Labuschagne comments that the expression “you and your house” refers
to all who belong to the family and to the company and participate in the labor process. C.J. Labuschagne,
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noteworthy that the chronicler gives a description of Passover that according
to commentators is rooted in Deuteronomy 163106. Important is that the
chronicler emphasizes in both Passover stories that the celebration was
according to what was written3107. On the other hand all three biblical
accounts of these Passover celebrations make clear that they are not
reflective of a uniform faithful practice through the centuries3108. Ezra 6: 19-22
describes the celebration of the Passover after the return from exile in the era
of Darius. Besides these explicit descriptions of Passover celebrations, the
story of 1 Samuel 1, which does not specify the occasion3109, gives a beautiful
example of the practice to go to the central sanctuary to sacrifice to the Lord
as a family, husband and wife / wives, both sons and daughters3110. The story
also beautifully illustrates how exceptions could be made for unweaned
children and their mothers3111.
6.9.4.3. Exodus, Deuteronomy and Jesus
Based on Deuteronomy 16 opponents distinguish two3112 or even three
distinct Passover rites: the initial Passover in Egypt, the permanent or
pilgrim3113 Passover as commanded by Moses and observed throughout
history and the Jewish Passover as observed in the days of Jesus3114. The
Passover practice after the initial one and until Jesus’ days is not well
documented. A few extrabiblical sources are mentioned in the
paedocommunion discussion. In his Antiquities Josephus describes the
Passover celebration in the era of Darius3115, and writes: “all the people ran
together out of the villages to the city, and celebrated the festival, having
purified themselves, with their wives and children, according to the law of

Kronieken: Verklaring van de Hebreeuwse Bijbel; Commentaar voor bijbelstudie, onderwijs en prediking
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their country.”3116 But it is debated whether Josephus had access to sources
which could corroborate this claim3117.
6.9.4.4. The Book of Jubilees
The Book of Jubilees, written in the intertestamental period round 160-150
BC, becomes part of the North American paedocommunion discussion with
Keidel and Beckwith discussing its relevance3118. The Book of Jubilees 49:17
states: “And every man who has come upon its day shall eat it in the sanctuary
of your God before the Lord from twenty years old and upward; for thus is it
written and ordained that they should eat it in the sanctuary of the Lord.”
Venema follows Beckwith in suggesting that the text reflects the traditional
practice of the post-exilic period until at least the end of the second century
B.C. in which “certain laws, including the law of pilgrim festivals, bound only
men. Consequently, those who were not bound by them, women and youth,
under twenty, ceased altogether to observe them, so that they could
concentrate their attention on the laws by which they were bound.”3119
Gallant follows Keidel, who speaks of twenty as the age of accountability3120.
Based on the text itself I can agree that only men were considered to be
bound in the strictest sense to this law and that the text seems to consider
twenty to be the age of accountability. But the chapter uses more collective
and inclusive terms such as ‘all Israel’, ‘(all) children of Israel’, ‘all the people of
the congregation of Israel’, and ‘throughout all their generations’, and does so
more often than it uses the term ‘man’3121. So in that sense this
pseudepigraphic book reflects the message of Deuteronomy 12 and 16 as I
understand it: The celebration of Passover is “an eternal ordinance”
“regarding all the children of Israel”3122, mandatory for “every man who is free
from uncleanness”3123 whereas for men under age twenty, women and
children, who ought to participate as well, exceptions could be made. The age
of twenty may be related to Numbers 1:3 where it is considered the age of
those able to serve in the army. The Book of Jubilees was held in high regard in
the Qumran community. Gallant further discusses some documents of the
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Qumran community3124, but he indicates that this male dominated
community, which was possibly comprised of celibate males, was unlikely to
have women and children at its meals3125.
6.9.4.5. In conclusion
I conclude first that after the centralization of the Passover sacrifice, as
anticipated in Deuteronomy 12 and 16, all the men and women of Israel, and
all their sons and daughters ought to be present at the Passover celebration.
But ‘ought implies can’, and age and ability appropriate obedience to the
Passover ordinances in Scripture allows that exceptions were made for, for
example, pregnant women, unweaned children and their mothers, the sick
and elderly men and women. That explains why the obligation of able men is
especially stressed. Thought it is conceivable that at times some able men of
twenty years and older had to stay at home to serve the disabled and to
protect the new harvest3126. And it is probable that proximity to the central
sanctuary allowed some pregnant women, babies or small children and their
mothers, as well as elderly men and women to be present3127. I note that the
laws on the consecration of firstborn males, and those on the purification
after childbirth, brought Joseph, Mary and baby Jesus to the temple forty days
after His birth3128. Second, family heads were to slay the Passover lambs3129.
The 1988 CRC majority report highlights how covenant heads are (still)
responsible for the sacrifice, and notices that “the Passover was the only
sacrifice that could be made by every federal head whether priest or not.”3130
The option, offered by Deuteronomy 16:2, to sacrifice bovines instead of
sheep or goat, may reflect changing farming realities, but also the option that
at the central sanctuary several households could share a larger animal3131.
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The 1988 CRC majority3132 report suggests that the eating is not centralized,
but Deuteronomy 16:7 seems to regulate that the sacrifice was eaten at or
near the central sanctuary, and therefore only by those children who had
been able to go there. Third, with the centralization of the sacrifice, the blood
was probably not put on the doorposts anymore, but splashed against the
altar as the chronicler describes3133. Perhaps some of the blood may have
been put on the doorposts by those who lived in proximity to the sanctuary.
We may assume that either way it was considered blood which was shed for
the sake of the household(s) present and represented. Fourth, the blood did
not protect the lives of firstborns in the same way it had done during the
initial Passover. But with the inclusion of the Festival of the Firstfruits as part
of the Passover season, there was a permanent reminder that not just the first
fruits of the field, but also the first fruit of the womb belonged to God3134.
Fifth, the eating of the sacrifice was centralized, but yeast was not to be
“found in your possession in all your land”3135, and therefore unleavened
bread was not only eaten by those women and children who accompanied the
men to the central sanctuary, but also by those who had to stay at home. At a
certain moment the difference with the initial Passover would be that the
unleavened bread was not eaten in haste anymore, but more leisurely, while
reclining at the table3136. Sixth, I acknowledge with Van den Berg that there
was a shift in accent from family to community. But in Exodus 12 the
community was already explicitly in view; Hamilton for example points out
that Exodus 12 uses the term ‘ēdâ for the first time out of a hundred-plus
times. He writes: “God’s people (…) are now for the first time identified as a
‘community,’ a ‘congregation’.”3137 With the centralization of Deuteronomy 16
the focus shifts towards the community, but households remain in view in the
representative role of the federal heads, with households, such as Elkanah’s,
which could go to the central sanctuary, with the eating of sacrifices in
houses3138, the return to the tents, or homes, to join those who possibly had
stayed home for the rest of the festivities, and as the continued primary
setting for religious education. Seventh, the instruction to answer children’s
questions was given in anticipation of the future, “When you enter the
land that the Lord will give you as he promised”3139, and the ritual would
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evoke such questions no matter where the children participated in the
ceremony.
6.9.5. In Jesus’ days
Regarding the Passover in Jesus’ days I have found that children, and
especially boys, began participating in religious practices at a very early age.
Interesting is how, according to tradition, first century Jewish rabbi Hillel said
that a boy who could take his father’s hand and walk to the temple hill was
obliged to keep the major feasts. First century rabbi Shammai said that the
obligation began when a boy could ride on his father’s shoulders3140. Some
paedocommunion opponents, such as Venema, recognize how “the age at
which a member of the covenant community ‘could keep the commandments’
was determined to be thirteen.”3141 But they fail to appreciate the existence of
a gradual course of initiation3142 and how Jewish boys were probably obligated
to follow specific individual commandments as soon as they were able to, and
only obligated to follow all the commandments when the first signs of
pubescence appeared3143. Josephus’ description in his Antiquities of whole
families participating in the Passover is considered to be reflective of the first
century3144. The 1988 CRC majority report position is that children participated
in the Passover, and thirteen year old males could sacrifice the Passover lamb.
The report states: “If the Mishnah accurately reflects the conditions of the
first-century celebrations, it certainly supports this position. Women and
children did come to Jerusalem (Pesahim 10), and children did eat if they
could eat as much as an "olive size" piece (Pisha 3; Pesahim 10:3,4). At
thirteen a male was allowed to slaughter a lamb on behalf of others (Pesahim
88) and anyone who could eat even a small portion must do so (Pisha 3).”3145
Jesus celebrating Passover at age twelve is better understood in that light3146.
It is recognized that in Jesus’ days Passover could also be celebrated in groups,
haburot, without family ties. Jesus and His disciples could be qualified as one
of these haburot3147. The Book of Jubilees mentions the drinking of wine, and
3140
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lauding, blessing and giving thanks3148. The wine also found its way to the
Passover that Jesus and His disciples celebrated, and Jesus gives it new
significance. Venema considers the wine, “an intoxicant (…) not suited to
consumption by infants and very young children”, a further obstacle to full
participation by all children of the household3149.
6.9.6. Relevance
6.9.6.1. Participation and parallel
A final point of discussion is the relevance of participation of children in the
Passover for their possible participation in the Lord’s Supper. The Reformers
Calvin and Musculus disagreed on the participation of small children in the
Passover and the Lord’s Supper, but they both argued their case on the basis
of the parallel between both sacraments3150. Most paedocommunion
opponents believe that children participated in the Passover and that the
similarity with the Lord’s Supper is significant enough to legitimize
paedocommunion. The Faith Formation Committee which paved the way for
children at the Lord’s Supper in the CRC may be the exception to the rule
suggesting that “biblical discussions of the Passover (…) do not offer
conclusive evidence about when children first participated or under what
conditions they did so.”3151 Paedocommunion opponents generally either
believe that children did not participate in the Passover and therefore should
not participate in the Lord’s Supper, or they believe that children may have
participated in the Passover, at least in some stage, but that the dissimilarities
between Passover and Lord’s Supper or the similarities between another Old
Testament antecedent and the Lord’s Supper, are sufficient ground to bar
children from the table.
6.9.6.2. Historical and theological background
Though it is debated by others to what extent the Lord’s Supper was a
Passover celebration, in the paedocommunion discussion within the Dutch
Reformed tradition there has been agreement that the Lord’s Supper was
instituted in the setting of a Passover meal3152. The time and season is referred
3148

The Book of Jubilees 49:6: “And all Israel was eating the flesh of the paschal lamb, and drinking the wine,
and was lauding, and blessing, and giving thanks to the Lord God of their fathers.”
3149
Venema (2009), 69. See also Beckwith (1976), 147f.
3150
Calvin, Institutes IV:16.30; Musculus (1560).
3151
Faith Formation Committee Report, Agenda CRCNA 2010 Synod, 606.
3152
E.g. Venema (2009), 86.
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to as Passover3153. Jesus, His disciples and the gospel writers speak of
preparations of the Passover3154 and Jesus calls the Supper Passover, both
before3155 and during3156 the celebration. Several elements in the story, from
the choice of location, the timing, the reclining manner of celebration, the
drinking of wine to the singing of the ‘Hallel’ support that it was a Passover
celebration3157. Visee indicates many Scripture passages could be mentioned
to support the direct link between Passover and Supper, but believes that
Paul’s words “Christ our Passover is sacrificed for us” suffice to cease any
debate3158. John placing the feeding of the five thousand and the bread of life
discourse in the context of Passover is a unique eye catching detail which links
the Lord’s Supper and Passover in a more subtle way3159. I could say that there
is agreement that the Passover provides the historical background of the
Lord’s Supper, but disagreement to what extent it provides the theological
background for the Lord’s Supper and its requirements3160.
6.9.6.3. Similar or different
Roth, Vermeer, Schravendeel and Luiten, for example, agree that both
Passover and Lord’s Supper are meals of remembrance3161. “Both meals
remember God’s love in saving His people”, Vermeer summarizes3162. But
Schravendeel highlights the difference between celebrating the liberation
from the house of bondage of Egypt and the liberation from the house of
bondage from sin3163. Though acknowledging the similarity of Passover
celebrating the old exodus and the Lord’s Supper the new exodus, John Stek
suggests, as explained above, that only who participated in the new exodus,
those who by faith in Christ can testify that they have passed from bondage to
freedom, may participate in the Lord’s Supper3164. And Luiten compares
remembering with buying; Children may buy new marbles, they don’t buy a
new car. The content of what is remembered with the Lord’s Supper is so
different that it justifies faith as a new prerequisite3165.
3153

Matt. 26: 2, Mark 14:1, Luke 22: 1, John 13:1.
Matt. 26:17-18, Mark 14:12, 16, Luke 22:8, 13.
Matt. 26:18, Mark 14:14, Luke 22:10.
3156
Luke 22:15.
3157
Cp. Herman Ridderbos, De Komst van het Koninkrijk (Kampen:Kok, 1950), 354-356.
3158
Visee (1979), 232.
3159
Cp. P.H.R. van Houwelingen, Johannes: Het evangelie van het Woord (Kampen: Kok, 1997), 145.
3160
Cp. Report 26, Agenda CRCNA 1988 Synod, 265.
3161
Robert Roth, “Neem, eet en gedenk: De liturgische positie van de kinderen van de kerk,” De Reformatie
(April 8, 2011): 296-299, and Bas Luiten, “Gelovig proeven,” De Reformatie (April 8, 2011): 300-302.
3162
Vermeer (1968), 10.
3163
Schravendeel (1977), 13.
3164
John H. Stek, “Children and Lord’s Supper,” Banner (December 15, 1980): 4.
3165
Luiten (2011), 301. Cp. Venema (2009), 87.
3154
3155
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What, according to some, further distinguishes the Lord’s Supper from the
Passover is that the Passover belongs to the setting of the family and the
nation, whereas the Lord’s Supper belongs to the church, or the assembly of
God3166.
6.10. Broader Old Testament background
Jesus’ words about the blood of the covenant invite us to see the Supper in a
broader perspective, according to the minority report of the RCN 1977-1979
Synod with a reference to Ridderbos3167. Ridderbos writes that Jesus’ words
about the blood require us to speak of the fulfillment of the whole Old
Testament sacrificial service. His words about the blood of the covenant are a
clear allusion to Exodus 243168. Ridderbos recognizes Jeremiah 53 in Jesus’
words about the blood being poured out for many for the forgiveness of sins.
And the new covenant that Jesus speaks about was announced by Jeremiah
and Ezekiel3169. In the paedocommunion discussion special attention was given
to the connection with Exodus 24 and to the implications of the new
covenant.
6.10.1. Exodus 24
The CRC 1986 majority report states: “the primary Old Testament antecedent
of the Lord's Supper is not the Passover but the mystical covenant-sealing
meal recorded in Exodus 24.”3170 When the 1986 majority has become the
1988 minority they report about this ‘key passage for understanding the
Lord’s Supper’ that it “does not answer specifically the question of whether or
not children should participate in the Lord's Supper.”3171 It does show however
that covenant-sealing ceremonies such as fellowship offerings contribute most
to our understanding of the Lord’s Supper. And according to the minority
report any simplistic notions that the Lord's Supper is just a new version of the
Passover or any other Old Testament observance really ignores the weight of
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E.g. Andrew Kuyvenhoven, “Children and the Lord's Supper,” Banner (November 24, 1980). Jelle
Tuininga, “Should children participate in the Lord's Supper?” Banner (November 24, 1980). Schravendeel
(1977), 13.
3167
Ridderbos (1950), 361-362. We note that Ridderbos does first highlight the Passover setting of the
Lord’s Supper.
3168
Zech. 9:11 is the only other verse in the Old Testament with the phrase ‘the blood of the covenant’.
Hamilton (2011), 441.
3169
Strictly speaking only Jeremiah 31 mentions the terminology ‘new covenant’.
3170
Report 34, Agenda CRCNA 1986 Synod, 350.
3171
Report 26, Agenda CRCNA 1988 Synod, 296, 298.
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Jesus' own testimony3172. The minority report convinces Peter De Jong “that
the elaborate effort to equate the Supper with the Passover is invalid.”3173
Venema agrees with the 1986 majority3174, but goes further by stressing how
that meal “was shared only by Moses, Aaron, Nadab, Abihu, and the seventy
elders of Israel.”3175 In response to similar arguments, Gallant argues that if
the elders ate from the sacrifice3176, the parallel would be that at the initiation
of the covenant there was limited participation of the elders and the apostles,
but all subsequent meals are covenant renewal meals. And just like the
covenant renewal in Joshua 8 involved the whole congregation of Israel, the
Lord’s Supper as covenant renewal involves the whole congregation. More
importantly, Gallant reminds us that “the echo of Christ in the institution of
the Supper is not to the meal of the elders in Exodus 24:11, but to the act of
sprinkling the blood in verse 8”, and the blood was sprinkled on all the people
or the whole congregation3177. In support of Gallant’s first remark I note that
the seventy elders represent Israel, the twelve stones represent the twelve
tribes3178, and that the attention of Exodus 24 is focused on both parties in the
covenant: JHWH and the people of Israel3179. One could respond to the 1988
minority report that ‘Jesus' own testimony’ links the meal to the Passover in
which all people ought to participate and that ‘Jesus' own testimony’ links the
wine to the blood of the covenant that was sprinkled on all the people3180.
6.10.2. New Covenant
Covenantal theology deserves separate attention as one of the major
arguments in the paedocommunion discussion. But in this context I should
mention that some see significant covenantal dissimilarities between Passover
and Lord’s Supper. Stek not only suggests that Passover belongs to the old
Sinai covenant, and the Lord’s Supper to the new covenant, he also adds how
circumcision belongs to the Abrahamic covenant. Stek claims that (infant)
Baptism, which has replaced circumcision, remains a sacrament of the
Abrahamic covenant. Stek’s complex covenantal reasoning seems ground for
3172

Report 26, Agenda CRCNA 1988 Synod, 298.
Peter De Jong, “Should covenant children take part in the Lord's Supper?” Outlook (March1988): 15.
3174
Venema (2009), 87.
3175
Venema (2009), 87.
3176
But Gallant questions that. Gallant (2003A), 87.
3177
Gallant (2003A), 88.
3178
Cf. Martin Noth, Exodus: A Commentary (Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1962), 195, 198.
3179
C. Vonk, De Voorzeide Leer: Deel Ia; De Heilige Schrift; Inleiding, Genesis, Exodus (Barendrecht:
Barendrecht, 1960), 338.
3180
Hamilton assumes that Moses dashes the blood on the seventy, as it would be challenging to dash blood
on several thousand or million people. But he does so after first mentioning the representative role of the
seventy. Hamilton (2011), 440.
3173
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him not to allow infants to participate in the Supper, but only “those who can
testify that by faith in Christ they have passed from bondage to freedom.”3181
In a less complex way the CRC’s 1995 Report A distinguishes the Lord’s Supper
from the Passover as the universalized new covenant implies regeneration
and the internalization of faith3182.
6.11. 1 Corinthians 11
6.11.1. Locus classicus
1 Corinthians 11: 17-34 could be called the locus classicus of the
paedocommunion debate3183. The text is the most referenced text by
opponents of paedocommunion, and in response receives a lot of attention
from paedocommunion advocates as well. Just like Passover, 1 Corinthians 11
is mentioned and alluded to in the periodicals from the very first beginning of
the Dutch Reformed paedocommunion discussion3184. In shorter articles it
often is the only Bible text referred to; apparently considered sufficient for the
case against the admission of children. Van Oeveren, for example, perceives
the introduction of children at the Supper as a failure to listen to Scripture,
and supports that accusation with a mere reference to verses 27-29 of this
chapter3185. The Christian Reformed Faith Formation Committee speaks of two
substantive arguments or primary considerations: those based on 1
Corinthians 11:17-34 and covenant theology3186.
6.11.2. 1 Corinthians 11 in history

6.11.2.1. In the early church
In my historical overview we saw that in the early church 1 Corinthians 11 was
not applied this way. We come across alternative interpretations, such as
Clement applying them as instruction against gluttony and as a guideline on
how to conduct ourselves in the Lord’s presence3187. In exceptional cases
3181

Stek (December 15, 1980), 4.
The report refers to Jer. 31:31-34, mentioning the law which is written on the hearts of Gods people.
(No explanation is given of the “least” in verse 34, PGS).
3183
Cp. Mark D. Tranvik, “Should Infants Be Communed?: A Lutheran Perspective,” Word & World XV, no. 1
(Winter 1995): 84.
3184
Hoogenbirk (1898), 4; Monsma (1950), 5.
3185
B. van Oeveren, “Introductie,” Credo (June 1984).
3186
Faith Formation Committee, Agenda CRCNA 2010 Synod, 607.
3187
Clement of Alexandria, The Instructor, bk. II, chap. II, ANF 2:246.
3182
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individuals may have chosen to shun the Eucharist3188. Clement taught the
necessity of faith for participation3189, and seemed to apply worthiness and
self-examination beyond the specific context of the Corinthian church, though
I have good reasons to assume that this was not seen as reason to bar young
children from the Supper. There is broad consensus that paedocommunion
was a common practice in Augustine’s days, supported by Augustine. This
paedocommunion practice and theology coexists with Augustine
acknowledging the key-verses from 1 Corinthians 113190, and, among other
things, recognizing the spiritual nature of Communion3191. Except in the case
of catechumens3192, Augustine does not use 1 Corinthians 11 with the intent
to bar Christians from the table. His message encourages participation3193.
In my historical overview I noted how the two first times children’s
participation is explicitly mentioned in Cyprian’s treatise on the Lapsed3194
have closer links with 1 Corinthians 8 and 10, than with chapter 11, in the
sense that the choice is between participating in the Christian Eucharist or in
the pagan meals, and not between participating as a Christian and abstaining
or being barred as a Christian.
6.11.2.2. In the Middle Ages
Though I do not have a comprehensive oversight of the chapter’s
Wirkungsgeschichte, the impression is that 1 Corinthians 11 was not used to
keep young children from the Eucharist in the Middle Ages either3195.
6.11.2.3. Since the Reformation
When the Reformation inherited the sense of an age of discretion and
transforms the Roman Catholic confirmation into the Reformed profession of
3188

Clement of Alexandria, The Stromata, bk. I, chap. I, ANF 2:300 n4.
“And the mixture of both — of the water and of the Word — is called Eucharist, renowned and glorious
grace; and they who by faith partake of it are sanctified both in body and soul,” Clement of Alexandria, The
Instructor, bk. II, chap. II, ANF 2:242.
3190
Augustine, Tractate LXII.1, NPNF1 7:313. 1 Cor. 11:27; Contra Adimantum, bk I, chap. 17:3. 1 Cor. 11:28;
Sermon LXII.4, NPNF1 6:448. 1 Cor. 11:29; Sermon LXXXII.1, NPNF1 6:504. 1 Cor. 11:29; Tractate XXVI.11,
NPNF1 7:171. 1 Cor. 11:29. Contra Adimantum http://www.augustinus.it/latino/contro_adimanto/
(accessed August 3, 2016).
3191
Augustine, Sermon XLV, NPNF1 6:406; Sermon LXII.5 & 7, NPNF1 6:448, 449; Sermon LXXXI, NPNF1
6:501.
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Augustine, Faith and works, chap. 6.9. FOTC 27, 231.
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E.g. Augustine, Sermon LXII.8, NPNF1 6:449; Augustine, Sermon LXXXII.1, NPNF1 6:504; Sermon LXXXII.2,
NPNF1 6:505.
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Cyprian, Treatises, On the Lapsed, chap. 9, ANF 5:439; Treatises, On the Lapsed, chap. 25, ANF 5:444
3195
Rylaarsdam “Reconnecting Baptism and the Lord’s Supper: Sacraments of the Covenant Community
[DRAFT],”unpublished, p. 15.
3189

474

Chapter 6 Interpretative Explanation
faith, support for these practices is found in 1 Corinthians 11 (and the wrong
assumption that children did not participate in the Passsover)3196. Syd Hielema
suggests that the Reformers reformed the transubstantiation theology, but
held on to the anxiety and grounded it in a misinterpreted 1 Corinthians
113197. That chapter did not only function as biblical foundation for inherited
Roman Catholic practice, but also as an argument in defense against the
accusations of the Anabaptists. The Reformers were almost unanimous that
children could not participate in the Supper in remembrance, they could not
proclaim the death of Christ, nor could they examine themselves, and they are
unable to distinguish the body of the Lord3198. Among the Reformers Luther
and Musculus may have been the only ones who did not apply 1 Corinthians
11 to children3199. My own historical overview shows how the almost
unanimous view of the other Reformers remained the dominant
interpretation of 1 Corinthians 11, and the main ground for barring children
from the Table until halfway the twentieth century.
6.11.3. Keywords
The paedocommunion discussion focuses on the key words remembrance,
proclamation, worthiness, self examination, and discernment of the body.
Historically the theme of judgment also played an important role in the
Reformed perspective on participation in the Lord’s Supper, although in the
Dutch Reformed paedocommunion discussion this theme has lost some of its
importance. I will treat each key-word and the judgment theme separately.
6.11.4. 1 Corinthians 11 - Remembrance
6.11.4.1. Not defined
In 1 Corinthians 11:24b & 25b, Paul cites Jesus’ words, who said “This is my
body, which is for you; do this in remembrance of me” and “This cup is the
new covenant in my blood; do this, whenever you drink it, in remembrance of
me.” Remembrance has become one of the key-words in the discussion on the
implications of 1 Corinthians 11 for the participation of children in the Lord’s
3196

David Rylaarsdam, “United, Seperated, Re-united: The Story of Baptism and the Lords Supper,” Forum
(Spring 2007).
3197
Syd Hielema, “A Precious Feast, a Tangled Web: A Case for Welcoming Children at the Table,” Reformed
Worship (June, 2005).
3198
E.g. Calvin Institutes, bk. 4, chap. 16, 30, Anastasius Veluanus (1544/2012), 137, Zacharias Ursinus
(1602/1852), 366-367, 425, 429,
De Brès (1595/2011), 543, art. 33 of Theodore Beza’s Confession, the Scottish Confession (1560).
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Musculus (1560).
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Supper. But one of our challenges is that the meaning of remembrance is
often not defined3200, so that it remains unclear what it means when reports
speak about desire to remember, to be able or capable to remember3201, or to
have faith which remembers3202. In the same vein Gallant writes “There is
simply a supposition that we know what remembrance means, and little kids
can’t do it.”3203
6.11.4.2. Cognitive
Paedocommunion opponents often interpret remembrance in terms of
knowledge3204 and mature faith3205. Kistemaker’s commentary seems to
support the cognitive connotation by using ‘to reflect’ and ‘to call to mind’ as
synonyms for ‘to remember’3206. This cognitive notion is corrected by several
other modern commentators. Remembrance is not mere mental recollection
and remembrance does not denote the exclusively subjective mental or
psychological process of recollection characteristic of Cartesian or modern
thought, comments Thiselton3207. Remembrance should be understood,
amongst others, against the background of the Old Testament, and there
remembrance rarely carries the common English nuance of simply a mental
activity, writes Fee3208. Sometimes the cognitive requirement is supported
with reference to Paul addressing the Corinthians as ‘sensible people’3209. But
then Paul’s irony is missed3210. Of course opponents do not perceive
remembrance as a mere cognitive act; the 1988 minority committee writes
“Remembrance is more than not forgetting Jesus” and it “is more than jogging
the memory.”3211
3200

Cp. Gordon D. Fee, The First Epistle to the Corinthians: The New International Commentary on the New
Testament (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1987), 552.
3201
E.g. Report 26, Agenda CRCNA 1988 Synod, 286-287.
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Gallant (2003A), 83.
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remembrance of me” years after her public profession of faith at age seventeen. An interviewee mentions
‘understanding’ and ‘remembrance’ as synonyms. Venema (2009), 81, fn. 3, 114-116. Wiersma (January 5,
1981).
3205
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(Grand Rapids: Baker Books, 1993), 395.
3207
Anthony C. Thiselton, The First Epistle to the Corinthians: A Commentary on the Greek Text (Grand
Rapids: Eerdmans, 2000), 882, 879.
3208
Fee (1987), 553.
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Cf. 1 Cor. 10:15. E.g. Van de Velde (1985), 22; Hendriks (1990), 88.
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E.g. Roth (December 22, 2007), 202.
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Report 26, Agenda CRCNA 1988 Synod, 304
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6.11.4.3. Memorial of the dead
Remembering is also more than remembrance of the dead, though we do
remember Jesus’ death on the cross3212. Jeremias refuted the opinion that the
Lord’s Supper was shaped on the analogy of Hellenistic memorial meals for
the dead3213. The notion that the Lord’s Supper was not a memorial for the
dead, struck a note by many in the Reformed Churches in the Netherlands
because of the grave and somber atmosphere of their Lord’s Suppers. Heitink
reflects the feeling of several paedocommunion advocates when he notices
that the Lord’s Supper is celebrated as a remembrance suitable for Good
Friday, and that children could help to turn it into a celebration suitable for
Easter in which the eschatological nature of the Supper can be experienced
again3214.
6.11.4.4. Old Testament background
Instead of interpreting remembrance on the basis of Hellenistic
presuppositions, Jeremias believes it must be interpreted against a Palestinian
background3215. Gallant may have a point when he suggests that
paedocommunion opponents rarely consider the Old Testament background
of the term remembrance3216. Advocates of paedocommunion regularly
appeal to Old Testament and especially Passover usage of the term
remembrance. The same seems common in commentaries3217. Gallant
mentions how the Sabbath was to be remembered by observing it, from
which children were not exempted3218. To remember God3219 is to engage in
worship, trust, and obedience, just as to forget God is to turn one’s back on
Him, is Thiselton’s first point3220. Roth and several others recall how children
participated in the remembrance of Passover and in the sacrificial meals at
which the mighty acts of God were remembered3221. Remembering, according
to Van den Berg, is catching3222 what Christ or God has done and letting it be a
3212

Cf. G.P. Hartvelt, “Het avondmaal en de kindercommunie,” Centraal Weekblad (May 15, 1971): 3.
Joachim Jeremias, The Eucharistic Words of Jesus, 2nd ed. (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1981), 238.
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Jeremias (1981), 254.
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Gallant (2003A), 83.
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E.g. Fee (1987), 553; Thiselton (2000), 878f.; Joseph A. Fitzmyer, First Corinthians: A New Translation
with Introduction and Commentary; The Anchor Yale Bible (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2008), 440f. ;
Eckhard J. Schnabel, Der erste Brief des Paulus an die Korinther: Historisch Theologische Auslegung, 3rd
(Witten: SCM R. Brockhaus, 2014), 652. Cp. I. Howard Marshall, Last Supper & Lord’s Supper (Vancouver:
Regent College Publishing, 1980), 89f.
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Cf. Ex. 20:8 “Remember the Sabbath day,” Deut. 5:12 “Observe the Sabbath day.” Gallant also mentions
Leviticus 24:11 (LXX) and Numbers 10:10. Gallant (2003A), 83f.
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Cf. Deut. 8:18; Judg. 8:34; Ps. 22:7.
3220
Thiselton (2000), 879.
3221
Roth (2007), 203.
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Naar je toehalen.
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living reality in your life now, in order that your life today is shaped and
controlled by the acts of God in the past, just like the remembering of the
Passover3223. Anamnesis or re-presentation is the making effective in the
present of an event of the past, as each Passover celebration makes the
Exodus present in the life of Israel, says Van der Schee3224. Nooteboom notices
how this new understanding of meals such as Passover as means of
remembrance by celebration in the present the liberation of the past, was an
incentive to welcome children at the Supper3225.
6.11.4.5. Purpose and process
Gallant takes this argument one step further, by concluding that the word
memorial in the context of Exodus 12:14 is an indication of God’s intention to
keep God’s historical actions before the eyes of His people throughout their
generations. In other words it denotes a purpose rather than a prerequisite.
The words ‘until He comes’ in 1 Corinthians 11:26 put the remembrance in the
same perspective as the ‘throughout your generations’ of the Passover
ordinance3226. Roth argues that the Old Testament remembrance is
participating and learning what you remember in the act. He illustrates this
with the example of Jesus’ disciples who at the institution of the Lord’s Supper
are instructed to do so in remembrance, while they cannot and will not yet:
“While their hearts still reject it, Jesus already teaches their mouths eating of
it to satiety.”3227 A memorial is intended to lead to a subjective
remembrance3228. The weekly remembrance of Christ’s sacrifice is
experienced as important for remaining focused at the heart of the Gospel
and internalizing its message, as an interviewee from Rijsbergen explains.
6.11.4.6. Proclamation
The 1988 minority committee defines remembrance as (active) proclamation
“of the death of Jesus until he returns again as living Lord to raise up those
who are his by a true faith” or “of the perfect and only atoning sacrifice of
Jesus Christ, who has in pure grace and mercy saved his people.”3229 Fitzmyer
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Van den Berg (1978), 72.
Wim van der Schee, “Dit is mijn lichaam,” Theobloog, entry posted May 13, 2011,
http://www.wimvanderschee.nl/?p=1787 (accessed July 26, 2016), with a quote from Jenson (1999), 258.
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dismisses that interpretation3230. But I can agree that by the ‘for’ of verse 26,
proclamation is related to remembrance as its implication3231. I will further
discuss proclamation below.
6.11.4.7. Corporate
In 1966 paedocommunion pioneer Jan van Katwijk understood the Lord’s
Table as “the table at which the congregation, and not a certain part of it,
together remembers the death of Christ.”3232 Two years later Lammens more
explicitly draws the conclusion in his dissertation on remembrance, that in the
Supper celebration the congregation acts as a corporative unity3233. In the
Netherlands Van der Schee has stressed the corporate role of the community
as acting agent, adding that the Reformation, reacting to Roman Catholic
ecclesiology and taking shape in the age of the discovery of the individual and
the subject, has failed to understand this3234. Within the CRC the 1988
majority committee embraced a similar approach, when it writes about
Passover, but apparently also with the Lord’s Supper in mind: “Not all of the
participants had the capacity to remember or to believe. For them the
remembrance resided in the community's act of faith.”3235
6.11.4.8. God as subject
Gallant, Leithart and Van der Schee play with the thought that God is the
subject or acting agent in the remembering3236. This understanding of ‘in
remembrance of me’ was earlier defended by Jeremias3237. Jeremias’ defense
may be summarized with his statement that “By far the more frequent
practice of Judaism at the time of Jesus, however, is to use εις αναμνησιν and
its equivalents of God’s remembrance.”3238 Van der Schee quotes Jenson who,
inspired by Jeremias, writes “this in fact is the only exegetically possible
reading.”3239 Though Van der Schee emphasizes the corporate role of the
community as acting agent, he recognizes how the option of God doing the
3230
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remembering certainly creates room for the participation of even the
youngest child participating; “Every baby who can cry can make God
remember something.”3240 I tend to agree with Fee who based on verse 26
and the larger context, where the human failure at the Corinthians’ meal was
precisely that the remembrance of Christ was missing3241, claims that
remembrance here is primarily manward. But with Thiselton I believe that at
least in a derivative sense the remembering is also directed to God as pleading
on the blood and body of Christ3242.

6.11.5. 1 Corinthians 11 – Proclamation
6.11.5.1. Mentioned together, differently assessed
In 1 Corinthians 11:26 Paul continues “For whenever you eat this bread and
drink this cup, you proclaim the Lord’s death until he comes.” Proclamation is
the second element in 1 Corinthians 11 that plays a central role in the
discussion. Remembrance and proclamation are often mentioned together,
and therefore it comes as no surprise that both terms receive approximately
the same amount of attention in the discussion3243. But the issues regarding
the interpretation of proclamation and its relevance for the paedocommunion
discussion only partly overlap with those of remembrance. Their relative
weight within the discussion is also assessed differently3244.
6.11.5.2. Ratio, emotion, spirituality, faith
Calvin writes “How can we require them [infants] ‘to show forth the Lord’s
death,’ of the nature and benefit of which they have no idea?”3245 Calvin in a
sense summarizes what would become the dominant view within the
Reformed tradition for a long time: Showing forth or proclaiming the Lord’s
death is a requirement for participation in the Lord’s Supper, and just like
remembrance, proclamation is not within the capacity of small children.
Sometimes the requirement is simply defined as being able to proclaim. The
1986 majority committee summarizes “Covenant children can partake as soon
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as they can (…) proclaim the Lord’s death.”3246 Often the language reveals the
historically grown emphasis on ratio and emotion or spirituality. Van der
Borgh: “A child (…) cannot fully understand the meaning of proclamation, as
symbolized by the Lord’s Supper, until after he has been instructed in the
Christian faith and desires to become a full member of the body of Christ.”3247
The 1988 minority committee speaks of the requirement of “faith that (…)
proclaims Jesus Christ.”3248 1995 Report A speaks of ‘personal faith to proclaim
the death of Jesus’3249. Van de Velde writes “Proclamation of the death of the
Lord demands a conscious faith which has accepted having died in Christ’s
death and, one with Him, having been raised into a new life”, and speaks of
proclamation from within, with words from the heart3250. The conviction that
proclamation is a requirement may go hand in hand with encouraging
profession at a younger age and recognizing early evidence of such faith in
covenant children, as the CRC Synod 1988 proved with its decision3251. With a
reference to Psalm 8:3, “through the praise of children and infants you have
established a stronghold against your enemies, to silence the foe and the
avenger”3252, Roth challenges his readers to acknowledge the possibility of
everyone in the congregation proclaiming, including the mentally challenged
and infants3253.
6.11.5.3. Faith professed
A requirement of faith that proclaims easily becomes the requirement of faith
that is professed. Hogenhuis mentions how in the Dutch paedocommunion
discussion Paul’s words are often linked with the confessional or professing
character of the Lord’s Supper; When the death of the Lord is proclaimed, that
is such profound mystery and such a serious matter, that insight, knowledge,
and a conscious choice is required3254. The 1988 minority speaks of “a
confession that proclaims the Lord Jesus Christ his person and work”3255. In
discussing proclamation, Hartvelt agrees with Zwingli that the celebration of
the Lord’s Supper is also an act of profession of faith, but we need to be
3246
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accountable to everyone who asks us, especially to our families as the
question and answers of the Passover tradition illustrate3256.
6.11.5.4. Individually or corporate
Just like in the case of remembrance, the question is raised whether
proclamation is required of the individual or of the community. 1995 Report B
speaks of a covenantal hearing of 1 Corinthians 11 and writes “The church or
the community must proclaim the Lords death, but this does not mean that
every individual must understand precisely what is involved in proclaiming in
order to participate. Proclaim in this instance is to be understood no
differently from repent in connection with baptism-absolutely necessary but
required first of all of the community and then of the individuals within it. (…)
the children will learn, through their participation and the instruction of the
parents and/ or the community, what (…) [the Lord’s] death mean[s].”3257
Fitzmyer notes in his commentary that ‘eat’, ‘drink’ and ‘proclaim’ are all in
the second person plural, “which stress the involvement of the entire
community.”3258 In the context of a covenantal hearing of 1 Corinthians 11
1995 Report B also states that Baptism, no less than the Lords Supper,
proclaims the Lords death3259. Van de Velde seems to recognize that point on
the basis of Romans 6, but without mentioning further grounds states that the
implied profession of faith may follow the baptism of an infant, but should
precede participation in the Supper3260.
Without specifying the nature of the proclamation the 1984 overture states
that both Passover and Supper are proclamations of God’s acts of salvation
and as tools of teaching means of grace and not magical3261.
6.11.5.5. Commentaries – with words
It may be useful at this point to discuss the question what Paul had in mind
when he spoke of proclamation. In his commentary Schnabel chooses the
option of verbal proclamation in the sermon during the Supper and in the
prayers over bread and wine, based on the use of the word in the New
Testament3262. Fee seems to think more specifically of the words of institution
3256
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over the bread and cup3263. Does, in that case, one proclaim for all? Or do, in
the Corinthian setting, two or three at most proclaim for all?3264 Or do the
ministers of the Word proclaim it verbally, while the worshipers proclaim it
silently, as Kistemaker suggests3265? Van de Velde writes that they who sit at
the table also proclaim the death of the Lord, “They hold a sermon in silence”,
“While passing the wine they preach: Jesus’ blood for you”. According to him
such silent preaching requires prior profession of faith and thus excludes
children3266.
6.11.5.6. Commentaries – Haggadah
Thiselton suggests that Paul likens the gospel proclamation to the recital of
the Passover Haggadah. Thiselton points out how the Jewish understanding
that “in every generation a man must regard himself as he came forth himself
out of Egypt” implies the participant’s self appropriation of the cross both for
redemption and lifestyle3267. Jeremias observes that in Symmachus the Greek
word for proclaim3268 represents the Hebrew verb that is used for the
recitation of the exodus credo, “My father was a wandering Aramean etc.”, at
the Passover3269. And he suggests that the proclamation of the death of the
Lord at the Eucharist happened in an analogous manner. Jeremias mentions
John 6:51c-58 as a New Testament example of a Eucharistic quotation with a
following interpretation3270. In light of the paedocommunion discussion it is
good to realize that according to Jewish tradition the exodus credo “My father
was a wandering Aramean” was told by the father in response to the
questions of his son3271. Just like Jesus exposition in John 6:53-58 is a response
to the Jews’ question in John 6:523272.
6.11.5.7. Commentaries – In silence
Proclaiming in silence seems to be a matter of silent words and thoughts for
Van de Velde. But Kistemaker speaks of “proclaiming it silently by partaking of
the sacramental elements.”3273 Thiselton writes that “by eating this bread and
3263
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drinking the cup the whole assembled congregation stands in a witness box
and pulpit to proclaim their part.”3274 Schnabel, who chooses the
interpretation of verbal proclamation, acknowledges that the significance of
the actions should not be nullified, because it is the actions during the meal
that fail to proclaim the death of Jesus Christ3275. “By their abuse of one
another they were negating the very point of that death – to create a new
people for his name, in which the old distinctions based on human fallenness
no longer obtain”, adds Fee3276. In 1967, the youth behind the project ‘Kerk
66-2000’ distinguished the proclamation of the Supper from verbal
proclamation3277, and noticed children’s ability to understand this3278. The
emphasis on non verbal proclamation is also found with paedocommunion
advocate Gallant, who writes: “The proclamation is not done by any special
act of individuals, apart from simple participation itself.”3279 The thought that
proclamation may (for most of the congregation) consist of participation in
acts as simple as eating and drinking opens possibilities for Communion of
infants in the true sense of the word.
6.11.5.8. Imperative or indicative
So far I have approached proclamation as if it is a requirement. What in
Schnabel’s commentary is a mere footnote is quite relevant in the
paedocommunion discussion: ‘proclaim’ is to be understood as an indicative
and not as an imperative3280, it is an observation rather than a command3281.
Roth suggests that Paul does not mention proclamation as a requirement, but
as a second ground for the accusation that the Corinthians misbehave, while
they should know better3282.

6.11.6. 1 Corinthians 11 - Unworthy
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6.11.6.1. Preoccupation and little attention
In verse 27 Paul writes: “So then, 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.” Worthiness is the third term from 1 Corinthians 11 which
plays a role in the paedocommunion discussion. In 1980 Banner Editor
Andrew Kuyvenhoven writes: “For some time now, leaders in the church have
been saying that our preoccupation with the question “How can we be worthy
partakers?” has led us to overemphasize the awesomeness of the Lord’s
Supper.”3283 Some feel that Paul’s stern warnings justify this emphasis on
worthy participation3284. The terms ‘unworthy’ and ‘worthy’ are used to
summarize a theology and practice in which profession of faith took place only
at advanced age and the first participation in the Lord’s Supper celebration
possibly even later or never: people feel unworthy of the Supper3285. “The
word ‘unworthy’ has done much evil”, and with its focus on a worthy
celebration of the Supper the Reformed “form kept people away from the
Supper”, claims Netherlands Reformed Pastor Van den Akker3286. Bolkestein
notices how the question of lowering the age of participation in the Lord’s
Supper is raised by the Netherlands Reformed Synod at least in part to
counter this tendency to postpone profession of faith3287. Though this praxis
with its preoccupation with ‘worthiness’ may have been one of the incentives
for the countermovement in which the age of participation in the Supper was
lowered, the term ‘worthiness’ itself receives relatively little attention in the
paedocommunion discussion, compared to the terms ‘remembrance’,
‘proclamation’, ‘examination’ and ‘discernment’3288.
6.11.6.2. Adverb and adjective
Van den Akker claimed that the word ‘unworthy’ had done much evil
“because people turned an adverb into an adjective” shifting the emphasis
from the manner of celebration as disapproved by the apostle Paul to the
worthiness of the participants who ought to be certain of their own
conversion and rebirth3289.
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6.11.6.3. Faith and repentance
In defining ‘worthy’ the Reformers emphasized faith and repentance. In
response to the question “Who then receives such Sacrament worthily?”
Luther’s Small Catechism answers: “(…) a person is truly worthy and well
prepared who has faith in these words, “Given … and shed for you for the
forgiveness of sins.” But anyone who does not believe these words, or doubts,
is unworthy and unfit. For the words “for you” require hearts that truly
believe.”3290 Bullinger basically said the same: one comes worthily, when one
comes with faith3291. Calvin distinguishes how unworthily applies to the
particular “corruption which had got such a hold in [the Corinthians’] midst”,
and how it applies to the general teaching that “to ‘eat unworthily’ is to ruin
the pure and proper use by our own abuse.”3292 In his comment on verse 28
Calvin argues that we must bring faith and repentance: “But if you are serious
in your intention to aspire to the righteousness of God, and if, humbled by the
knowledge of your own wretchedness, you fall back on the grace of Christ,
and rest upon it, be assured that you are worthy, I mean that the Lord does
not keep you out, even if in other respects you are not all you ought to be. For
faith, even if imperfect, makes the unworthy worthy.”3293
6.11.6.4. Defined by other key terms
Defining ‘worthy’ in terms of faith and repentance or removal of sin is also
quite common in the paedocommunion discussion3294. For paedocommunion
opponents it is clear that children could not meet those requirements3295.
Paedocommunion advocates who acknowledge such requirements recognize
how children participated in Passover celebrations with similar
requirements3296. But most often ‘worthy’ participation is defined in terms of
remembering3297, proclaiming3298 (or professing3299), discerning the body of the
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Lord3300, or a combination of these elements3301. Sometimes at least the
suggestion is created that self-examination is not only a measure to prevent
unworthy Supper celebration, but a constitutive element of the Supper
itself3302. Some proponents understand ‘worthy’ as reverent or with dignity,
something children are able to, advocates suggest3303. Some opponents
paraphrase unworthy as impious and irreverent participation, “such as might
occur with the participation of very young children who do not understand the
spiritual significance of the elements”, opponents say3304. More explicit
covenantal interpretations of ‘worthy’ can also be found with both opponents
and proponents. Worthy participation is only possible if you really want to live
in the covenant, writes opponent Kamphuis3305. 1995 Report B raises the
question whether the eating and drinking of a covenant child is unworthy
participation, comparable to greed, gluttony, and pride? The writers conclude
that covenant children “may participate if they do so in such a way that Jesus
and the members of the body are honored, served, and respected” and
“children learn a "worthy manner" by participating in the communal rites.”3306
In the 1984 overture the question is raised how children of believers can be
considered holy, but unqualified, unworthy (?), of the sacrament3307.
6.11.6.5. Defined by other theologians
In the New International Dictionary of New Testament Theology Tiedtke
explains that “in the epistles axios frequently has the meaning of fitting, in
accord with”. “Paul”, according to Tiedtke, “is not requiring moral quality in
the participants, but looking for a manner of life which accords with the
gospels, i.e. mutual love (cf. the context, 1 Cor. 11:17-34).”3308 Thiselton
confirms and specifies “attitude and conduct should fit message and
solemnity of what is proclaimed. At Corinth these were too often not fitting or
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(…) “in a way morally out of keeping with the nature (10:16) and design of the
ordinance (11:24-25).”3309 Fee seems to emphasize the first of these two3310.
The question of how specific or general Paul’s instructions in 1 Corinthians 11
are deserves separate attention. But I note that the issue is often discussed in
relation to verse 27, because Paul shifts from a primary use of the second
person plural to the third person singular3311. Schnabel for example comments
that the adverb describes not the participants in the meal, but their behavior
during the meal and adds in a footnote that anaxios should not be isolated
from its contexts and randomly expanded as a requirement for participation in
the meal3312. In the paedocommunion discussion opponents emphasize the
general meaning and refer to Calvin3313 and Berkouwer3314 in support. The
specific way in which the Corinthians ate unworthily was “breaking the
community”, according to Berkouwer3315, “refusing to commune with their
poor brethren”, according to Charles Hodge3316. Paul’s instructions for a
worthy celebration of the Supper are found in verses 33 and 34, when they
come together to eat, they should wait for each other, as Anderson
notices3317.

6.11.7. 1 Corinthians 11 – Self examination
6.11.7.1. Most conclusive
Paul continues in verse 28: “But let a man examine himself, and so let him eat
of that bread, and drink of that cup”. In the eyes of many opponents the
argument of self-examination seems to be the most conclusive argument in
the paedocommunion debate3318. This impression is supported by the fact that
3309
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the key-words from 1 Corinthians 11 that we have come across most often are
the terms (self) examination and discernment3319. Zegwaard also recognizes
the importance of these words in her dissertation3320. An interesting little
statistic may explain why examination carries more weight than discernment.
The 1977-1979 RCN minority report highlights how one of the churches, which
had reported to synod about their congregational conversation, shared that
82% of the participants considered children able to discern, whereas only 30%
considered children able to examine themselves3321. In other words, children
in all likelihood will not meet the different perceived requirements of 1
Corinthians 11 all at the same stage of their faith development. In common
perception the age at which somebody is able to discern the body is reached
earlier than the age in which somebody is able of self-examination. In light of
that reality the requirement of self-examination sets the bar for children’s
participation3322. In 1963 Bratt expresses this sentiment, speaking of truly
believing and dedicated children, and of his sympathy to the argument that a
thirteen or fourteen year old can meet (most of) the demands of 1
Corinthians. But the requirement of examination settles the issue in favor of
the status quo, because “the word ‘prove’ in the original Greek is virile and
strong (…) one should have quite some maturity and some record of Christian
experience before he can make the test.”3323
6.11.7.2. Since the early church
In my historical overview I concluded that in the praxis of Augustine’s days
and in the theology of Augustine paedocommunion coexisted with an
awareness of the spiritual nature of participating in the sacrament and the
need for self-examination3324. Rylaarsdam mentions the church father
Chrysostom as example of a theologian of the early church who paid more
attention to the historical and literal context of this text than for example
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Calvin would do3325. In the Middle Ages these words from 1 Corinthians
weren’t either used to exclude children from Communion, Rylaarsdam
summarizes3326. But in my historical overview I noticed how this was different
in the days of the Reformation. “Examination, therefore, must precede, and
this it were vain to expect from infants”, states Calvin3327. And I found similar
statements with for example Anastasius Veluanus3328, Ursinus3329, De Brès3330
and some of the Reformed Confessions3331. I also noticed that the Reformation
was not unanimous. Luther said: “When in 1 Corinthians Paul said that a man
should examine himself, he spoke only of adults because he was speaking
about those who were quarreling among themselves. However, he doesn’t
here forbid that the sacrament of the altar be given even to children.”3332 And
Musculus wrote regarding this same verse: “that it is to be understood of
them only, in whom it is dangerous, lest they should unworthily eat of the
Lord's bread, and drink of the cup, and so becoming guilty of the Lord's body
and blood, should eat and drink their own judgment: as the text itself doth
evidently enough declare. But there is none of this to be feared in the little
children of them that do believe.”3333
6.11.7.3. In Pietism and the “Nadere Reformatie”
Self-examination would play a central role in the praxis and theology of that
branch of the Reformed Tradition that developed within the pietistic
movement of the Dutch Nadere Reformatie of the seventeenth and
eighteenth century3334 . Self examination, especially in preparation of the
Lord’s Supper, was a central theme in this movement; and a rich choice of
devotional literature helped the believers in this inner preparation3335. The
churches of the 1834 Afscheiding or Secession would be strongly influenced by
3325
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the pietism of the Nadere Reformatie3336. And all three researched Dutch
Reformed denominations could be considered daughters of this Secession,
and in part shaped by that same pietistic spirituality3337. The Three Forms of
Unity provided fertile ground for this emphasis on self-examination, pointing
to the spiritual fruits, noticeable within our selves, as assurance of our faith3338
and as assurance of our election3339. The Canons of Dordt refer to 2
Corinthians 13:5 as proof text3340. The classical liturgical forms put similar
emphasis on self examination. Form 1 for the Celebration of the Lord’s Supper
of the CRC reads: “The true examination of ourselves consists of these three
parts: First: Let every one consider by himself his sins and accursedness (…)
Second: Let every one examine his heart whether he also believes the sure
promise of God that all his sins are forgiven (…) Third: Let every one examine
his conscience whether he is minded henceforth to show true thankfulness to
God (…) whether he (…) earnestly resolves henceforth to live in true love and
unity with his neighbor.”3341 Weima seems right in concluding that the
emphasis on self examination such as found in the form (normally) leads to
the exclusion of children3342. In the paedocommunion discussion some
opponents certainly find support in the (preparatory) form3343, although
proponent Visee also considers self-examination beautifully described by the
form3344.
6.11.7.4. Another self-examination discussion
In the first half of the twentieth century, decades before the start of the
paedocommunion discussion, a discussion on self-examination had taken
place in the Netherlands3345. Knowledge about this discussion helps to
understand the split in the Reformed Church in the Netherlands in 1944 that
gave birth to the Reformed Church liberated; a denomination which rejected
3336
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all pietistic forms of self-examination, and which put great emphasis on
believing the sure (covenant) promises of God. Headmaster Janse from
Biggekerke played a prominent role in this discussion on self-examination3346,
and in all likelihood had a significant influence on Jan van Katwijk. We have
seen how the Reformed Church of Rijsbergen would not have existed if the
two brothers in law, Overduin and Meijwaard, would not have moved their
families and business across the river into Roman Catholic area, and if they
would not have made the major spiritual shift by leaving their pietistic
background to join the Reformed Church liberated. Self-examination must
have been an important topic in the conversations and Bible-studies of Van
Katwijk and the Overduin and Meywaard families. In that light it is no surprise
that the first Dutch Protestant paedocommunion pioneer I could find, was
found among the Reformed Churches liberated. The special make up of the
Reformed Church liberated of Rijsbergen further explains why it was the first
within this denomination.
The spiritual climate of the Reformed Church liberated and its history within
the discussion on self-examination must have also prepared Visee to open up
to the possibility of children’s participation. Self-examination is often
interpreted as seeing whether a person is justified in partaking of the Supper,
notices Visee. And self-examination has connotations of doubt and
uncertainty. Visee distinguishes four motives that provide subjective certainty,
and one covenantal approach which assumingly provides objective certainty.
First is the Anabaptist motive: certainty based on the knowledge that
something happened to their souls. Second is the Arminian motive: certainty
based on the free sovereign human decision for God. Third is the pietistic
motive: certainty based on an inner experiential struggle of conversion, the
search for evidences of saving faith. Fourth is the Methodist motive: certainty
based on having consciously given one’s heart to the Lord. But “we need to
purge the Anabaptist, Arminian, pietistic and Methodist leaven”3347, Visee
writes. His conviction is that the basis for partaking of the Lord's Supper lies in
the steadfast and sure promises of God, as revealed in the gospel and given to
the church. In other words, the basis is the covenantal relation between God
and His people.
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Geert van Dijk, Het concrete is het wezenlijke: Het denken van A. Janse van Biggekerke (1890-1960) over
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6.11.7.5. The outcome of self-examination
The text of 1 Corinthians 11 does not (either) justify an interpretation of selfexamination in which the outcome is uncertain. Grosheide comments on
lexicological grounds that with this self-examination one can be certain of the
good results beforehand, it implies the purpose of detecting the good3348. Selfexamination is not considering whether one is entitled to the Supper. The
result of this self-examination can only be participation in the Supper3349.
Schnabel comments that Paul is silent on a potential negative outcome of this
examination, but he suggests that the answer is self-evident, if one fails the
examination, one should repent, change one’s behavior, and accept the
poorer fellow Christians. Paul’s words about self-examination in 2 Corinthians
13:5, “Examine yourselves to see whether you are in the faith; test
yourselves. Do you not realize that Christ Jesus is in you—unless, of course,
you fail the test?”, also allow only the positive outcome that Christ is in them.
Only an interpretation of self-examination in that way does justice to the flow
of Paul’s argument. Their Christian faith proves Paul’s point. And failing the
test is therefore only a hypothetical option with an ironic undertone, as Van
Spanje rightly comments3350. The pattern is: examine yourself, and so eat.
There is an expectation that participation will indeed follow, Gallant notes3351.
In the words of Visee: The command of Christ, "Do this in remembrance of
me," is not weakened, but confirmed by Paul.
6.11.7.6. Historical and literary context
In 1961, when for the first time the issue of paedocommunion is mentioned
and a plea for Communion of children is heard on the floor of Synod of the
Netherlands Reformed Church, the specific context of Paul’s words on selfexamination is emphasized3352. Rylaarsdam speaks of the historical and literary
context3353. New (or renewed) awareness of this context is mentioned as a
reason for the shift in thinking about the place of children at the Supper3354.
Whatever the interpretation, it must be a solution to the immediate problem
at hand, because that is what Paul is attempting to provide, writes Sutton3355.
In that context the Apostle is primarily commanding that the Corinthians
change their relationship to one another at the Supper, suggests Rylaarsdam.
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The context is disharmony and inhospitality, and the set of commands to
examine yourselves, to discern the body and to wait for one another, are
Paul’s antidote, summarizes Witvliet3356. Weima distinguishes selfexamination that is primarily vertical in dimension – examining one’s
relationship with Christ- and self-examination that is primarily horizontal –
examining one’s relationship with fellow Christians3357. The call upon believers
to examine their lives, their hearts and their consciences, as found in the
CRC’s Form for Celebration of the Lord’s Supper is mentioned as an example of
this vertical emphasis; only at the very end of the form are believers also
called to examine their conduct toward other people3358; Whereas Paul is first
and foremost calling for a horizontal self-examination of the relation to fellow
believers, to the rest of the church3359. Weima diplomatically concludes that it
does provide biblical justification for the possibility of children’s participation.
Wayne Brouwer writes: All Christians, particularly those who have the
capability of asserting their social prestige, influence or wealth, must
"examine" themselves to see whether they are fully invested in the life of all
the other members of the body of Christ and are making certain that they
share an equal place at the table3360.
6.11.7.7. Ethical implications
The RCN 1977-1979 minority report acknowledges that self-examination has
ethical implications3361. Even if the nature of self-examination was only ethical
it would require accountable persons, argues Schravendeel3362. But Paul’s
words about self-examination also reveal the critical nature of the Lord’s
Supper3363. Self-examination concerns the question of the appreciation and
reverence for Christ’s sacrifice and for Christ Himself. The RCN minority report
asks whether children can already be confronted with the question: do I (still)
belong to the Lord?3364
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6.11.7.8. A higher bar
It is good to realize that the key word examination that leads some to raise
the bar higher than any of the other key words would, is the same key word
that others refer to when concluding that these instructions only apply to
adults. We heard the quote from Luther, saying that Paul “spoke only of adults
because he was speaking about those who were quarrelling among
themselves.”3365 And only those adults who had celebrated the Lord’s Supper
unworthily were in danger of falling in the same sin, seems to be the thought
of the Reformer Musculus who understood the instruction to prove oneself
“of them only, in whom it is dangerous.”3366 Those same arguments are
repeated in the paedocommunion discussion3367. Vermeer, for example,
argues that the adult believers were behaving shamefully in the sinful acts as
described in verses 17-22. And he agrees that Paul has reference to adults3368.
It seems fair to assume that the children were not actively part of divisions of
more theological nature, and drunkenness is normally not the sin of children.
But the children of rich families were probably also not among those who
stayed hungry, they may have contributed to the humiliation of those who
had nothing, and they may have had to learn to wait for each other. On the
other hand Kistemaker comments that Paul understands man generically to
exclude no one3369. This point is also made by paedocommunion
opponents3370.
6.11.7.9. Individual or corporate
Once again the question could be asked to what extent examination is an
individual requirement. With an allusion to the Dutch Reformed wedding
form, Visee suggests that husbands and wives should help each other in such
self examination, and in similar way parents could help their children to
examine themselves. That's how it happened in the church of Ursinus and
Olevian, suggests Visee3371. Though Paul’s words about self examination may
give the impression of a highly individual exercise, his earlier words in 1
Corinthians 5 assume a more communal form of self examination to remove
the leaven3372.
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6.11.7.10. Even in ancient Israel
Even if self-examination is a requirement, Gallant suggests the Old Testament
teaches us how that requirement fits in the pattern of the sacraments of the
old covenant, with reference to the removing of the leaven and Isaiah’s
words on worship3373 in which children were not excluded3374. Without
entering the paedocommunion debate Kistemaker comments “even in ancient
Israel the people had to prepare themselves before they entered the
tabernacle or temple grounds. They had to submit themselves to selfexamination before they entered the courts of the Lord for the three feasts of
Passover, Firstfruits, and Booths.”3375

6.11.8. 1 Corinthians 11 – Discernment of the body
6.11.8.1. Equally or more important
In verse 29 Paul writes: For those who eat and drink without discerning the
body of Christ eat and drink judgment on themselves. Once again it is not hard
to find those who grant this verse a central place in the discussion on
paedocommunion3376, calling it a key phrase3377. I already mentioned that the
key- words examination and discernment were approximately evenly
represented in my resources3378. I already indicated that of these two- key
words, self examination may have carried more weight in the argument of the
paedocommunion opponents, as in common perception the ability to examine
oneself is reached later than the ability to discern. In his research Kenntner
comes to the conclusion that in the (historical) Reformed argument verse 29
played a secondary role in comparison to verse 283379. Kenntner suggests that
the interpretation in intellectual terms of verse 28 has had great impact and
meaning3380. The secondary role of verse 29 compared to verse 28, however,
underscores that subjective knowledge of one’s sin was of far greater
importance in the historical Reformed argument, than the objective
knowledge of the Supper3381.
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In the more current debate, and especially in the arguments of
paedocommunion advocates, the key phrase ‘discerning the body’ becomes
equally or even more important than the key word self examination. Tranvik,
for example, considers “a new understanding of what it means to discern the
body in 1 Cor. 11:29” the first argument in support of the position of
paedocommunion advocates3382. The Faith Formation Committee rightly
cautions against considering this interpretation as new3383, but also concludes
that discerning the body has generated the most controversy and
discussion3384. The extra weight that verse 29 has gained is also reflected in
the fact that some consider ecclesiology or the concept of community decisive
in the debate3385.
6.11.8.2. Three bodies
There seems consensus about the basic meaning of the Greek word translated
with discerning3386. Gärtner speaks of the idea of distinguishing in the sense of
making differentiating evaluation3387. There also seems to be consensus that
the words ‘of our Lord’ are a gloss added to the words ‘the body’ in the Textus
Receptus3388. But such consensus is lacking when it comes to the
interpretation of the meaning of ‘discerning the body’. Basically three
positions can be distinguished: 1- body refers to the Supper, or more
specifically to the sacramental elements, 2- body refers to Christ and His
sacrificed body, 3- body refers to the church community, the body of
believers3389.
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a. Supper as body
In the first option ‘discerning the body’ means distinguishing the Lord’s Table
and the bread in the sacrament from an ordinary table and common food3390
or distinguishing the Supper from the Agape meal or love feast3391, or
estimating the bread aright, reverencing it as the appointed symbol of the
body of the Lord3392, holy as it is set apart for Communion3393, sanctified to
represent the Christ3394. To discern is then to determine the value of the
Communion, regarding it as it should be regarded3395, surround this bread and
wine with the reverence due to His body3396. Both Grosheide and Kistemaker
believe this interpretation does most justice to the context3397, whereas
Fitzmyer considers this meaning foreign to the context3398. In all fairness to
Grosheide and Kistemaker, Paul distinguishes the Lord’s Supper from the
private suppers, and the eating together from the eating at home3399. But
Fitzmyer seems right in the sense that the fundamental problem in this
context is not lack of that distinction; humiliating the poor and drunkenness
during regular meals would probably also not be condoned by Paul3400. This
first option does not play a significant role in the Dutch Reformed
paedocommunion discussion, but I note that the ability to distinguish
between the Bread of the Eucharist and ordinary, material bread, is
mentioned by the Roman Catholic Papal Decree Quam Singulari as
requirement for the reception of first Communion3401. Discernment in this
sense – “that this meal is not just a Sunday morning snack” - is mentioned in
the Dutch Reformed paedocommunion discussion, but only to stress what is
minimally required and in combination with explanations about what more is
needed3402.
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b. Body of Christ
In the second option ‘body’ refers to the body of Christ, as sacrificed in Christ’s
death. Theoretically the three options could be distinguished as sacramental,
Christological and ecclesiological. In reality it is not always possible to
distinguish between option one and two3403. Thiselton chooses this second
option in his commentary, and he interprets discerning the body as
“recognizing what characterizes the body as different, i.e. to be mindful of the
uniqueness of Christ”, Supper celebration is “participation in, and
identification with, the cruciform Christ.”3404 In short this option is defended
as the one preferable in this context, or in light of verses 24 and 273405. In her
2010 report the Faith Formation Committee notes that in many Reformed
congregations the understanding of “discerning the body” has been limited to
this meaning only, but the committee considers that to be a reductionist
account, which takes verses 23-25 out of their context and ignores Paul’s main
theme3406.
In the paedocommunion discussion this interpretation is reflected when North
American authors speak of “Christological discernment”3407, of “believing
discernment of Christ’s body, which He gave as a sacrifice on behalf of His
people”3408, and of personal discernment “of Christ's work for the life of his
people and for the church's life together and in the world.”3409 In the
Netherlands similar interpretations of discernment as “to understand the
sacrifice of Christ” 3410 or “the unique salvific significance of the body of the
Lord”3411 can be found. In her 2010 report the Faith Formation Committee
acknowledges “that ‘body’ can also refer to Jesus’ literal body on the cross”
and that “the bread we eat points us to and symbolizes our union with Jesus,
whose ascended body is now in heaven.”3412
c. Body of believers
The third option in which body refers to believers as the body of Christ, and in
which discerning the body means taking cognizance of their brothers and
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sisters is defended by evangelicals such as Witherington3413, and more
elaborately by Fee3414. Thiselton’s argument that this strains the meaning of
διακρινειν, is not convincing3415. Interpreting the body in verse 29 on the basis
of Paul’s own explanation of the meaning of the body, and the fact that 1
Corinthians 10:17 is the only verse in the New Testament that offers such an
interpretation of the bread as such, are strong points in Fee’s argument3416.
Thiselton might be right in his claim that το σωμα is used as pars pro toto for
the body and blood3417, but that begs the question why Paul does not use το
σωμα pars pro toto more often in this text. I therefore lean towards Fee’s
position, who argues that Paul purposefully mentions both, when he means
both, and that the absolute use, with absence of the qualifier ‘of the Lord’,
seems just as purposeful3418. Thiselton and Fee both seek to do justice to the
context. Thiselton considers the directly preceding verses 24-27 the decisive
context3419. As appealing as that might look, Thiselton does not make a
convincing argument when he judges the verse 10:16-17 too far from 11:29
for Paul to expect his readers to refer to it as the decisive frame for his
meaning3420. Thiselton himself speaks about the Supper as participation in the
cruciform Christ, picking up a theme from 1:18-253421. In that light Fee’s point
that the argument is anticipated in 10:16-17 is not that farfetched. Especially
considering that 10:16-17 also anticipates what Paul is about to say in chapter
123422. According to Fee the whole point of the section, beginning with verse
17 and continuing through 33-34, is to correct a considerable abuse of the
church as is visibly portrayed at the Lord’s Supper3423. In support of Fee’s
interpretation it is good to point out that the meaning of body may be
determined by Paul’s words from a previous chapter and following chapter,
but the church is also mentioned in the direct context, for example in verse
22.

3413
Ben Witherington III, Conflict & Community in Corinth: A Socio-Rhetorical Commentary on 1 and 2
Corinthians (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1995), 251f.
3414
Fee (1987), 563f.
3415
With reference to Hofius. Thiselton acknowledges that this argument may not be decisive. Thiselton
(2000), 893. Thiselton also suggests that the third view would require το σωμα to serve with a genitive. But
the reason remains unclear to me.
3416
Fee (1987), 564.
3417
Thiselton (2000), 893.
3418
Fee (1987), 563.
3419
Thiselton (2000), 893.
3420
Thiselton (2000), 893.
3421
Thiselton (2000), 893.
3422
Cp. Syd Hielema, “Editorial: Being Church Together,” Banner, October, 2004.
3423
Fee (1987), 564.

500

Chapter 6 Interpretative Explanation
d. The CRC and the interpretation of Fee
Fee’s point of view has had significant influence on the paedocommunion
discussion within the Christian Reformed Churches and its final position. Even
before Fee published his commentary, the interpretation of body as referring
to the body of believers had apparently already become part of the discussion
and was rejected in for example the 1986 majority report3424. I know that,
nearing the conclusion of the discussion, the Faith Formation Committee
included Fee’s commentary on 1 Corinthians 11 in its own 716 pages long
reader3425. In his 2007 article Children at the Lord’s Supper and the Key Text of
1 Corinthians 11:17-34 in the Spring issue of Forum Weima considers it not
likely that ‘body’ refers to the fleshly body of Christ nailed to the cross and
remembered in the bread and wine. Instead Weima interprets ‘body’ as
referring to the body of believers—the church, with arguments very similar to
those of Fee3426. This interpretation receives significant support from other
Calvin Seminary staff such as Rylaarsdam3427 and Bierma3428. Fee’s
interpretation seems to have had significant influence on the Faith Formation
Committee, in the sense that its own position is influenced by Fee, and that it
is acknowledged as one of the legitimate interpretations one could choose3429.
I find the same argument on the other side of the ocean. When after
approximately forty years the church of Rijsbergen re-examines and reaffirms
its position on children at the Lord’s Supper, council member Age Bakker
writes a brochure on behalf of council, expressing a very similar view to that
of Gordon Fee3430. Fee compares the way people mistreat each other, how
that influences God’s appreciation of people’s worship, and how God’s
judgment needs to be feared with the situation in the days of Isaiah3431. The
brochure makes a similar comparison with the days of Hophni and
Phinehas3432.
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gathered around the table,” Lyle D. Bierma, “The Unity of the Church and the Pure Administration of the
Sacraments,” in The Unity of the Church: A Theological State of the Art and Beyond, ed. Eduardus Borght,
Vol. 18 of Studies in Reformed Theology (Leiden: Brill, 2010), 128
3429
Faith Formation Committee, Agenda CRCNA 2010 Synod, 600, 624.
3430
Age Bakker, Bezinning op het avondmaal. Rijsbergen (Rijsbergen: Kerkenraad Nederlands
Gereformeerde Kerk, 2001), 11. Not everyone in Rijsbergen’s council shared Bakker’s view that the body of
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e. Benefits for the child
The question could be asked how this interpretation benefits the child? The
1986 Majority report writes “It is not really evident that children would be
able to show discerning love for the body of believers in their participation at
the table any more readily than they could show discerning love for their
crucified Lord.”3433 The Lutheran Tranvik asks “In what sense might an infant
be able to perceive or appreciate the communal dimension of the supper? Are
not those holding to this interpretation still stuck with the fact that an infant is
being asked to “do” something beyond his or her capacity?”3434 A possible
pedagogical-psychological answer could be that children begin socializing their
behavior and recognizing group and community, around their second year of
age, and hence the advice of Kenntner to start participation round age three
or four3435. More reflective of Dutch Reformed advocates of paedocommunion
is the response of the Faith Formation Committee to such questions,
explaining that “when we ‘discern the body’, part of what we discern is that
children should be present because they belong to the covenant.”3436 Several
participants in the discussion have pointed at the irony how Paul’s words have
been used to do the exact opposite by excluding part of the body3437;
“Ushering children out of church before Communion is 1 Corinthians 11 in
action.”3438
f. Multiple interpretations in theology
I distinguished three or four basic options in the interpretation of the body
that needs to be discerned. In reality a combination of the second option, that
body refers to Christ, and the third option, that body refers to the church as
body of believers, is often found. This combination is found in commentaries
and other theological literature, and also in the theological debate on
paedocommunion in the Dutch Reformed tradition. Schnabel seems to give
both options equal credit in his commentary3439. Van Beelen comes to the
same conclusion in his study on the Lord’s Supper3440. In The Theology of Paul
3433
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the Apostle James Dunn writes “In the light of these consistent emphases, the
old dispute about the meaning of the last two body references (11.27, 29)
becomes clearer. For almost certainly we should not allow ourselves to be
caught once again into either-or exegesis. To require the commentator to
make a choice (…) would assuredly run counter to Paul's whole line of
exhortation.”3441
Some of the theologians I have mentioned as representatives of one of the
three or four positions do acknowledge other positions. But where for
example Schnabel, Van Beelen and Dunn give equal weight to both meanings,
they make great distinction between the primary and secondary meaning.
Thiselton, for example, speaks of social transformation as Paul’s second
concern. The social is founded on the salvific, and that is very decisive for
Thiselton’s choice3442. I wonder whether Thiselton makes the mistake of
confusing what theologically, or in terms of causality, comes first with what is
Paul’s primary concern at the moment he is addressing a social problem.
Maybe the discussion whether one meaning is secondary to the other is not
so relevant as long as the relation between the salvific and the social is
acknowledged. In his commentary, Winter highlights how Paul with changing
the word order in the words of the institution, puts emphasis on what Christ
has done on their behalf. This has consequences for how Christians treat each
other at the Lord’s Supper, as they should imitate Christ in their relationships,
conform 1 Corinthians 11:13443. Paul’s solution to the other meal issue was to
carefully treat the weak brother or sister as someone for whom Christ died3444.
g. Multiple interpretations in paedocommunion debate
In the Dutch Reformed discussion on paedocommunion several participants
interpret discerning the body in this double sense. At the beginning of the
Christian Reformed Synodical discussion the 1986 majority writes “It seems,
then, that the most complete and natural reading of the critical verse (11:29)
includes a double reference, what could be called a vertical and horizontal
reference both to the Lord himself and to other believers.”3445 Near the end of
the synodical discussion the Faith Formation Committee writes “we see no
conclusive evidence that forces us to choose between these views.”3446 In the
3441
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Netherlands similar positions are taken by for example by Van der Schee3447
and Noordegraaf3448. In most cases this position is combined with a plea for
allowing children at the Lord’s Supper or at least lowering the age of
admission.
6.11.8.3. Discernment
a. Discernment as judgment
I have focused primarily on how different interpretations of the body
influenced the interpretation of the discernment Paul speaks about. But there
are those who focus on the meaning of discernment itself. Grosheide
comments that the word Paul uses expresses thorough judgment,
discernment and appreciation of the value by distinguishing it from something
else3449. Hendriks quotes this interpretation in his book on children at the
Lord’s Supper, and speaks of discernment as a strong word3450. And so does K.
Deddens in his contribution to the discussion3451. Gärtner explains how
diakrino is a form of krino, meaning to arrange, strengthened by dia, now
meaning to judge, to make a distinction3452. I get the impression that
Grosheide allows dia not only to strengthen the meaning of krino, but also the
meaning of diakrino. Hendriks and Deddens seem to emphasize the use of a
strong word for judgment to exclude children who might not be able to judge
as thoroughly as adults do. But one wonders whether that misses the point of
Paul’s wordplay on the judgment theme with krima, diakrinein, krinein and
katakrineine in these verses and the earlier use of anakrinein and krinein in
chapter 4:3-5. The problem in the church of Corinth was not that judgment
lacked or was not advanced enough, but that it caused divisions.
b. Cognitive and intellectual discernment
Closely related are the interpretations of discernment in cognitive, intellectual
terms3453. Then discernment calls us to reflection and correct perception3454,
and requires prior education in the meaning of the Lord’s Supper3455, so that
3447
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each can come to the table with a ‘discerning mind’3456. Such discernment
requires certain or sure knowledge, and spiritual maturity3457. Opponents
conclude that such knowledge cannot be expected from children3458.
Proponents often see room for children fulfilling this requirement in age and
ability appropriate ways3459. The 1986 minority report already stated “Very
small children can begin to discern the body; the degree of discernment
should increase as the years pass.”3460
c. Ethical discernment
We saw that several participants in the discussion acknowledged in light of
the context of 1 Corinthians 11 that discernment had an ethical aspect.
Traditionally the age of discretion was not only related to the use of reason,
but, as for example the Catechism of the Council of Trent makes clear, also to
the ability to discern between good and evil, and the ability of the mind to do
malice3461.
Others interpret discernment also in terms of personal commitment3462,
gratitude3463 and necessary to prevent an ex opere operato theology3464.

6.11.9. 1 Corinthians 11 – Eating and drinking judgment on oneself
6.11.9.1. Harmless poison
In the verses 27-34 Paul uses several words and phrases related to guilt, sin,
judgment, discipline and condemnation. In light of these words Calvin writes:
“Why should we stretch out poison to our young children instead of vivifying
food?”3465 De Brès uses very similar words3466. The use of that metaphor
shows how serious the Reformers considered the risk of children eating and
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drinking judgment on themselves. Once again the Reformer Musculus is the
exception to the rule3467.
In the Dutch Reformed paedocommunion discussion the notion of judgment
and condemnation is not given the same significance as the other key words
and themes from 1 Corinthians 11. But I do come across the notion at all
levels.
6.11.9.2. Poison in Rijsbergen and New West
The notion of judgment and condemnation must have played a great role in
the pietistic climate that the brothers in law, Overduin and Meywaard, came
from3468. Together with Van Katwijk they come to a new understanding and
distance themselves from the language of the classical Reformed Lord’s
Supper form3469. But, surprisingly enough, we come across the notion in even
stronger words in the discussion within New West CRC. In his 1986 letter to
council Art Boersma, later a proponent of paedocommunion, warned council
against allowing children to the Lord’s Supper, quoting Calvin’s poison
metaphor3470.
6.11.9.3. Poison and judgment in the periodicals
In the discussion within the denominational periodicals the issue of judgment
is dealt with as well. Within the CRC Kristine Ellestad reminds her
denomination of Paul’s stern warning against unworthy participation3471. In
the Reformed Churches in the Netherlands opponents also argue how the
threat of condemnation gives extra weight to the requirements of 1
Corinthians 113472. In Reformed liberated circles Calvin’s poison metaphor is
quoted with apparent approval3473. Several participants in the discussion take
the theme of condemnation serious while seeing room for children
participation. George Marsden, for example, seems to acknowledge the risk of
children eating judgment on them, but notices that “every means of grace
carries with it the potential of being a means of judgment to those who abuse
it”, but suggests reasonable interpretation of 1 Corinthians 11 does not
3467
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support exclusion of children3474. Hartvelt compares two such means of grace,
sacrament and sermon, and notices that both require faith and lead to faith,
and both condemn us in absence of a faithful response3475. In the same vein
Gallant argues that the prospect of judgment is no reason to bar children from
the table, because as a means of grace it is primarily blessing3476. Others
primarily refute the traditional ideas regarding judgment and condemnation.
Aalbers suggests reading 1 Corinthians 11 in context will prevent wrong
notions of judgment3477. Calvin could only speak of poison as he failed to do
justice to the historical and literal context, Rylaarsdam suggests3478. Earlier
Heitink suggested the same may be true for those Dutch Reformed believers
coming from a culture of Lord’s Supper abstention3479. Later Heitink even
suggests in light of the context, that we have neglected the fact that baptized
children belong to the community at risk of our condemnation3480.
6.11.9.4. A warning even more severe
It is interesting to see how in the synodical discussion the theme was
mentioned in the first overture and in the reports of the final Faith Formation
Committee. In her 1984 overture Classis Rocky Mountain notices that New
Testament passages regarding our treatment of children3481 contain a warning
even more severe than the one contained in 1 Corinthians 113482. In 2009 the
Faith Formation Committee mentions the Supper as means of grace rather
than occasion for judgment as one of the common themes in her conversation
with the churches3483. In 2010 the committee speaks about avoiding the error
of cheap grace by ignoring the words of judgment. Warnings are also part of
God’s gracious provisions, writes the committee3484.
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6.12. History and tradition
6.12.1. Role History

6.12.1.1. An important role
In several different ways have history and tradition played an important role
in the discussion on, and the introduction of paedocommunion in the Dutch
Reformed tradition. Renewed historical interest and awareness have served as
incentives to reconsider paedocommunion and as catalysts for changing the
Lord’s Supper practice. In her explanation of the renewed attention to
paedocommunion in the twentieth century, Zegwaard registers how a new
interest for liturgy emerged within the Dutch Protestant churches near the
end of the nineteenth century3485. This renewed interest coincided with a
renewed interest in the historical sciences and hence in the history of liturgy.
This study of the history of liturgy included both the liturgies of the Reformers
as well as those of the early church3486. Within the mainline Reformed
churches of the Netherlands all of this was spearheaded by the Liturgical
Movement. Kenntner also mentions the liturgical movement, but seems to
consider its influence on the rise of paedocommunion - in Germany - of
secondary nature3487.
6.12.1.2. A different role
When I look at the role of history and tradition in the stories of
paedocommunion pioneers and advocates within the Reformed Churches
liberated and Dutch Reformed Churches I recognize how history and tradition
played a different role. In these stories renewed historical interest and
awareness do not put paedocommunion on the agenda or start the process of
change. But as soon as, for example, the church of Rijsbergen is confronted
with the question whether to admit children to the Lord’s Supper, the
question “What does history say about it?” is one of the first questions
asked3488. But Rijsbergen under the leadership of Van Katwijk, and later Visee
in his articles, seek the answer to that historical question within the history of
the Reformed tradition. And both study primarily the history of catechism
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teaching and profession of faith as reflected in the historical church orders of
the Palatinate and the regulations of the Dutch Refugee Church of London,
and not the history of liturgy3489.
6.12.1.3. Four things
Four things may be noticed about the role of historical interest and awareness
in these stories. First, historical interest and awareness often deconstructs the
false sense that the Lord’s Supper theology and praxis that one grew up with
represents a perpetual tradition3490. Second, historical awareness creates the
sense that a bandwidth exists within the Reformed tradition legitimizing
different opinions and different practices while staying loyal to that
tradition3491. For example, the proper age for first participation may in light of
that tradition range from Luther’s age seven, or Calvin’s age ten, or London’s
age thirteen, to age eighteen and higher of the contemporary practice. The
requirements for profession of faith and participation may range from simple
knowledge of the Ten Commandments, the Lord’s Prayer and the Creed, or
examination of the catechism teaching with some help of the pastor, to full
appropriation of faith as taught and confessed in the catechism. Third, that
bandwidth can be perceived as a spectrum of equally valid options, but
several advocates show a strong preference for the most original tradition3492,
whereas opponents perceive the change over time within the tradition as a
development or even further reformation required by changing circumstances
or even already intended by the Reformers themselves3493. Fourth, exposure
to the history of one’s own tradition may function in similar ways as exposure
to other church traditions3494. The end result is not automatically limited to
the options within the bandwidth, but may go beyond that, as historical
awareness may serve as an incentive to a more fundamental recalibration of
one’s believes and practices.
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6.12.1.4. Deconstruct invented tradition
The initial idea that the Lord’s Supper theology and praxis that one grew up
with represents a perpetual tradition is most clearly expressed by several of
the interviewees of New West Church. This may reflect the principle of lex
orandi, lex credendi, in other words, the way we have always done things
shapes our convictions and believes about how things should be done. One
could speak of ‘invented tradition’, but not in the way Hobsbawn defines
this3495, but in the sense that the imagination invents a perpetual tradition for
a tradition which in reality is quite recent. I mentioned how one role of
historical interest and awareness is to deconstruct such initial ideas or such
false sense of tradition. Within all three denominations3496, and within all
three researched local congregations3497, I found evidence of this role. Hartvelt
strategically deploys historical awareness for this purpose by repeatedly
writing regarding the rules of admission to the Supper “it was not this way
from the beginning.”3498 At the same time this may reveal one of the reasons
why Hartvelt himself changed from a opponent to an advocate of
paedocommunion.
6.12.1.5. Incentive and catalyst
Historical interest and awareness functioned as incentives in the sense that
they put paedocommunion on the agenda or started a process of change.
Historical interest and awareness have often functioned as catalysts in the
sense that, once paedocommunion was subject of discussion and its
introduction was contemplated, they have moved that discussion forward and
accelerated the introduction, through deconstruction of a false sense of
tradition, by presenting alternative opinions and practices as legitimized by
tradition, or by motivating a more fundamental recalibration of one’s believes
and practices3499. It is easy to register how history and tradition played a role
starting the discussion and moving it forward, it is harder to measure to what
extent they determined the conclusion of that discussion.
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The question what history says about paedocommunion was not only asked
within the Reformed Churches liberated and the Dutch Reformed Churches.
The historical question was raised within all researched denominations.
Almost all synodical reports of the Netherlands Reformed Church and the
Reformed Churches in the Netherlands, for example, contain a historical
overview3500. Early in the synodical discussion within the Christian Reformed
Churches it is stated that arguments from the history of the church deserve to
be heard with care3501, and it is decided that the history of children’s
participation in the Lord’s Supper should be given particular attention3502. Of
the three denominations, the history of paedocommunion is most elaborately
discussed within the synodical reports3503 of-, and the periodicals3504 and other
publications3505 associated with the Christian Reformed Church. Reports of
other Reformed denominations in North America also pay attention to this
history3506.
6.12.1.6. Consonant
But how do we measure to what extent history determined the conclusion of
the discussion within the Dutch Reformed tradition which considers Scripture
normative and not history or tradition? History may have motivated a
recalibration of one’s believes and practices, but in that image Scripture would
set the standard for the recalibration. Opponents and advocates seem to
agree, “The church’s practice ought to be formed by the teaching of the
Scriptures, which are the supreme standard for faith”3507, “It is, after all, not
history but Scripture that remains normative for us”3508. “We have the right,
the responsibility, and the precedents to differ with those who have gone
before us”, states the 1995 CRCNA Report B3509. In some cases the evidence
seems to support that participants give priority to Scripture; in the case of
Rijsbergen for example by the almost complete absence of positive references

3500

Zegwaard (2006), 84.
Report 34 (Majority), Agenda 1986 Synod, 348f.
Article 35, Acts CRCNA 1986 Synod, 620. And, counting words, the historical part of the 1988 synodical
report grew with 809% compared to 1986.
3503
E.g. Report 26, Agenda CRCNA 1988 Synod, 261f.
3504
E.g. Rylaarsdam (2007).
3505
E.g. Gallant (2003), Venema (2009).
3506
Baptized Non-Communicants and the Celebration of the Lord’s Supper (1977), in James I. Cook, ed., The
Church Speaks: Papers of the Commission on Theology, Reformed Church in America, 1959-1984. (The
Historical Series of the Reformed Church in America) (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1985). Marsden (December,
1977).
3507
Venema (2009), 11.
3508
Gallant (2003), 107.
3509
Report B, Agenda CRCNA 1995 Synod, 295.
3501
3502

511

Paedocommunion in the Dutch Reformed Tradition
to history and tradition3510. Gallant and Venema are among the few authors
who try to explain what place historical arguments are given within their
argument, considering Scripture is given priority. Gallant writes “All I need to
show, therefore, is a historical background that is consonant with the belief
that paedocommunion was rightly practiced in the apostolic age.”3511 After
calling the teachings of the Scriptures the supreme standard for faith and
practice Venema adds, “The Reformed churches read the Scriptures in the
company of the whole church and may not ignore the lessons of history.”3512
6.12.1.7. More significant than admitted
During the time of my research I met with one elder who, faced with the
different opinions on paedocommunion, said that in case of doubt he gave the
benefit of the doubt to tradition3513. It may have been the only example of
drawing a conclusion on the explicit basis of history or tradition3514. I believe
there are reasons to suspect that history and tradition play a significant role
for more participants in the paedocommunion debate than just this one elder;
a more significant role than the participants are willing to admit. To begin
with, history itself provides exhibits of historical or traditional practice
preceding the theological grounding in Scripture, “a practice looking for a
theology” , as Rylaarsdam calls it3515. Paedocommunion history reveals how
even our Reformed forefathers in some respects have been shaped more by
the tradition they grew up in than by their Scripture3516. The amount of
attention paid to history, especially in some of the denominational reports3517
and books3518, suggests its perceived relevance might be greater than
expressed. A further indication of the importance of the historical argument is
that it is mutually perceived as a major argument of the other side in the
debate3519. The fact that several participants in the debate overstate historical
claims3520, make undocumented, anachronistic claims3521, and - consciously or
3510

Except when referring to the early days of the church, of the Reformation and of the denomination.
Gallant (2003), 107.
3512
Venema (2009), 11.
3513
In this case tradition meant the practice that this elder had grouwn up wit.
3514
I realize even the words of this elder could be explained as short hand for letting tradition only decide
which of two or more rivaling interpretations of Scripture should be given the benefit of the doubt.
3515
Rylaarsdam (2007).
3516
E.g. the age for admission and the required knowledge for admission.
3517
E.g. Report 26, Agenda CRCNA 1988 Synod.
3518
E.g. Hendriks (1990).
3519
Opponent Venema calls it “The first argument for the paedocommunion view,” Venema (2009), 5. In the
Netherlands Reformed Church advocates argue that the practice as supported by opponents is based on a
tradition and not on Scripture, Zegwaard (2006), 54, who refers to the acts of the Netherlands Reformed
1966 Synod, 90f. See also Zegwaard (2006), 84f.
3520
E.g. Cyprian’s words are reduced to the description of a single incident by one, or are presented as proof
of church wide paedocommunion by another. See for example Matthew Winzer, “The True History of
3511
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unconsciously - adapt documented data3522, also suggests that the support of
history is considered rather crucial by these authors. The 1986 CRCNA
synodical report speaks of “an argument that carries a degree of weight for
Reformed churches”3523; an image which does more justice to the fact that
historical arguments carry weight which can influence one’s conclusion
regarding paedocommunion, even if biblical arguments carry more weight.
6.12.1.8. Inconclusive
At the same time it is equally clear that historical data is perceived as less
relevant by other participants. The 1976 minority report of the Reformed
Churches in the Netherlands, for example, states that “considering the
changing social and cultural circumstances no arguments pro or contra can be
derived from these [historical] data.”3524 The majority report of that same year
provides an oversight of the history of paedocommunion, but does not
mention history in its considerations or grounds for its proposals3525. The 2010
Christian Reformed Faith Formation Committee classifies the historical
argument as inconclusive argument3526.
6.12.2. Chronological overview of historical arguments and conclusions
It is time to pay attention to some of the most significant historical arguments
used in the paedocommunion debate in more detail. It seems best to discuss
these within a chronological presentation of some of my own conclusions
regarding the history of paedocommunion.
6.12.2.1. Early Church History
In trying to understand the history of paedocommunion in the early church
and the different perspectives on that history within the Reformed
paedocommunion debate it is helpful to recognize the importance of the
aspects of authority and of historic proof and their mutual relation. The
Paedo-Communion,” The Confessional Presbyterian 3, no.3 (2007): 27-36, Tommy Lee,The History of
Paedocommunion: From the Early Church until 1500,
http://www.reformed.org/social/index.html?mainframe=http://www.reformed.org/sacramentology/tl_pae
do.html (accessed June 6, 2011).
3521
E.g. Regarding catechism teaching for children in the early church.
3522
E.g. by mentioning higher ages of admission for Calvin or the Dutch Refugee Church in London than the
documents mention.
3523
“... who claim to follow authentic apostolic and biblical practice,” Report 34, Agenda CRCNA 1986
Synod, 349.
3524
“Kinderen mee naar het Avondmaal?” Kerkinformatie (December 1976): 17.
3525
Kerkinformatie (December 1976).
3526
Faith Formation Committee, Agenda CRCNA 2010 Synod, 592, 605f.
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Reformed paedocommunion debate on this era reflects the dilemma that
these two are almost inversely proportional; the historic practice of the
original apostolic church is given the greatest authority, and loses authority
the further removed in time the practice becomes from that original practice,
whereas documented historical proof of a paedocommunion practice and
theology is almost unavailable for that first apostolic era and only increases
with regard to later periods.
a. The apostolic church
Almost all participants in the debate hold a position on paedocommunion that
reflects their understanding of the practice of the apostolic church, and their
interpretation of Scripture in this matter3527. The opinion of advocates of
paedocommunion who hold that the apostolic church practiced infant or small
child Communion3528 is classified as the apostolic hypothesis by Purcell3529. The
interpretation of relevant Scripture passages providing insight in the practice
of the apostolic church is further dealt with elsewhere in this dissertation. An
argument from outside the Bible in support of children’s participation in the
apostolic church is the argument of children in cultic practices in the
“Umwelt” of the New Testament3530. My chapter on children and childhood in
society and church provides strong support for that argument3531.
b. The ‘undocumented’ era
In terms of the availability of sources which deal explicitly with
paedocommunion, the following period, which lacks such documents,
stretches from the end of the first century to approximately halfway the third
century3532. Only a handful of documents from this period play a role in the
3527

Three remarks. 1) In other issues related to the Supper it is not a given that the position people hold
reflects their understanding of the practice of the apostolic church. See for example the opinions about
frequency of celebration or celebrating agap meals. 2) Some seem to allow for the possibility of time and
situation specific choices in this matter, led by the Holy Spirit. E.g. Bert E. Van Soest, “Admitting Children to
the Lord’s Table upon Confession of Faith,” Reformed Review 40, no. 3 (April 1987): 206. 3) Some may be
using a hermeneutic approach which provides more explicit room for deviation from what seems supported
by Biblical exegesis. E.g. Jan Mudde, “Kinderen aan het avondmaal?” Opbouw (January 13, 1995): 4-6.
3528
E.g. K.C. Smouter, “De maaltijd des Heren,” (Breda: n.p.,1968), 5; Van den Berg (1978), 69;
Kerkinformatie 65 (December 1976): 6; Overture 1 by Classis Rocky Mountain, Agenda CRCNA 1984 Synod,
422; Report 26, Agenda CRCNA 1988 Synod, 261; Tim Gallant, ““An Old Plank in a Program for Church
Reformation”: What the Hussites Wanted for the Lord’s Supper- and Why,” Christian Renewal (February 11,
2002); Other significant examples are Joseph Bingham, Antiquities of the Christian Church (London: Henry G.
Bohn, 1856), 2:797; Keidel (1975), 301f.; Van Beelen (1996), 199; W.A. Strange (2004), 103f.
3529
Blake Purcell, “The Testimony of the Ancient Church,” in The Case for Covenant Communion, ed. Gregg
Strawbridge (Monroe: Athanasius, 2006), 143f.
3530
E.g. Kerkinformatie (December, 1976), 5f.; Wentsel (1998), 231, fn. 145.
3531
Paragraph 3.2.4.
3532
I consider Cyprian’s On the Lapsed from c. 250 A.D. the first explicit reference to the paedocommunion
practice of unchallenged date.
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paedocommunion discussion3533. Most participants in the debate assume that
the practice of the apostolic church was continued in this period.
Those who hold that the apostolic church communed infants or small children
recognize a continuation of that practice in the documents of the next
period3534. The documents of this era provide circumstantial evidence by
revealing the close connection between baptism and Communion3535, and
even integration of the two in the initiatory rite3536, by giving instructions
regarding the seating of children3537, by speaking of the Eucharist being
enjoined to be taken by all alike3538, by treating children as regenerated and
sanctified3539, and by mentioning the custom of frequent Communion3540.
Holding that the apostolic church communed infants or small children, and
that this practice in all likelihood continued in this ‘undocumented’ era, does
not exclude the possibility of some churches or church leaders neglecting
children or barring them from participation, as such neglect of other groups is
already registered in the New Testament3541. But, as explained, Origen’s’
Homilies on Judges does not provide an example of such denial of access to
the Lord’s Supper for children3542.
Those who hold that the apostolic church did not Commune infants or small
children are equally convinced that this practice continued during this
‘undocumented’ period. Those who combine this view with the conviction
that infants or small children were baptized in this era, often argue that little
children were further treated as catechumens for whom participation in
Communion was deferred until adequate teaching was received3543. But mere
3533

The Didache, Justin Martyr’s First Apology, Irenaeus Against Heresies, Clement of Alexandria’s The
Instructor and The Stromata, Tertullian’s De Corona and Treatise on Baptism and To His Wife, and Origen’s
Homilies on Judges.
3534
E.g. Gallant (2002), 107f.
3535
E.g. Didache, chap. IX, 5, ANF 7:379f.
3536
E.g. Justin Martyr, First Apology, chap. LXV, ANF 1:185.
3537
E.g. Didascalia Apostolorum, chap. XII, Connolly (1929), 40.
3538
E.g. Tertullian, The Chaplet or De Corona, chap. III, ANF 3:94.
3539
E.g. Irenaeus, Against Heresies, bk. 2, chap. 22,4, ANF 1:391.
3540
E.g. Didache, chap. XIV, ANF 7:381.
3541
Acts 6 mentions the neglect of the Greek widows, 1 Corinthians 11 mentions the shaming of the havenots. Note that in both cases children of those Greek widows and those have-nots probably shared in the
neglect and shaming.
3542
Paragraph 2.2.8. Origen, Homilies on Judges. FOTC. But we noticed how the misinterpreted quote of
Origen in Beckwith (1976), 125-126, is repeated in several historical overviews. E.g. Report 34, Agenda
CRCNA 1986 Synod, 349; Venema (2009), 13f.; Marc Kolden, “Infant Communion In Light of Theological and
Pastoral Perspectives,” Lutheran Quarterly (Autumn 1996), 250.
3543
Purcell speaks of the Catechizing the Baptized Hypothesis, Purcell (2006), 144. E.g. Calvin, Institutes, bk.
4, chap. 19, 4; Venema (2009), 15; Beckwith (1976), 126; Roger T. Beckwith, and Andrew Daunton-Fear, The
Water and the Wine: A Contribution to the Debate on Children and Holy Communion (London: Latimer Trust,
2005), 55f.
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hints in these documents to teaching - or more specifically to the teaching of
catechumens - do not prove this hypothesis3544. Nor does the word order in
some of these documents allow to be interpreted as a required historical
sequence in which catechetical teaching preceded Communion3545. In his
history of catechesis, Bijlsma explains that children in the ancient church who
had been baptized received no catechism, as catechism was considered
teaching for the unconverted and recently converted3546. The first challenge
for those holding that the apostolic church did not Commune infants or small
children is to explain the genesis of the paedocommunion practice, as it is
documented in the next era. One explanation of this genesis is the early rise of
sacramentalism3547. Venema, for example, warns advocates of
paedocommunion not to ignore “the close connection between a growing
sacramentalism, which viewed baptism as a means of granting new birth to its
recipients, and the admission of children to the Lord's Table.”3548
The second challenge is to explain the fact that no historic documents have
been found which record this genesis, although it would have meant a
significant and large-scale change3549.
There are also those who do not hold that the apostolic church baptized
infants or small children. They often claim or suggest that the rise of infant
baptism led to the introduction of infant Communion3550. Some Reformed and
Lutheran paedocommunion advocates make similar suggestions, possibly
distinguishing the desirability of Communion of infants and the smallest
children from that of young children3551. Hartvelt even claims it is self-evident
that the early church did not know paedocommunion, because that ‘problem’
only emerged with the rise of infant baptism3552.
3544

Didache, chap. VII, 1, ANF 7:379; Justin Martyr, First Apology, chap. LXI, LXV, LXVI, ANF 1: 183,185;
Justin Martyr, First Apology, chap. LXI, LXVI, ANF 1:185; Didascalia Apostolorum, chap. IX. Noteworthy is
that this argument is even refuted by Nick Needham, “Children at the Lord’s Table in the Patristic Era,” in
Children and the Lord’s Supper, ed. Guy Waters and Ligon Duncan (Fearn: Christian Focus, 2011), 160. That
is in the context of a book pleading against paedocommunion.
3546
R. Bijlsma, “Geschiedenis van de catechese,” in Kleine Catechetiek, 6th ed. (Nijkerk: Callenbach, n.d.), 51.
Bijlsma does not provide references for this claim, but I have not come across historic documents from this
era proving him wrong in this matter.
3547
Purcell speaks of the Early Sacramentalism Hypothesis and mentions Calvin, Schaff and Dabney as
advocates of this hypothesis, Purcell (2006), 144. I am not sure whether Calvin speaks of sacramentalism
this early. One may wonder at what moment in the process of forming his opinion on paedocommunion
Calvin became aware of Cyprian’s and Augustine’s words as he mentions them in the 1543 edition of the
Institutes, but not in the 1539. Cf. Cook (1985), 92f.
3548
E.g. Cornelis P. Venema, “A Further Reply to Tim Gallant on Paedocommunion,” Confessional
Presbyterian 3 (2007): 248, Venema (2009), 25.
3549
Cp. Purcell (2006), 144.
3550
E.g. The Roman Catholic Baumgärtler (1929), 13f.; C. Van de Velde (1982), 5, Kuiper (1974), 112; M.H.
Bolkestein (1964), 34.
3551
E.g. Aalbers (1971), 18f.; Pel (1968), 27.
3552
E.g. Hartvelt (January 30, 1971), 1.
3545
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Zegwaard for example acknowledges the lack of explicit documents regarding
both infant baptism and infant Communion, but argues that the churches
perceived themselves as communities, children included, and closely
connected baptism and Lord’s Supper, and therefore considers it plausible
that children did participate3553.
c. From Cyprian to Gelasius I of Rome
The second half of the first five centuries provides us with sources which
explicitly deal with paedocommunion; documents proving the existence of a
paedocommunion practice; documents regulating, defending and, in the end,
decreeing the practice. The most crucial of those sources can be dated quite
accurately.
c.1. Proof of existence
The first document, which can be dated with certainty, proving the existence
of a paedocommunion practice is Cyprian’s On the Lapsed. Chapter 253554
describes an incident of infant Communion. And the argument in chapter 93555
in combination with Cyprian’s traditional inclination in these matters3556,
prove a paedocommunion practice as widespread and old as Cyprian was able
to oversee3557. This also rules out the possibility that Cyprian’s words mark the
moment of introducing paedocommunion as new ‘innovation’3558. An
alternative candidate for probably earliest document mentioning
paedocommunion is the Apostolic Tradition or Constitutions of the Holy
Apostles, parts of which may originate as early as the second century, parts of
which may be as late as the middle of the fourth century3559. The first
reference to Communion for a dying child is found on a Sicilian tombstone
inscription, from before 3373560.

3553

Zegwaard (2006), 22, 123f.
Cyprian, On the Lapsed, chap. 25, 26, ANF 5:444.
Cyprian, On the Lapsed, chap. 9, ANF 5:439.
3556
As testified in Cyprian, The Epistles of Cyprian, Epistle LXII, ANF 5:358-364.
3557
Venema acknowledges these as testimony of a paedocommunion practice in the churches Cyprian was
acquainted with, but does not take into consideration the historical practice of those churches Cyprian was
acquainted with, Venema (2009), 15.
3558
Contra for example Cornelis P. Venema, “Review: A Response to the Coppes-Gallant Exchange
Regarding Paedocommunion,” Confessional Presbyterian 3 (2007), 236; Venema (2009), 24; Winzer (2007),
30.
3559
The Apostolic Tradition, Constitutions of the Holy Apostles, bk. VIII, chap. XI.10, XII.2, XIII.4, ANF 7:486,
490.
3560
Mark Dalby, Infant Communion: The New Testament to the Reformation; Joint Liturgical Studies 56
(Cambridge: Grove Books, 2003), 11.
3554
3555
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c.2. Regulations
The Apostolic Tradition or Constitutions of the Holy Apostles, certainly qualifies
as first available document regulating the participation of children, with
Testamentum Domini providing very similar regulations3561.
c.3. Defense
Although the practice of paedocommunion functions primarily as common
ground in Augustine’s argument against the Pelagians, Augustine, along the
way, also provides us with the first defense of the practice3562. Five years later
Pope Innocent I defends paedocommunion along similar lines3563. Based on
further writings by Augustine I concluded that in the praxis of Augustine’s days
and in his theology paedocommunion coexisted with an awareness of the
spiritual nature of participating in the sacrament and the need for selfexamination3564.
c.4. Three kinds of paedocommunion
We can distinguish documents which prove the existence of-, which regulate,
defend or decree the paedocommunion practice. It is also relevant to
distinguish Communion of baptized children, of sick and dying children and of
children in other situations. Besides the tombstone inscription from before
the year 3373565, the first more explicit references to baptismal Communion of
infants can be found in Augustine’s works3566. And there is consensus that the
practice of baptismal Communion was widespread since at least this fifth
century. This practice is consonant with the close connection between
baptism and the Eucharist in earlier documents such as the Didache3567 and
Justin Martyr’s First Apology3568. The 325 Council of Nicea already forbade
depriving someone of the absolute necessary Viaticum3569 and the tombstone
3561

I mentioned Testamentum Domini as another church order regulating the participation of children.
Augustine, On Forgiveness of Sins, and Baptism, bk. I, chap. 26, 27, 34, 36 NPNF1 5:25,28,29. Written in
412. Augustine, Sermon 174, trans Edmund Hill, ed. John E. Rotelle, 11 vols. Part III sermons (New Rochelle,
New York: New City Press, 1992) 5:261.
3563
Letter 182, Pope Innocent to the Council of Milevis, Letters 165-203, Vol. IV, trans. Wilfrid Parsons, FOTC
Vol. 30, 3rd ed. (Washington D.C.: Catholic University of America, 1981), 130.
3564
Paragraph 2.2.15. E.g. Augustine, Tractate XXVI.11,12, LXII.1 NPNF1 7:171f., 313; Sermon XLV, LXII.4,5,7,
LXXXI,LXXXII.1 NPNF1 6:406, 448f., 501, 504.
3565
Dalby (2003),11.
3566
Augustine, On Forgiveness of Sins, and Baptism, bk. I, chap. 26,27,34,36 NPNF1 5:25, 28,29. Augustine,
Sermon, 174, 7.
3567
By requiring the first for the participation in the second, Paragraph 2.2.2.
3568
A close connection between the two as part of the initiation rite, Paragraph 2.2.3.
3569
The Council of Nicea (325), can. 13: “Concerning those about to die, the ancient church and canonical
law is to be kept even now, so that if someone is about to die he should not be deprived of the last and
absolute necessary Viaticum,” NPNF2 14:29.
3562
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inscription from before the year 337 provides an early example of a sick and
dying infant receiving this Viaticum3570. The two texts by Cyprian3571 provide
evidence of regular participation of children in Communion. The Apostolic
Tradition3572 and Testamentum Domini3573 explicitly regulate the regular
participation of children. And implicitly Didascalia Apostolorum3574 does the
same.
6.12.2.2. Middle Ages
Regarding the Middle Ages one of the first objectives was to establish whether
and for how long paedocommunion was practiced. Once again it is helpful to
distinguish baptismal Communion, Communion of sick or dying children, and
regular Communion participation during childhood. Another objective is to
evaluate what changed and eventually even ended the paedocommunion
practice.
a. Baptismal Communion
In the Middle Ages baptismal Communion remains the norm as a remarkably
uniform and widespread practice in both the East and the West. Unlike
confirmation baptismal Communion was not hindered by the requirement of
the presence of a bishop. Baptismal Communion continues to be well attested
until the Fourth Lateran Council of 1215. Even after the Fourth Lateran Council
baptismal Communion can be found in Rituals of the thirteenth, fourteenth,
fifteenth and even early sixteenth century3575. One explanation suggests that
these Rituals reflect the practice of churches “no doubt jealous of their
ancient traditions, and sufficiently eminent to be able to maintain them in
spite of what was happening elsewhere.”3576 Another explanation suggests
that “many rituals are only maintained in books as a memorial and in order to
omit nothing known and practiced of old time.”3577 Considering the nature of
historic changes in general, but also considering that besides Rituals there are
councils forbidding the practice as late as the sixteenth and seventeenth
century3578, it seems plausible to me that both explanations contain truth.
3570

Dalby (2003),11.
On the Lapsed, chap. 9 & 25. ANF 5:439, 444. Paragraph 2.2.10.
3572
The Apostolic Tradition, Constitutions of the Holy Apostles, bk. VIII, chap. XII, 2, chap. XIII, 4, ANF 7:486,
490. Paragraph 2.2.13.
3573
Paragraph 2.2.14.
3574
Didascalia Apostolorum, chap. IX. Paragraph 2.2.7.
3575
Paragraph 2.3.4.3.
3576
J.D.C. Fisher, Christian Initiation: Baptism in the Medieval West; A study in the disintegration of the
primitive rite of initiation, 1965. Reprint. (Chicago: Hillebrand Books, 2004), 118f.
3577
Villien (1932/2010), 350.
3578
E.g. Council of Augsburg (1548), Council of Narbonne (1609), Fisher (2004), 118f.
3571
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b. Communion of sick and dying
Not only baptismal Communion, but also Communion of sick and dying
children is well attested throughout the Middle Ages. Communion of sick and
dying children continues to be well attested in the sources until at least Fourth
Lateran Council. The perceived importance is underscored by the exceptions
made to enable receiving this Viaticum. For example, Communion in case of
sickness or approaching death could sometimes include rituals which
otherwise required the presence of the bishop3579. And in the late Middle Ages
Communion was served under the form of wine as an exception for children
and the sick, while others only received Communion under the form of
bread3580. Even after the practice of communing sick or dying children had
come into disuse, exceptions were still made for such Communion, in the
sense that a lower age was required for its reception3581.
c. Other occasions – older children
The amount of evidence regarding infants and small children receiving
Communion after their baptism, other than in those situations where their
lives seemed at danger, is relatively small. In the sixth and seventh century I
mentioned John Moschus Spiritual Meadow3582 and the decree of the Council
of Mâcon3583 and similar customs3584. The custom of distributing the
remainders of the Eucharist continued until the eleventh century3585. In the
eighth century Bede speaks of boys and girls regularly receiving Communion in
Rome, throughout Italy, Gaul, Africa, Greece and the whole East3586 and
Angilbert describes at what moment children received Communion at Easter
and Christmas3587. In later centuries I mentioned evidence of children
apprenticing the monastic life participating3588, miracle stories3589, and
3579

E.g. Council of Epaone (517): 16; Pseudo-Sylvester Council of Rome.
E.g. Paschal II, “Letter” 535, Turner (2000), chap. 7, CD-ROM.
3581
E.g. Anonymous in Bridgett (1881) Vol. II, 24f.; Petrus Paludanus in Browe (1930/2009), 103. See
paragraph 2.3.4.9.
3582
John Moschus, Pratum Spirituale, chap. 196, 197, translated as The Spiritual Meadows, “The miracle
which happened to the children of Apamia, when in play they repeated the words of the prayer of
consecration,” and “The story told by Ruffinus about the holy Athanasius and his childhood companions,”
http://www.vitae-patrum.org.uk/page158.html (accessed October 26, 2016).
3583
Council of Mâcon (585) 6, in Turner (2000), chap. 4, CD-ROM.
3584
Evagrius Scholasticus, Ecclesiastical History, bk. IV, chap. XXXVI,
http://www.tertullian.org/fathers/evagrius_4_book4.htm (accessed October 6, 2016); Cp. Browe
(1938/2009), 386, fn. 35.
3585
Browe (1932/2009), 303. And much longer in the East, Browe (1938/2009), 386.
3586
Bede, Epistola ad Ecgberctum, chap. 15, T.E. Bridgett, History of the Holy Eucharist in Great Britain: Vol. I
Britons, Picts, Scots and Anglo-Saxons (London: C. Kegan Paul, 1881), 221.
3587
Angilbertus, Statuta quaedam rubrica, Hermans (1987), 93; Browe (1932/2009), 304
3588
Monastic Customs, “Holy Thursday” (990–1015), “Christmas,” “Holy Thursday” (1100), Turner (2000),
chap. 7, CD-ROM.
3580
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statements of theologians3590. I lean towards Browe’s position that it is most
likely that children were welcomed to the Eucharist without any regard of
age3591. But Hermans may be right suggesting that first half of the Middle Ages
children may have participated more frequent than adults and less so in the
second half3592.
d. Conclusion
All in all I conclude that there is strong evidence for paedocommunion in the
form of baptismal Communion as a universal practice which changed into a
practice of the majority just before the Fourth Lateran Council. The practice of
baptismal Communion seemed to have disappeared rapidly after the Fourth
Lateran Council with a minority holding on to the ancient practice, possibly
until as late as the sixteenth or seventeenth century. Communion for sick and
dying children is also a well attested practice until the Fourth Lateran Council,
rapidly disappearing since then. The fact that even after the Fourth Lateran
Council lower ages of participation were allowed in case of Communion of the
sick and dying shows the perceived importance of this practice. The specific
risk of the elements being vomited, on the other hand, may have been
considered greater than in the case of baptismal Communion or the
participation of healthy young children. The amount of evidence for
participation of children in other cases than of baptism, illness or approaching
death, is relatively little. But the evidence is found for the whole period until
the Fourth Lateran and even afterwards. Bede’s remark suggests that the
practice was widespread.
6.12.2.3. Changes
What changed and eventually even ended the paedocommunion practice?
a. Transubstantiation and growing scrupulosity
One of the most important factors causing the end of paedocommunion has
been the emergence of the doctrine of transubstantiation within the realm of

3589

E.g. Acts of the Saints, “Ursmari” (11th century); Guibert of Nogent (c. 1055–1124), The Commitments of
the Saints 1:2,1; Caesarius of Heisterbach, Dialogue of Miracles 9:44, Turner (2000), chap. 7, CD-ROM.
3590
E.g. Lanfranc, Lanfranc to Domnall, Letter 49, Helen Clover and Margaret Gibson, eds., The Letters of
Lanfranc Archbishop of Canterbury (Oxford: Clarendon, 1979), 155f.; William of Auxerre, The Golden
Compendium, “The Sacrament of Confirmation”; Bernaldus of Constance, The Sacraments of Dying Children
2, Turner (2000), chap. 7, CD-ROM.
3591
Browe (1922/2009), 454.
3592
With the 3rd Synod of Tours (813) can. 50, marking the change, Hermans (1987), 94-95.
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influence of Rome3593. To be more precise, doubts began to arise about the
propriety of communicating infants and sick persons in the later eleventh
century3594, closely following the second Eucharistic controversy3595. This
change was marked and further influenced by the same Fourth Lateran
Council at which the term transubstantiation received ‘ecclesiastical
sanction’3596. Within the Reformed paedocommunion debate Henk de Jong,
for example, mistakenly denies the role of transubstantiation3597, and
somebody like Venema seems to downplay its role3598. There are a number of
reasons, though, to believe that transubstantiation, or a growing scrupulosity
regarding the consecrated elements3599, did play an important role. First there
are those statements which link hesitance to commune infants and children to
the fear of children spilling, spitting up, vomiting or not being able to swallow
the elements3600. Second is the practice of serving infants or children
Communion under the form of wine, which they were able to swallow, instead
of bread, which they could not3601. Third is the fact that children and the sick

3593

E.g. Zegwaard (2006), 27; Eberhard Kenntner, “Abendmahlszulassung in gemeindepädagogischer
Perspektive,” in Gemeindekulturpädagogik, Vol. 11 of Hermeneutica, ed. Gotthard Fermor, Günter Ruddat,
Harald Schroeter-Wittke (Rheinbach: CMZ-Verlag, 2001), 31; Rylaarsdam (2007), 5.
3594
Fisher (2004), 114.
3595
Paragraphs 2.3.3.5.
3596
Fourth Lateran Council (1215), can. 1, “… Jesus Christ, whose body and blood are truly contained in the
sacrament of the altar under the forms of bread and wine; the bread being changed (transsubstantiatis) by
divine power into the body, and the wine into the blood, ….,” The term transubstantiation can be traced to
the beginning of the twelfth century, H. J. Schroeder, Disciplinary Decrees of the General Councils: Text,
Translation and Commentary (St. Louis: B. Herder, 1937), 238-239. The doctrine was confirmed and defined
at the thirteenth session, October 11, 1551, of the Council of Trent, in canon II, The Council of Trent: The
Thirteenth Session; The canons and decrees of the sacred and oecumenical Council of Trent, Ed. and trans. J.
Waterworth (London: Dolman, 1848), 82.
3597
“Therefore, I cannot understand why Rev. Cornelisse connects an (alleged) Roman prohibition for
children to receive the sacrament of the Eucharist on the one hand, with the doctrine of transubstantiation
on the other hand. I would dare to argue the opposite proposition, that the doctrine of transubstantiation
makes participation of children more possible than impossible. According to this doctrine, after all, the
sacrament works almost independently from the user,” (my translation, PGS), Henk de Jong, “Kinderen aan
het avondmaal? antwoord aan ds N. Cornelisse (3),” Opbouw (June 23, 1978): 194.
3598
Venema (2007), 248. Cp. Report 34, Agenda CRCNA 1986 Synod, 348, which speaks about the
speculation that the doctrine of transubstantiation caused the change, and the explicit church
pronouncements suggesting a concern for conscious understanding.
3599
Fisher (2004), 114.
3600
E.g. “But others say that the Eucharist should not be given to children because of the danger of their
vomiting it and because there would not be any advantage to them unless they swallowed it,” early
thirteenth century Thomas of Chobham, Summa Confessorum, Dalby refers to Broomfield (1968), 104f.,
Dalby (2003), 21. Cp. Pope Leo X in a letter to his legates in Bohemia (1513) “Regarding children not able to
prove themselves and not having clear differences from the mentally impaired, it seems most serious that
they are given Communion because of the danger of irreverence and spilling or spitting up or vomiting.
Even the people of Basel wanting much to please the Bohemians did not dare to permit it. Therefore it does
not seem safe to grant anything about this,” Leo X, Letter to Legates, Turner (2000), chap. 8, CD-ROM.
3601
Paragraph 2.3.3.6.
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are treated in the same way in this regard3602. Fourth is the practice of offering
substitutes to children3603. Fifth, in light of the above the simultaneous
development of transubstantiation and the growing hesitance to commune
infants and little children is more than a mere coincidence.
b. Confession and Penance
Another important change causing the cessation of paedocommunion was the
requirement to confess one’s sins before receiving the Eucharist, and the
requirement to do so after having reached the age of discretion3604. The roots
of this practice may be traced to New Testament notions regarding selfexamination3605, reconciliation3606 and sanctification3607 in relation to the
celebration of the Lord’s Supper. In the early church awareness of these
notions coexisted with a theology and a practice of paedocommunion3608. The
connection between confession of sins and the reception of Communion (by
clergy) can be found in the eighth century3609, the custom of confession
emerged in the ninth3610 along with a new emphasis on the requirement to set
things right with one’s neighbor3611. The general Fourth Lateran Council of
1215 made it into a requirement in the context of a heavily penitential Lord’s
Supper piety3612. In and of itself the text of canon 21 could have been
interpreted in the sense that infants and young children did not have to
receive the Eucharist, but were still allowed to, or even in the sense that
receiving the Eucharist continued to be necessary for infants and children, but
without the requirement of prior confession. Considering the concepts of the
late Middle Ages regarding the ability and proclivity of children to sin before
and after reaching the age of discretion such interpretation would have been
plausible3613. But in general the decree was interpreted as requiring discretion
and therefore requiring having reached the age of discretion3614.
3602

E.g. “Thus we teach and we command that this custom should always be conserved in the holy Church,
except in the case of infants and anyone sick at all, who cannot swallow bread,” Paschal II, “Letter” 535;
“Baptized children often take Communion in the sacrament of the cup alone, and the sick in the sacrament
of the bread alone,” Gilbert of Poitiers “Letter to Abbot Matthew,” Turner (2000), chap. 7, CD-ROM.
3603
E.g. “The ignorance of presbyters, still keeping the form but not the reality, gives them wine in place of
blood,” Robert Pulleyn, Ecclesiastical Offices 1:20; Caesarius of Heisterbach Dialogue of Miracles 9:44,
Turner (2000), chap. 7, CD-ROM. Compare the Parisian canon 39 (1198), Dalby (2003), 21.
3604
E.g. Rylaarsdam (2007), 6; Zegwaard (2006), 28f.
3605
1 Cor. 11: 28.
3606
Matt. 5: 23-25, Marc. 11:25.
3607
1 Cor. 5:6-8.
3608
E.g. Augustine, paragraph 2.2.15.
3609
Rules of the Canons by Chrodegang of Metz round 760, paragraph 2.3.2.8.
3610
Ernest Bartels, Take Eat, Take Drink: The Lord’s Supper through the Centuries (Saint Louis: Concordia
Publishing House, 2004), 114; Hendriks (1990), 27 fn. 37.
3611
Frank C. Senn, The People’s Work: A Social History of the Liturgy (Minneapolis: Fortress, 2010), 177.
3612
Fourth Lateran Council, can. 21.
3613
Cp. Shahar (1990), 24; Browe (1930/2009), 101. E.g. “All sinners having the use of reason must confess
after they have reached the years of discretion . . . and are capable of deceit . . . , and not only at age
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c. Knowledge
A third development that contributed to the cessation of Communion of
infants and young children was an increasing emphasis on knowledge as a
requirement for participation. The development of reason and the ability to
be schooled or trained, according to popular opinion coincided with the
physical development and the ability to sin, in other words the age of
discretion3615. We have seen how knowledge of at least the Creed, the Lord’s
Prayer, and later in history the additional Hail Mary, served as reminiscence of
baptism and as liturgical formation for the participation in the Eucharist3616. As
early as the eighth century this knowledge by heart is mentioned as
requirement for candidates for baptism and confirmation, though it seems the
godparents could fulfill that requirement on behalf of infants and smaller
children3617. In the tenth century it is mentioned as requirement for the
participation in Communion3618. But under the influence of the Fourth Lateran
– and I assume the emergence of transubstantiation theology - this emphasis
increased both in ecclesiastical instructions3619 as well as in practice, and in its
turn would influence the age of first reception of Communion3620. Venema
speaks of “the long-standing conviction of the church Fathers, Augustine
included, that insisted upon a believing and informed reception of the
sacrament of Communion”3621, but formulated in that way it fails to explain
why this conviction peacefully coexisted with paedocommunion in the days of
the church fathers and now caused its decline.
d. Confirmation
Fourth, the decline and disappearance of Communion of infants and small
children, was part of the process of the disintegration or dismembering of the
twelve, but at either side of twelve years . . . because malice makes up for age,” Duns Scotus (c. 1266-1308),
Commentary on the Sentences 4:17,5, Turner, chap. 8, CD-ROM.
3614
Browe (1930/2009), 101.
3615
Cp. Shahar (1990), 24.
3616
E.g. Synod of Clovesho (747), canon 11. Hermans (1987), 68.
3617
E.g. Theodulf of Orléans (c. 750/760- 821), Hermans (1987), 80 fn. 101. Hermans refers to MANSI, 13,
1000.
3618
E.g. Regino of Prüm, who required this in his Canones of 906, Hermans (1987), 69.
3619
E.g. Council of Tarragon (1329) 67, “Lest dangerous ignorance be alleged concerning those matters
which are of necessity for salvation, we command rectors of churches and those holding their places that
four times a year they discourse on divine matters for their parishioners that according to the statute of the
general council those who have reached the years of discretion (namely fourteen for males but twelve for
females), are bound at least once a year by it faithfully to confess their sins, and to receive the sacrament of
the Eucharist at least on the feast of Easter, … etc..”
3620
Turner (2000), chap. 8, CD-ROM. Possibly influenced by the formation Possibly the formation of a new
educational environment and the emergence of scholastic culture from the eleventh century.
3621
And mentions it as an example of a factor playing a role in the decline of paedocommunion that tends
to be overlooked by paedocommunion advocates. Venema (2007), 248.
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threefold rite of initiation3622. Initially the Episcopal privilege or prerogative to
confirm and practical reasons which delayed such confirmation disconnected
baptism and baptismal Communion from this confirmation. In addition to the
developments mentioned above, the reception of confirmation prior to first
Communion began to be promoted, after the Fourth Lateran council3623. The
1281 Council of Lambeth under the leadership of John Peckham decreed that
no person could be admitted to the Eucharist unless they had received
confirmation3624. The impact of such regulations varied as the age for
confirmation continued to vary3625. The 1280 Council of Cologne reversed the
rule of confirmation "not later than seven" to confirmation "not before seven"
years old, but only as opinion changed in the sixteenth century, did this
become widespread3626. The reasons behind this process were “not entirely
theological”, as Fisher puts it3627. Rylaarsdam mentions the role in this process
of the effort to preserve the power of the bishops3628. But Mitchell suggests
that this process was also a matter of ‘accumulated symbolism’, meaning that
a cluster of symbols will begin to split apart when people fail to understand its
cohesiveness3629. With the change of the nature of confirmation through the
centuries, it now required some maturation. Though this did not cause the
end of infant Communion, it did support that development and prevented an
easy return to the old tradition of infant baptism.
e. Withdrawal of the cup
A fifth development contributing to the cessation of Communion of infants
and little children was the withdrawal of the cup from the laity3630. The laity’s
practice of intinction, found in the West as early as the seventh century,
developed into the laity’s custom to avoid the wine altogether3631, starting in
England in the twelfth century, which would become prevalent3632 and

3622

E.g. Fisher (2004).
E.g. DeMolen (1975), 52; Turner (2000), chap. 8, CD-ROM.
3624
Pearcy (1980): 44f.
3625
Turner (2000), chap. 8, CD-ROM. Paragraph 2.3.4.10.
3626
Pearcy (1980): 44f.
3627
Fisher (2004), 135.
3628
Rylaarsdam (2007), 5.
3629
Nathan D. Mitchell, “Dissolution of the rite of Christian initiation,” in Made, Not Born: New Perspectives
on Christian Initiation and the Catechumate (Notre Dame, University of Notre Dame, 1976), 70f.
3630
Crawford, Charles. “Infant Communion: Past Tradition and Present Practice,” Theological Studies 31,
no.1 (1970), 530, fn. 31; Gallant (2003), 127; Rylaarsdam (2007), 5f.
3631
Though one wonders whether such a custom of the laity would be possible without cooperation of at
least local priests.
3632
Williston Walker, A History of the Christian Church (New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1921), 274. Cp.
Fisher (2004), 117. "provide in quibusdam ecclesiis observatur, ut populo sanguis sumendus non detur, sed
solum a sacerdote sumatur,” Thomas Aquinas, Summa, III, Q. lxxx, a. 12.
3623
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supported by theologians3633 and councils3634 in the thirteenth and later
centuries3635. All in all this was another development which meant that
infants, who had previously received Communion under the form of wine,
now received no Communion at all3636.
f. The offering of substitutes
Sixth, the initial offering of substitutes for the consecrated host and the
consecrated wine since the twelfth century, and the later prohibition of this
practice were part of the process of the cessation of paedocommunion3637.
Whether or not offering substitutes equaled the end of paedocommunion can
be debated. Sources speak of a required prior fast, of tithing3638, of the
substitutes signifying children’s unity with the church3639, of a certain
reverence for the substitutes3640, and of ‘superstitious’ beliefs about the
benefits of unconsecrated wine to infants3641. Considering the strong believes
about the nature of consecration of the elements, offering substitutes must
have been perceived as a significant step away from children truly receiving
Communion. But considering the later prohibitions of serving either
consecrated or unconsecrated elements to children, the resemblance to truly
receiving Communion must have been perceived as too big. This ambivalence
makes clear how offering substitutes could serve as a stepping stone in the
process of the cessation of paedocommunion.
Another kind of substitution of the elements took place in the shift from
receiving the consecrated elements towards merely viewing the elements; a
shift which took place during the thirteenth and fourteenth century3642. An
example how this replaced baptismal Communion is provided by Heinrich von
Gorkum3643. This change was supported, among others by the thought that the
3633

E.g. John of Freiburg in his 1280-1298 Summa confessorum, fol. CXXV (q. CX). Thomas Izbicki, The
Eucharist in Medieval Canon Law (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2015), 160, fn. 200.
3634
E.g. The Council of Lambeth (1281) , New Advent Catholic Encyclopedia, s.v. “Communion under Both
Kinds.”
3635
The Council of Constance, Session 13, June 15, 1415, condemned Communion under both species by the
laity. Thomas Izbicki, The Eucharist in Medieval Canon Law (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2015),
160, fn. 202.
3636
Crawford (1970), 530, fn. 31; David Holeton, Infant Communion: Then and Now, Grove Liturgical Study
27 (Bramcote: Grove Books, 1981), Gallant (2003), 127; Rylaarsdam (2007), 5f.
3637
Paragraph 2.3.4.4. & 2.3.4.5.
3638
Council of Pavia (1320), can. 15 & 13, Turner (2000), chap. 8, CD-ROM.
3639
Speyer Ritual, Turner (2000), chap. 8, CD-ROM.
3640
Synod of Soissons (1404), can. 19, Browe (1935/2009), 423.
3641
Synod of Passau (1470) , can. 2, Turner (2000), chap. 8, CD-ROM.
3642
E.g. Gary Macy, “The Medieval Inheritance,” in A Companion to the Eucharist in the Reformation. edited
by Lee Palmer Wandel (Leiden: Brill, 2014), 20.
3643
Heinrich von Gorkum, Treatise on Certain Superstitious Cases, Turner (2000), chap. 8, CD-ROM.
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desire to have Communion, while not directly obtaining it, sufficed, and by the
emphasis on metaphorically sharing of the elements; a concept derived from
Augustine, but not necessarily applied in Augustine’s spirit3644.
g. Partial decline of paedocommunion
Seventh, some developments preceded and in all likelihood helped prepare
the developments mentioned above. I mention them last, because these
developments themselves meant a partial decline of paedocommunion and
did not equal its cessation. First, at least in some areas, the frequency of
Lord’s Supper celebration may have declined since the sixth century3645.
Earlier the frequency of Lord’s Supper celebration by innocent children may
have remained relatively high, whereas later under influence of growing
scrupulosity regarding the elements the frequency for children may have
dropped even faster than for adults. The school of Anselm recommended
postponing Communion after having received baptismal Communion3646.
Second, because of the sociofugal impact of the beginning of private Masses
in the sixth century the sense of all people participating in the Lord’s Supper
celebration began to be lost3647. Third, later, the custom to pay tithes in the
church where Communion was celebrated discouraged frequent Communion
and delayed first Communion, at least for children of the poor3648. All of such
developments also contributed to the loss of any sense among both religious
and the laity that Communion was a normal part of the Mass3649.
6.12.2.4. Ages and stages
Childhood continued to be divided in three stages of seven years each3650. The
range of ages interpreted as the age of discretion coincided with pueritia, the
second stage of life3651, from seven to twelve for girls and seven to fourteen
for boys3652. In summary of what I have written about concept and views of
children and childhood in these different stages, it is important to repeat that
there was both a sense of development over time, of body, of moral
discretion, of reason, and simultaneously of sinful inclinations, as well as a
3644

E.g. Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologiae 4:73,3 and 4:80,9,3; Cp. Augustine, Tract on the Gospel of John
XXVI, 11 & 15, Turner (2000), chap. 8, CD-ROM. CP. Baumgärtler (1929), 68
3645
Considering councils legislating minimal participation, Paragraph 2.3.1.7.
3646
Hermans (1987), 87; Fisher (2004), 115, 121, fn.10.
3647
Paragraph 2.3.1.7.
3648
Paragraph 2.3.4.6.
3649
Holeton (1981), 8.
3650
Paragraph 3.4.2.
3651
Paragraph 2.3.4.8, 2.3.4.9.
3652
Shahar (1992), 22.
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sense of loss of innocence, especially in relation to lust and death3653. I noted
how adolescentia, the third stage of childhood, met with strongest rejection
and condemnation3654. Young innocent children were still given a spiritually
significant prominent place in processions3655.
6.12.2.5. Middle Ages in Dutch Reformed paedocommunion debate
What role does the paedocommunion theology and practice of the Middle
Ages play in the Dutch Reformed paedocommunion debate? It is my
impression that in general the Middle Ages receive less attention than the
early church, and the time of the Reformation.
Some participants in the debate misunderstand or misrepresent the theology
and practice of the Middle Ages or the changes that led to the cessation of
paedocommunion. Schravendeel, for example, denies the existence of
Communion of infants3656, Henk de Jong is mistaken about the role of
transubstantiation theology in the cessation3657, Hartvelt suggest that the
Communion of infants (or sucklings) itself raised resistance against the
theology and practice3658.
Those who oppose paedocommunion often explain the medieval
paedocommunion as the consequence of debatable theology. Luiten, for
example, explains it as the consequence of the perceived necessity of the
sacraments3659. Some Reformed participants in the paedocommunion debate,
seem to disqualify this shared history as being Roman Catholic3660.
References to historical practice in support of participation of children at the
Lord’s Supper are often general in the sense that refer to the whole period
from the earliest church until the end of the paedocommunion practice in the
late Middle Ages3661. Regarding the cessation of paedocommunion in the

3653

Paragraph 3.5.1.
Shahar (1992), 15.
3655
Shahar (1992), 19.
3656
“Because of this part not one church, except the Eastern-Orthodox, has ever included infants (or
sucklings) in the Supper celebration. Every church demands a certain insight,” (my translation),
Schravendeel (1977), 14.
3657
De Jong (June 23, 1978), 194.
3658
“One can approach the questions regarding paedocommunion from infant baptism. In the ancient
church that has been done consequently for some time, and they ended up with the Communion of
sucklings. But they simply felt overstretched (overvraagd) and moved to the age of discretion. Whatever
that may be,” (my translation), G.P. Hartvelt, “Kinderkommunie?” Praktische Theologie (1974): 112-113
3659
Bas Luiten, “Kinderen en avondmaal: Verschil in sacramenten: Reacties op reacties – 1,” De Reformatie
(May 18, 2012): 389.
3660
E.g. Report 34, Agenda CRCNA 1986 Synod, 347.
3661
E.g. From the time of the Apostle Paul until the rise of rationalism, pietism and individualism, Wentsel
(1998) 231 fn. 145, 233; History “prior to the Fourth Lateran Council in 1215,” Agenda CRCNA 1995 Synod,
3654
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Middle Ages paedocommunion advocates state that many of the underlying
reasons “do not serve as a reasonable justification for barring covenant
children from the Lord’s Table.”3662 Paedocommunion was rejected in the
same “ecclesiastical climate” which gave rise to transubstantiation
theology3663. In the periodical discussion of the Christian Reformed Church
Rylaarsdam’s summary of the story of the unity and separation of baptism and
the Lord’s Supper3664 seems influential; taken notice of at synodical level by
the Faith Formation Committee, trickling down and influencing local
congregations such as Fourteenth Street3665, and influencing the debate in the
Reformed Church liberated though the contributions of Robert Roth3666.
6.12.2.6. Middle Ages and Reformation
a. Medieval inheritance
Within the Protestant and certainly within the Dutch Reformed
paedocommunion debate the Middle Ages are specifically important in
relation to the question to what extent the Reformers inherited medieval
theology and praxis (without being fully aware of their roots), or whether they
scrutinized all the practices of the medieval church to determine whether they
were consistent with the gospel3667. My conclusion is that in a number of very
significant ways the Reformation inherited or continued Roman Catholic
praxis and theology3668.
b. Medieval practice and theology
First, I note that regarding the age of admission the Reformers stayed in line
with what was common in contemporary Roman Catholic practice and
theology. The Reformers did not consciously break with tradition and did not
consciously move the age of admission upwards, as some suggest3669. The fact
that – certainly in the Netherlands – several authors mention ages higher than
301; Peter G. Sinia, “Nieuwe wegen in het gesprek rond kinderen aan het Avondmaal,” Opbouw (September
17, 2010): 14.
3662
Overture 16, Agenda CRCNA 2006 Synod, 529. Cp. Brouwer (February, 2005).
3663
N. Cornelisse, “Kinderen aan de tafel van de Heer: Antwoord aan ds H. de Jong betreffende,” Opbouw
(April 21, 1978): 122.
3664
Rylaarsdam (2007).
3665
Marvin Hofman, Meika Weiss, interviews with author.
3666
Roth (8 April 2011), 299, 314.
3667
Something suggested by Tranvik (1995), 87.
3668
E.g. Hartvelt (May 1, 1971), 1.
3669
Contra for example W. Verboom, “Kinderen op weg naar het avondmaal: Een reaktie n.a.v. de
thematiek Doop-Belijdenis-Avondmaal,” Kontekstueel (March 1989): 18.
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the sources justify3670, may have inspired this hypothesis of an increasing age
of admission3671. I would conclude that the Reformers chose the same second
stage of life for admission to the Lord’s Supper that the Roman Catholics
practiced and advocated3672. This life stage that is associated with discretion
and the beginning use of reason. And within that life stage Reformers
specified the same variety of approximate ages found in Roman Catholic
sources. Luther seems to have chosen age seven3673, like the Roman Catholic
bishop Henry of Sisteron3674. Calvin specified the approximate age of ten3675,
the average age of that stage of life3676, and the same age mentioned by
Roman Catholics such as Petrus Paludanus and Thomas Aquinas3677. The Dutch
Refugee Church of London started teaching catechism at age five, just before
this second stage of life, and required profession of faith at age thirteen, just
before the end of this stage of life3678.
c. Medieval sequence
Second, the Reformers basically adopted the sequence or ‘rhythm’ which had
developed during the Middle Ages, in which confession and later confirmation
were required prior to participation in Communion3679, though the emphasis
shifted to professing faith rather than confessing sins3680, and the theological
content of confirmation almost completely changed3681, except for the fact
that it continued to exclude children3682. Rylaarsdam suggest Calvin would
3670

That is without referencing primary sources which prove this high age of admission, while neglecting
some of the primary sources which are available regarding lower ages of admission.
3671
E.g. Verboom mentions age 12 for Calvin, age 14 for Luther, Verboom (1989), 18. B. Kamphuis, M.B. van
’t Veer, and C. van de Velde seem to follow J. Plomp who suggests age 15 as age of admission. Kamphuis
(February 6, 1982), 284-287. J. Plomp, De kerkelijke tucht bij Calvijn. (Kampen: Kok, 1969), 68f. M.B. van ’t
Veer, Catechese en catechetische stof bij Calvijn (Kampen: Kok, 1942), 310f. Van de Velde (June 1982), 4.
3672
Calvin speaks of children ‘pueri’ up to those almost reaching ‘adolescence’, Calvin Institutes, IV, chap.
19, 13.Paragraph 2.4.4. A. Sizoo gives the Dutch translation “de kinderen of de aankomende jongelieden,”
Johannes Calvijn, Institutie: of onderwijzing in de chistelijke godsdienst; derde deel, trans. into Dutch by A.
Sizoo, 11th ed. (’s Gravenhage: Meinema, 1989), 528.
3673
Paragraph 2.4.4.
3674
Synod of Sisteron (?), can. 16, Bridgett (1881), 25.
3675
For age 10 see Calvin Institutes, IV, chap. 19, 13. For ‘approximate’ see Calvin’s French translation
‘environ dix ans’.
3676
From age 7 to 12 for girls, from age 7 to 14 for boys.
3677
Thomas of Aquinas, Super Sententiis, lib. 4 d. 9 q. 1 a. 5 qc. 4 co, Browe (1930/2009), 103f.
3678
Micron (1956).
3679
Cp. Michael F. Abma, “A New Order of Christian Nurture,” Reformed Worship 91; Eugene L. Brand,
“Baptism and Communion of Infants: A Lutheran View,” Worship Jubilee, Vol. 50, 38.
3680
Abma (2009). In the Lutheran tradition Confession and Absolution remained practice for the first two
centuries after the Reformation. Cp. Augsburg Confession, art. XXV: “The body of the Lord is not usually
given to those who have not been examined and absolved.”
3681
Cp. Pel (1968), 42, fn. 1; Aalbers (1971), 21.
3682
Rylaarsdam speaks about confirmation as a practice looking for a theology. This seems to have been the
case both before and after the Reformation. Rylaarsdam (2007), 6.
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likely have been troubled to know that the late medieval legacy of separating
baptism and the Lord’s Supper was caused by the principle of conserving the
power of bishops, by the doctrine of transubstantiation, by the ability to do
penance, by withholding the cup from the laity, and by the punishment of
parents who disrespected the sacrament of confirmation3683.
d. Medieval curriculum
Third, with the requirement of knowing the Ten Commandments, the Lord’s
Prayer and the Creed by heart, the Reformers required the same knowledge
for profession of faith that their Roman Catholic ancestors had considered the
minimal knowledge to be learned in Christian education for centuries3684; the
same knowledge which had been part of children’s liturgical formation, the
preparation for participation in the Eucharist liturgy; the same knowledge
which sometimes was considered as minimum requirement for such
participation3685. Also in pre-Reformation Geneva religious education at
home, containing these elements, was a well established practice3686. In
requiring such knowledge the Reformers also reflected the medieval emphasis
by theologians such as Thomas Aquinas on discernment in the sense of having
the use of reason3687. The development of catechisms for this purpose may
have been relatively new, but both Protestant and Catholic reformers turned
to the catechism as primary instrument of teaching and persuasion3688.
e. Medieval subjective element
Fourth, the Reformers further reflected and developed the medieval emphasis
on the subjective element of faith, or reverence and devotion, as Aquinas,
among others, required3689.
f. Medieval awe and anxiety
Fifth, in medieval times the Eucharist was increasingly celebrated with awe
and reverence, while fear and anxiety regarding the elements grew. Several
3683

Rylaarsdam (2007), 6.
Hughes Oliphant Old,, The Shaping of the Reformed Baptismal Rite in the Sixteenth Century (Grand
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authors point out how this fear and anxiety had grown with transubstantiation
theology and the popular perception of the real presence of Christ3690. Some
authors trace the awe, reverence and fear further back to the influence of
pagan mystery religions3691. It seems clear that the Reformed tradition
reflected this awe, reverence, and held on to this fear and anxiety3692. Van den
Berg suggests that the term ‘sacrament’ with its connotations was
instrumental in passing on this inheritance, but to me this seems to be a
simplification of these dynamics3693. The awe, fear and anxiety lived on, but as
transubstantiation theology was rejected, it was now grounded in – a
misinterpreted – 1 Corinthians 113694.
g. Medieval infrequent practice
Sixth, the Reformers only minimally adjusted the infrequent Lord’s Supper
celebration of the Middle Ages, because of the “frailty of the people”3695.
Calvin pleaded for weekly Communion, but settled for “as frequently as the
capacity of the people will allow”3696, which under the influence of Zwingli
meant quarterly celebration3697. With “frailty” Calvin referred to the influence
of the Roman Catholic medieval theology and practice of the Mass on people’s
faith and understanding. Wolterstorff shows how regulating the frequency
helped fencing the table3698.
6.12.2.7. Other observations regarding the Reformation
I quoted Rylaarsdam, who writes Calvin would likely have been troubled to
know (…). And I agree with the underlying assumption that Calvin was not
aware of all historical developments. I conclude that Calvin was wrong in the
assumption that the early church treated children of believers as catechumen.
I also conclude that Calvin and others were wrong in the assumption that only
those children participated in the Passover who were of sufficient age to
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inquire into its meaning. It seems contradictory to me how several of the
Reformed theologians deny children sacramental union, while granting them
spiritual or mystical union, believing that children are spiritually fed with Jesus
as the Bread of Life.
6.12.2.8. Post Reformation Developments
a. No development
After my overview of the Reformation, I focused on the further history of
paedocommunion in the British, German and Dutch Reformed tradition. I
concluded that theologians followed the Reformers in their almost unanimous
rejection of paedocommunion, and in the theological rationale. 1 Corinthians
11 remains the key text, in spite of Luther’s alternative interpretation of this
chapter. In the German and the Dutch tradition there seems no significant
development of the underlying theology during those centuries.
b. Ages
For over a century the age of admission may have remained around age seven
in the German Lutheran tradition3699. In the earliest Dutch Reformed tradition
– in the church of London - we find an age of admission of thirteen. A very
similar age of fourteen or fifteen is supported unanimously by German
theologians since the seventeenth century. It is remarkable that both in
Germany and in the Netherlands the fathers of pietism seem to have
supported this. In the Netherlands the age seems to have gone up during the
19th century, somewhat simultaneous with the increase of the age of
confirmation in the Roman Catholic Church, but not so in Germany. The
earliest indications of a higher age of admission and even of postponement for
life, come from within the movement of the Nadere Reformatie.
c. Education, Work, Marriage, Politics
This age of admission in the German and Dutch Reformed tradition not only
coincided with the conclusion of the second stage of life. In both traditions the
age of admission is closely related to the conclusion of education, and hence
influenced by changing school laws. The age of marriage was also related to
the age of admission. Economical circumstances, or the age at which children
3699
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started to work seem to have moved the age of admission both up and down.
The rise of rationalism or intellectualism is a likely cause of the increase of the
age of admission in both the Lutheran and Reformed tradition3700. Examples of
political realities that prevented the restoration of paedocommunion or
contributed to the rising of the age of admission are the Restoration in
England and the French occupation of the Low Countries.
d. Anabaptists and further debate
Originally, several of the Reformers formulated their position on
paedocommunion in response to the Anabaptists. I found no evidence of a
further development of this debate and its arguments within the German and
Dutch Reformed tradition. Only the British Reformed have certainly continued
and deepened this discussion, slowly shifting towards acceptance of
paedocommunion. Awareness of the Eastern Orthodox practice only serves as
an impulse for the internal paedocommunion debate within the British
Reformed tradition.
f. Prior to Quam Singulari
It is significant that British Reformed pleas in favor of paedocommunion
precede the Roman Catholic Quam Singulari of 1910. Within the Dutch
Reformed Church the question is raised by children before Quam Singulari,
but Dutch Reformed theologians only started to give the question serious
consideration after the Second World War.
g. Reformed history in the debate
For most participants in the Dutch Reformed paedocommunion debate the
Reformation and the development of the Reformed tradition are more than
mere historical aspects. This makes it hard to determine whether for example
references to the opinions and practices of the Reformers should be
considered primarily historical claims or authoritative theological claims. The
same is often even harder to distinguish when participants speak of the
Reformed tradition, because then the identity, opinion and practice of
participants in the debate is blurred with those of history.
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g.1. Original
The Reformers are quoted and referred to, and especially Calvin and – to a
lesser degree – Luther are given great authority. Calvin’s arguments against
participation of young children are quoted by opponents3701,
paedocommunion advocates often refer to the practice of allowing much
younger children, and quote Calvin on infant baptism3702. The early days of the
Reformation also seem to carry the greatest weight amongst pro and con. As
indicated elsewhere, there seems to be an assumption by many that the
status quo equals the oldest tradition, that recent practice and theology is
reflective of the practice and theology of the Reformation, and sets the
standard for orthopraxy and orthodoxy. One of the examples is that several
participants seem to adapt the historical data regarding the age of admission
in the days of the Reformation to closer resemble current practice. Some
paedocommunion opponents consciously use Reformed tradition to defend a
practice with a considerable higher age of admission. The fourteen and fifteen
year old youth of Calvin’s days equal the twenty or twenty two year old youth
of our days, seems to be the thought3703. A similar aura of originality and
authority also seems to be given by Rijsbergen’s Jan van Katwijk to the earliest
history of the Dutch Reformed Refugee Church in London3704. And in the
debate of the Reformed Church liberated and Dutch Reformed Churches3705
Visee gives similar significance to the historical Reformed practice as reflected
in the 1563 Church Order from the Palatinate3706. As indicated an argument
with confessional significance as it provides historical context to the
Heidelberg Catechism. An argument picked up by some of the
paedocommunion pioneers3707.
g.2. New England Puritans
One historical reference by the CRC 1988 minority report may be considered a
singleton in the debate, but nevertheless interesting. The 1988 minority calls
to learn from history about the good intentions but harmful consequences of
the Half-Way Covenant of the New England Puritans and Solomon Stoddard’s
view of the sacrament as “converting ordinance”, creating faith rather than
confirming faith.
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g.3. Pietism and Further Reformation
Several participants also observe explicitly or implicitly how Pietism or the so
called Nadere Reformatie – Further Reformation – further restricted the
participation in the Lord’s Supper and moved the age of admission upwards by
adding the requirement of inner knowledge3708. In the unique makeup of the
church of Rijsbergen overcoming “the evil and baneful teachings” of
“spiritualistic and subjectivist denominations” was a crucial step in the story of
welcoming children at the Table3709. The influence of those movements on the
Lord’s Supper practice is not limited to the church of Rijsbergen but is
observed in the breadth of the Dutch Reformed Churches3710. The observation
is made by those who reject postponement of profession of faith, or advocate
lowering the age of admission.
g.4. Conflicting originals – Reformation, Secession, Doleantie
Why did the Secession of 1834 or the Doleantie of 1886 not embrace Luther’s
and Calvin’s practice of admitting children? This question by one of the
readers is answered by Runia in the Friesch Dagblad3711. The question may
reveal the importance of historical periods that have an aura of originality
within a certain tradition, and the tension when the practices of two or more
of such periods conflict with each other. Runia’s answer in short is: being
mature is the requirement, and the age at which a person is considered
mature has gone up.
g.5. Kuyper and intellectualism
The leader of the Doleantie, Abraham Kuyper, is blamed in the 1988 minority
report for raising the age of admission from early adolescence to the late
teens. The report speaks of a Kuyperian shift toward emphasizing the
intellectual content of profession3712. Interestingly enough I found that Kuyper
himself stated in 1890 that raising the age of admission from fourteen to
eighteen or twenty was unjustified and had happened because of the rise of
intellectualism3713. Both Kuyper and the minority report observe, what several
participants have observed, that intellectualism or rationalism in the post
3708
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enlightened west has caused the rise of the age of admission3714. That
observation is almost always made in the context of a plea to lower the age of
admission.
h. The use of Scripture in paedocommunion history
The scope of my research did not allow a comprehensive Wirkungsgeschichte
of the central texts used when speaking about the admission of children to the
Supper. But it seems fair to conclude that two Bible texts are crucial in
paedocommunion history: John 6:53-54 and 1 Corinthians 11. Other Bible
texts play secondary roles at best. The earliest document dealing with
admission to the Supper, the Didache, explains why only Baptized should be
allowed to the Supper with the words: “Give not that which is holy to the
dogs.”3715 Cyprian’s argument, the earliest explicit documentation of
paedocommunion practice3716, seems more in line with 1 Corinthians 8 and
10, than with chapter 11; the choice is between participating in the Christian
Eucharist or in the pagan meals, and not between participating in the
Eucharist or abstaining from it as a Christian. Augustine gives John 6:53-54 a
prominent place when he defends the necessity of salvation and the necessity
of receiving both sacraments3717. And as the practice of paedocommunion is
basically perceived in terms of necessity, these verses remain central until
approximately the late Middle Ages. As I mentioned, for many theologians
John 3:5 and John 6:53 seemed to put baptism and Communion on par in
terms of necessity, though in cases of emergency baptism provided the
benefits of both. I do find very early proof of 1 Corinthians 11 inspiring
believers to shun the Eucharist. Clement seems to refer to an exceptional
custom to do so on the basis of 1 Corinthians 11: 27-283718. Augustine, for
example, did use 1 Corinthians 11, but never to bar children from the Table.
Before the Reformation the 1433 Council of Basel condemned Communion of
infants immediately after their baptism with reference to 1 Corinthians 11:
293719. But in the Reformed tradition 1 Corinthians 11 became the primary text
and ground for rejecting the participation of infants and children in the Lord’s
Supper.
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6.13. The Reformed Confessions
6.13.1. Explicit or not
In my historical overview I have shown how several Reformed catechisms and
confessions explicitly reject the participation of infants or young children in
the Lord’s Supper celebration3720. The Westminster Larger Catechism, which is
upheld by Calvinists in the Anglo Saxon tradition, explicitly excludes young
children in Q&A 1773721. But the so-called Three Forms of Unity of the Dutch
Reformed tradition, the Heidelberg Catechism, Canons of Dordt, and Belgic
Confession, do not explicitly mention young children in this context. Though
Heidelberg Catechism co-author Zacharias Ursinus does explicitly exclude
(young) children in his commentary on the Heidelberg Catechism3722. And
Belgic Confession author, Guido de Brès, does so in a book against the
Anabaptists3723.
6.13.2. Subordinate role
Confessional considerations do play a role in the Dutch Reformed
paedocommunion discussion. In line with their subordinate authority to
Scripture the confessions clearly carry less weight in the paedocommunion
discussion than the Bible in general and than specific Bible texts and
themes3724. But in the discussion the confessions do seem to carry more
weight than for example the theologies or opinions of Calvin and other
Reformers3725. Confessional arguments are used in all researched
denominations; slightly more in the Christian Reformed Church than in the
Reformed Churches in the Netherlands, but most in the Reformed Church
liberated and Dutch Reformed Churches3726. None of the interviewees from
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the local churches uses the confessions as argument3727, and only few of the
documents from those churches explicitly refer to the confessions3728. In the
denominational discussion the text of the confessions, the opinion of its
authors, the original setting and the nature of catechetical confessions play a
role.
6.13.3. Heidelberg Catechism Q&A 81
Lord’s Day 30, question 81 of the Heidelberg Catechism seems most relevant
as it asks: Who should come to the Lord’s Table? Opponents of
paedocommunion support their emphasis on faith and the requirements of 1
Corinthians 11 with references to Q&A 813729. Among those who agree on
these requirements, there is a difference of opinion on the age of
participation. Some envision an age of participation beyond adolescence3730,
some believe the required more mature, self-aware faith and credible
profession can be expected round age twelve to thirteen, others suggest that
children of elementary and junior high school age can fulfill the requirements
of Q&A 813731 or that the glimmers of faith and consciousness of God at age
seven or eight suffice3732. Lyle Bierma points out how Q&A 81 rests heavily on
a common Reformed interpretation of 1 Corinthians 113733, and diplomatically
suggests that there are other ways of understanding this text3734.
Another approach to Lord’s Day 30 is taken by paedocommunion proponent
Tim Gallant. He argues that Q&A 81 refers not to who may be allowed, but to
who are required to come, and that only Q&A 82 says something about who is
forbidden to come. Gallant further argues that Q&A 81 and 82 distinguish
three categories of people: 1- Those who are believing and repentant, 2- those
who are secretly unrepentant (hypocrites and insincere), and 3- those who are
openly unrepentant. Gallant holds that those who deny that covenant
3727
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children belong to the first category have to deny more vehemently that they
belong in the second or third3735.
6.13.4. Heidelberg Catechism Q&A 75, 76
Lord’s Day 28, Q&A 75 and 76 are also referred to several times. In his
treatment of this Lord’s Day 28 Hoeksema suggests that the baptized should
partake of the table of Communion as soon as they are able to discern the
Lord’s body. Hoeksema wonders “whether the practice of our churches not to
administer the Lord’s Supper to children before they have reached the age of
adolescence is not an error.”3736 Paedocommunion opponent Van de Velde
emphasizes how answer 75 does not open the Supper to the baptized, but to
believers: “Christ has commanded me and all believers to eat this broken
bread and to drink this cup in remembrance of him.”3737 Tuininga underscores
with Q&A 76 that we “embrace with a believing heart.”3738 Gallant objects that
if our children are not counted among the believers, and neither as
unbelievers, we have to introduce a third category which is foreign to
Scripture3739. With Gallant I notice how Ursinus includes even infant children
among the number of faithful3740 and speaks of infants having an inclination to
faith3741. Galant also refers to the Canons of Dordt to show that Reformed
theology has always granted that children of believers are genuine members
of Christ and His Church3742.
6.13.5. Heiderberg Catechism on the lips of children
Mindful of the catechetical nature Visee points out that we put the words of
the Catechism on the lips of our children. Therefore it is only logical that
children identify with “me and all believers”, and we might be guilty if they
don’t3743.
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6.13.6. Belgic Confession Art. 35
It is interesting that even the Faith Formation Committee states that the
Reformed Confessions “clearly convey that proper participation arises out of
faith.”3744 But the Faith Formation Committee solves many of the potential
dilemmas by stressing age- and ability appropriateness in all these matters, a
notion not foreign to Ursinus3745 or the Canons of Dordt3746. Regarding the
requirement of faith, the Faith Formation Committee and other also regularly
refer to the Belgic Confession article 35.
6.13.7. Belgic Confession Art. 35 and Ursinus
Faith may be required, but the Faith Formation Committee also states in her
2010 report that “Requiring a formal public profession of faith prior to
participation in the Lord’s Supper (…) is not required by Scripture or the
confessions.”3747 Fifteen years earlier the writers of report A of the study
committee Clarification of Public Profession of Faith for Covenant Children
came close to claiming the opposite when writing: “Because of this consistent
testimony of our creeds, Church Order Article 59-a reads, "Members by
baptism shall be admitted to the Lords Supper upon a public profession of
Christ according to the Reformed creeds."”3748 A certain ambiguity concerning
the requirement of profession of faith can be found with Ursinus. His
Heidelberg Catechism was a tool to prepare youth for their profession of faith
prior to participation in the Supper. But Ursinus also writes about the
requirement of a profession of faith for baptism, that “to be born in the
church, is, to infants, the same thing as a profession of faith.”3749
6.13.8. Belgic Confession Art. 35 and baptism
Belgic Confession article 35 is also often compared to confessional statements
on Baptism. In 1968 proponents of adult- or believers Baptism refer to the
same articles to convince the Synod of the Reformed Churches in the
Netherlands of the inconsistency between her stance on infant baptism and
paedocommunion3750. The CRC 1986 majority report claims, based on Belgic
Confession articles 34 and 35, that Baptism does not require personal faith at
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the moment of administration3751, whereas the Lord’s Supper does require the
presence of faith at the moment of participation. Henk de Jong distinguishes
the (from human perspective) passive, unilateral nature of Baptism and the
active, bilateral nature of the Supper. De Jong finds support in Q&A 69 which
speaks of benefits, which he believes are more passively enjoyed, whereas
Q&A 75 speaks of benefits in which we share by active participation through
eating and drinking3752. Bierma suggests that similar to Baptism, communal
faith of the parents and the rest of the community “stands in” for the child,
while the child develops individual faith in the midst of the experience of full
fellowship at the Communion Table3753.
6.13.9. Nourishment
In his plea to lower the age of admission Hoeksema also mentions the
nourishment that the Lord’s Supper provides3754. Referring to Heidelberg
Catechism Q&A 66, 67, 69, and 75 and Belgic Confession article 33 and 34,
proponent Visee speaks of Baptism and Supper as educational instruments or
teaching tools and he questions the practice that children are only allowed the
use of these teaching tools after they have completed their education3755.
Aalbers seems to suggest that teaching the doctrines of the church through
catechism has replaced the sacraments as primary means of strengthening
faith3756. But others argue that according to the creeds the sacraments don’t
produce faith, but confirm it3757, or that the Supper does not nourish to faith,
but to maturity of faith3758.
6.13.10. In summary
In summary, the confessional themes in the Dutch Reformed
paedocommunion discussion are similar as some of the main biblical and
theological themes in this discussion: the requirements of faith and profession
of faith, the requirements of 1 Corinthians 11, the implications of infant
baptism, the question whether our theological or confessional categories fit
children, and the possible solution of the concept of age and ability
3751
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appropriateness, the nourishing nature of the Supper, and the educational or
pedagogical element in our sacraments. A question specifically related to the
catechetical nature is the question whether our practice allows for
appropriation of the catechized confessional truths.
6.13.11. In context
The original setting of especially the Heidelberg Catechism also plays a role in
the discussion. Many authors discuss the age at which children were admitted
to the Lord’s Supper in the days of the Reformers and the writing of the
Reformed creeds. Hartvelt for example mentions that Luther admitted
children at age seven to ten, Calvin at age ten, and ‘Heidelberg’ at age
fourteen or fifteen3759. Both those who aim to lower the requirements as well
as those who aim to uphold the requirements for admission to the Supper
refer to the Palatinate Church Order to highlight the setting and praxis from
which the Heidelberg Catechism originated. In the majority report of the 1986
CRC Study Committee, the fact that the Heidelberg Catechism was placed in
between the form for Baptism and the form for the Lord’s Supper in the
Heidelberg or Palatinate Church Order underscores that children in the
Reformed tradition are brought to the table through instruction3760. Visee on
the other hand describes in his series of articles3761 how the Palatinate Church
Order prescribed rather minimal requirements for the admission of children to
the Lord’s Supper. Children had to know the Apostolic Creed, the Ten
Commandments and the Lord’s Prayer by heart, and to answer the
Catechism’s questions regarding the Lord’s Supper3762. The requirements are
also minimal in light of the fact that the minister is encouraged to help those
children who are too timid to recite these by heart3763. Visee interprets this
timidity as an extra indication of their youthfulness3764. He further stresses
how the Palatinate Church Order holds parents responsible for requesting
admission to the Lord’s Supper on behalf of their children, which he takes as a
further indication of the immaturity of those children3765.
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6.13.12. Same confessions, different practice
It is clear that the age of admission to the Supper in the Dutch Reformed
tradition at the beginning of the paedocommunion debate was considerably
higher than in the days of the Reformers and than in the days when the Three
Forms of Unity were written. We have heard how some attribute this change
to cultural changes, saying that the fourteen and fifteen year old of Calvin’s
days equal the twenty or twenty two years old of our days3766. But it seems
fair to say that there are also theological reasons for a practice with a higher
age of admission, as much as those who propose or practice admission at a
lower age than in the days of the Reformers have theological motives. And it
could be argued that the theological germs for these different positions and
practices were already present in the Reformed Confessions. Lee Palmer
Wandel for example traces the strict approach toward admission to the Lord’s
Supper in the Dutch Reformed tradition and in Dutch Pietism back to the
Belgic Confession, which “approaches the Supper through the lens of the
division between the elect and the damned”; As Wandel states that for “those
who accepted The Belgic Confession, the Lord’s Table was a site where that
division was not, as Calvin had it, experienced, but enforced.”3767 Hartvelt
suggests, in a more general way, that the Reformed Confessions may have
contributed to the rise of the age of admission with their requirement of
knowledge of misery, redemption and gratitude3768. The germs for a more
covenantal approach and even lower ages of admission than in the days of the
Reformation are present in the confessional stance on infant baptism.
Cornelisse, who is not in favor of Communion of babies, but who argues for
participation of children round age four or as soon as they start to sing and
pray, is convinced that his position is in line with the Confession, and refers to
Heidelberg Catechism Q&A 743769. Gallant is of similar conviction and aims to
“dispel the notion that adherence to paedocommunion would subvert
subscription to these confessions.”3770
6.13.13. Bound to the authors’ intent
As much as the theological germs for a practice with either higher or lower
ages of admission were present in the Confessions, it is fair to say that in both
3766
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Lee Palmer Wandel, The Eucharist in the Reformation: Incarnation and Liturgy (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 2006), 197, 200.
3768
Hartvelt (May 1, 1971), 1.
3769
N. Cornelisse, “Kinderen aan de tafel van de Heer,” Opbouw (March 24): 1978, 90.
3770
Gallant (2003B), 25.
3767

544

Chapter 6 Interpretative Explanation
situations we might not uphold the Confessions as the authors intended.
Defending a higher age of admission by stressing the faith that the Heidelberg
Catechism requires, as Van de Velde does3771, does no justice to Ursinus’
position on infant faith. Defending approximately age four as age of admission
on the basis of Heidelberg Catechism Q&A 74, like Cornelisse3772, does no
justice to Ursinus’ explicit rejection of Communion of little children3773. But
Bierma rightly questions “how much are we bound to an author’s intent on
matters like this?”3774
6.13.14. Truthful and realistic
Different from those who subscribe to the Westminster Larger Catechism,
those within the Dutch Reformed tradition have considerable leeway as the
Three Forms of Unity do not explicitly address the issue of paedocommunion.
Bierma wonders whether we could argue that the Belgic Confession and the
Heidelberg Catechism establish standards only for adult participation in the
Supper3775. For individuals who are convinced that our confessions define
admission to the table on the basis of a historically Reformed, but wrong, and
therefore not truly Reformed understanding of 1 Corinthians 11, changing of
the Reformed confessions or adding at least a footnote accordingly3776, might
allow for the most truthful way to continue to uphold the confessions. But in
light of my study it is not realistic to expect broad support for such changes or
footnotes within any of the researched denominations. Mutual tolerance of
different interpretations of 1 Corinthians 11 seems the most feasible option.

6.14. Covenant
6.14.1. Role of the covenantal argument
Covenantal theology has developed within the Reformed tradition from its
earliest beginnings. In light of my study it is relevant to be aware that some
evangelical theologians, such as Willem Ouweneel, suggest that covenantal
theology is a paradigm developed solely to defend or legitimize infant Baptism
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in the debate of the Reformers with the Anabaptists3777. One of the
explanations for the comeback of the issue of paedocommunion is the
renewed attention paid to the doctrine of the covenant, as exemplified in the
debate between Klaas Schilder and the Kuyperians3778. Smilde suggests that
this debate took place in the context of a century long battle over covenant
and baptism that started with the Secession of 1834 and ended in 1944 with
the split within the Reformed Churches in the Netherlands that gave birth to
the Reformed Churches liberated3779. Smilde describes the years of crises in
the thirties as a time in which the doctrine of covenant was overcharged, or
overloaded3780. This is the era in which A. Janse, who would be influential in
the life of paedocommunion pioneer Van Katwijk, wrote his book on living in
the covenant3781. Reinforcement of the covenantal character of Reformed
theology was offered by the discovery of parallels between biblical covenants
and ancient Near Eastern treaties and by the publication and English
translation of Walter Eichrodt’s Theology of the Old Testament3782. Persuasive
arguments on the parallels with Near Eastern treaties appear in the fifties; the
first edition of Eichrodt’s book was published in those same thirties of the
Dutch Reformed covenant overload, but English translations were published
from 1961; and thus both coincide with the beginnings of the
paedocommunion discussion in Reformed Churches3783. Similar to Smilde, Stek
speaks about a covenant overload in Reformed theology, but Stek recognizes
such covenant overload in publications from the earliest to the latest decades
of the century3784.
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6.14.2. Relative importance of covenantal arguments
My research shows how arguments related to the covenant belong to the
most significant arguments in the Dutch Reformed paedocommunion
discussion, in terms of quantity3785. I come across the term in the discussion of
all three researched Dutch Reformed denominations, more often in the Dutch
Reformed Churches than in the Reformed Churches in the Netherlands, but
even more so in the Christian Reformed Churches3786. I know from Zegwaard’s
research in local congregations within the PCN that covenantal arguments are
used, but it is impossible for me to quantify her information and compare it
with that from my own research in local congregations3787. In quantitative
terms the covenant seems to have been equally important in the Dutch
Reformed Church of Rijsbergen and Fourteenth Street CRC. To my surprise the
covenant was mentioned even more in the interviews and documents of New
West CRC.
Covenant is significant in Reformed theology; “covenant is the essence of true
religion”, and “true religion (…) cannot be anything but a covenant”, wrote
Bavinck3788. I already mentioned how covenant has been significant in the
defense of infant baptism in the Reformed tradition3789. Against that
background it comes as no surprise that arguments related to the covenant
also belong to the most significant arguments in terms of the quality as
perceived by both pro and con. Paedocommunion proponent Russel
Maatman, for example, seems to acknowledge three valid arguments, at least
two of which are covenantal in nature3790. But even paedocommunion
opponents, such as the writers of the 1986 majority Report 34 count
covenantal arguments among those that must be heard with respect and
responded to with integrity3791. “Compelling theological arguments from our
framework of covenant theology for children being included in the Lord's
Supper” is the first ground that warrants the appointment of a synodical study
committee within the CRC3792. And twenty six years later the Faith Formation
Committee qualifies arguments based on covenant as one of the two
3785
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substantive arguments or primary considerations that are left at the end of
the discussion3793.
6.14.3. Past, present & future
Especially within the Christian Reformed Churches theological developments
of past present and future are framed in terms of covenant theology. In
explaining the influence of historical developments, of cultural context and
medieval anxieties on the traditional Reformed position on children at the
Lord’s Supper, Hielema speaks of a tangled web of history, cultural context
and anxiety trumping or undermining covenant theology3794. An RCA
committee describes further developments within the Reformed tradition in
similar ways: “along with revivalism came the idea that the children of the
church need to be converted in the same manner as those outside the
church”, “old covenant theology was jeopardized by a new conversionist,
individualistic theology.”3795 Paedocommunion opponent Peter De Jong who
feels more comfortable with the traditional Reformed stance, is warned by
the disastrous experience of the New England Puritans with their “Half Way
Covenant” 3796. According to the RCA report the historical developments that it
describes have contributed to tensions between the church’s (covenant)
theology and practice3797. Hielema speaks about living a contradiction, the
tension between a covenantal vision on community in the Reformed theology
regarding infant baptism, as embodied in the Christian schools, and non
covenantal practice of being church together, as exemplified in the
Communion practice3798. The tension between covenant and other theological
notions, and the tension between covenant theology and practice, is
sometimes also experienced and expressed by congregation members3799.
Others have recognized that tension and speak about it as incentive to further
develop or apply covenantal theology. Alvin Hoksbergen pleads to let the
covenant that shaped the educational approach of Christian schools now
shape the position of children in worship and at the Lord’s Supper3800. The
overture of Classis Rocky Mountain of 1984 expresses the hope of further
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“application of covenant theology, and the related theology of children's place
in the covenant community.”3801
6.14.4. Covenant membership
In 1958, very early in the paedocommunion discussion, children’s covenantal
privileges are mentioned in an argument to lower the age of admission to the
Supper3802. There seems transatlantic unanimity within the Dutch Reformed
tradition that children share in the covenant of grace and as such receive a
place within the congregation3803. As the Christian Reformed debate evolves
many will come to consider one of the central issues whether being in the
covenant or whether possessing and demonstrating faith is required for
partaking in the Supper3804. Advocates often emphasize covenant identity as a
ground for participation. “Covenant children should be treated as brothers
and sisters in the Lord because they are covenant children, not because of
what they say or do”, writes Maatman3805. His opinion finds support on the
floor of synod3806. Covenant children receive the sacrament of initiation in
both covenants, the same should apply for the sacrament of nurture, argues
Bierma3807. Don’t leave children in limbo, argues John Vriend3808. Opponents
disagree. Peter De Jong disqualifies the proposals of proponents as
speculations from covenant membership which overrule God’s Word and
stated biblical requirements3809. The 1986 Majority report states: “When a
child is baptized into God's covenant, one more place is set at the table of the
Lord. Indeed, at the time of entrance into the covenant a seat is reserved at
the Lord's Supper for that new covenant member” but the report goes on to
argue that “faith that discerns, remembers, and proclaims the body of Christ”
is the biblical requirement for participation3810.The 1988 minority report states
that covenant membership, but also faith is required by Scripture3811. It is a
view which will continue to find supporters3812. Accepting the covenant as
(sole) ground for admission would require an overhaul of the confessional
3801
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standards, warns Tuininga3813. Especially by using the key phrase ‘age and
ability appropriate’ the Faith Formation Committee takes a position which
seeks to honor the covenant status of all who are baptized, affirming their
membership in the body of Christ, while remaining faithful to the instruction
of 1 Corinthians 113814.
6.14.5. Covenant – family, community and people
Among the several covenantal arguments, that changed former
paedocommunion opponent3815 Wentsel into a proponent, there is one which
highlights that the structure of the covenant is not individualistic, but
communal. Children (as well as slaves) belong to the family as community of
faith, and as members of such households they are considered members of
the church and participants in the covenant3816. When the 1995 Report B
speaks about covenantal interpretation of 1 Corinthians 11 it is this communal
aspect of the covenant that influences the interpretation3817. The 2006
overture of Classis Holland also argues in terms of covenant community3818.
And I find the same terminology in the decision of Synod 2006 to “allow for
the admission of all baptized members to the Lord’s Supper on the basis of
their full membership in the covenant community.”3819 The Faith Formation
Committee notes that this 2006 decision in itself would support the position
that all baptized members receive the bread and cup, regardless of their level
of understanding, thus allowing for infant Communion, though some of the
grounds for the decision were formulated more restrictively3820.
6.14.6. Covenant structure – unilateral bilateral
Several participants refer to the nature or structure of the covenant. The
covenant of grace is monopleuric, it proceeds from God (…) but it is destined
to become dipleuric, in the words of Bavinck3821. The covenant has two sides;
it is unilateral in its establishment, but bilateral in its operation and
manifestation3822. There are basically no demands or conditions, because God
gives what He demands, and yet the covenant takes a conditional shape,
3813
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suggests Bavinck3823. The covenant is both conditional and unconditional,
summarizes Louis Berkhof this paradox3824.
6.14.7. Human construction
Several paedocommunion opponents suggest that the two sacraments of
Baptism and Communion reflect this paradoxical nature or this two sided
structure of the covenant3825. Barend Kamphuis argues that God’s Word calls
for an answer; God’s action expects our reaction. One sacrament, Baptism,
reflects God’s Word and action, the other sacrament, the Lord’s Supper,
requires our answer or reaction. From this perspective it is the Supper that
reflects the confession that God does not treat us as if we were ‘blocks and
stones’3826. “Why else would God have given us two sacraments?”, asks
Kamphuis3827. An interesting contribution in this regard comes from Jan
Mudde in an Opbouw article from 19953828. Mudde acknowledges that the
Bible texts about Baptism and the Supper give no ground for this division. He
acknowledges that it is a later, human (theological) construction3829.
Nevertheless Mudde chooses this construction and the ‘system’ of baptismprofession-Supper, because it does justice to some (other) elementary
scriptural notions. Mudde writes: “If I limit myself to listening to Scripture,
then I am of the opinion that allowing children at the Lord’s Supper has the
strongest, exegetical papers/credentials”3830, but also “As far as I am
concerned the result of the exegesis does not coincide with the result of the
deliberation.”3831 One wonders whether, according to Mudde,
paedocommunion is an issue where hermeneutics trumps exegesis3832. I agree
3823
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with Mudde in the sense that those who take this stance can find scriptural
support for the bilateral aspect of both the covenant and the Supper, but fail
to do justice to the scriptural data that highlights the bilateral aspect of
Baptism and the unilateral aspect of the Supper.
Mudde is right in speaking about a human construction. The question Mudde
fails to ask and answer is whether a construction is conceivable which does
justice to the exegesis of the texts on Baptism and Supper as well as the other
scriptural notions he refers to. My suggestion would be that this is possible
when more attention is paid to the profitability of Baptism through our lives
as the Belgic Confession highlights3833, or to the lifelong impact of baptism as
highlighted in Romans 6. It would be possible if our theological models as well
as our practice would do more justice to the dynamic nature of the
sacraments over time, and to the dynamics of the lives, growth, and faith
formation of the participants.
6.14.8. Covenant and dynamics of life and history
Interestingly it is Kamphuis who makes the following statements “What is the
covenant? Surely, that God wants to accompany the human in history”;
“Baptism is indeed senseless, unless you understand that God wants to enter
history with this child”; “It is God’s good creation that He gives the human a
history, from suckling to grown-up en that He wants to accompany the human
in that whole history.”3834 But in Kamphuis’ proposal both sacraments only
mark beginning and ‘end’ of that process. Kamphuis accuses Karl Barth of
failing to appreciate covenantal history with a gradual development, but his
own proposal recognizes only two stages in covenant life, and also lacks
gradual development3835. Paedocommunion advocate Roth highlights the
unilateral and bilateral aspects of both Baptism and Supper, and he sees room
for faith which growths while participating3836. In other words, both
sacraments are primarily about promise, but always imply and include
demands3837. The Faith Formation Committee even more explicitly seeks “a
practice that reflects both elements of covenantal engagement: God’s
gracious invitation to all members of the body, and the importance of
obedience to God’s commands”, as well as a healthy practices for sustaining
and deepening table participation over time3838. The Faith Formation
3833
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Committee’s key phrase ‘age and ability appropriate’ also helps to do justice
to both the unilateral and bilateral nature of the covenant.
Related to such acknowledgment of the dynamics of life is the covenantal
notion in Maatman´s 1986 minority report that the Bible recognizes three (or
four) life stories: 1- a life of lifelong rebellion, 2- a life marked by the
fundamental conversion from rebellion to obedience, 3-- the life of a lifelong
Christian, born and raised in the covenant, growing in faith, but without
experiencing a conversion, and 4- the life of a covenant breaker3839. Likewise,
the 1988 majority report concludes that the only basis for denying covenant
children the sacrament of the Lord's Supper is not their youth or the
immaturity of their faith but covenantal unfaithfulness, disloyalty, and
rebellion3840.
6.14.9. Old and New Covenant

6.14.9.1. New Covenant
Morris Greidanus writes that “if we follow the beloved covenant theme we’ll
get an even stronger yes to infant Communion than we do to infant
baptism.”3841 He must be thinking about the fact that Jesus’ words “This cup is
the new covenant in my blood, which is poured out for you”3842 explicitly
connect the Supper to the New Covenant, whereas baptism is not connected
with the covenant in such an explicit way. In the same vein Bierma explains
that in the Old Testament children received the sacrament of initiation as well
as the sacrament of nurture3843, that pattern did not suddenly change in the
New Covenant3844.
6.14.9.2. Born into one, reborn in the other
The 1977-1979 majority report writes that Old Covenant and New Covenant
are in essence one, (…) there is no reason to assume that the position of the
child in this dispensation is principally different from that of the child in the
old dispensation3845. This is written in response to those opponents who
3839

(Minority II) Report 34, Agenda CRCNA 1986 Synod, 367f.
(Majority) Report 26, Agenda CRCNA 1988 Synod, 283.
3841
Morris N. Greidanus, “Should children participate in the Lord's Supper?” Banner (November 24, 1980):
12.
3842
Luke 22:20.
3843
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Bierma (2007), 3-4.
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suggest that the newness of the covenant renders meaningless whether
children participated in the Passover meals of the Old Covenant, and to those
who suggest that birth incorporated a person in the Old Covenant, whereas
rebirth or faith incorporates a person in the New Covenant. The writers point
to the fact that young and old within the circle of God’s people have been
called to faith and repentance throughout the centuries.
6.14.9.3. Richer promises, higher demands
The same argument against paedocommunion is found in the different
denominations I researched. So much richer as the promise is which enfolded
in the New Covenant, so much more may God expect a conscious answer
given in faith, claims B. Kamphuis3846. In the 1993 report Clarification of Public
Profession of Faith for Covenant Children the position of opponents is
described as follows: “In the new covenant, God's law is written on the hearts
of his people (Jer. 31: 31-34), a metaphor which implies an internalization of
faith. Therefore, this position argues, if the Lords Supper is a sacrament of the
new covenant, regeneration and personal faith are the prerequisites.”3847
With almost the exact same words and reference to Jeremiah 31: 31-34 the
1995 Report A reaches the conclusion: “Therefore, since the Lord's Supper is
the sacrament of the new covenant (Luke 22:20), regeneration and a faith
commitment of the heart are the necessary prerequisites.”3848 In response
Visee refers to Calvin’s refutal of the Anabaptist who made the same claim3849.
John Stek explains why baptism can be administered to infants like
circumcision, whereas the Supper cannot be administered to children like
Passover was, by understanding both circumcision and baptism as seals of the
Abrahamic covenant, but Passover as belonging to the Old Covenant, and the
Supper to the New Covenant3850.
6.14.9.4. From the youngest of them
Paedocommunion opponents seem to overlook the fact that the full prophecy
reads “I will put my law in their minds and write it on their hearts. I will be
their God, and they will be my people. No longer will they teach their
neighbor, or say to one another, ‘Know the Lord,’ because they will all
know me, from the least of them to the greatest.” Gallant humbly suggests
the Hebrew word qaton translated as least in verse 34 can also be understood
3846

Kamphuis (February 13, 1982), 301.
Clarification of Public Profession of Faith for Covenant Children, Agenda CRCNA 1993 Synod, 239.
Report A, Agenda CRCNA 1995 Synod, 267.
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Stek (December 15, 1980), 4.
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as youngest or younger3851. Gallant is too humble. Commentaries support his
suggestion that knowledge of God will extend to all ages and classes3852. In
Jeremiah 6: 11-13, the same Hebrew phrase translated ‘from the least to the
greatest of them’ refers to variety of people from the children in the street,
the young men gathered together, both husband and wife, to the old, those
weighed down with years, and prophets and priests alike3853. And the same
phrase describes the participants in the covenant renewal led by Josiah in 2
Kings 23: 23854. Like Gallant Vonk refers to the prophecy of Joel 2:28-29 and its
fulfillment in Acts 2:17-18, and hence Vonk speaks of young and old, servants
and free, (…) smallest and greatest, the least and most respected3855. The
Word Biblical Commentary further notes that according to Hosea 8: 1-2 the
opposite of knowing the Lord is breaking the covenant and transgressing the
law3856. Isaiah 54:13 prophesies “All your children will be taught by the Lord,
and great will be their peace”, in relation to the covenant of peace and the
everlasting covenant3857. Six times the prophets refer to the everlasting
covenant, three times to a covenant of peace, and three times they speak of
God’s promise to give people a new heart and spirit. According to Gentry and
Wellum this is a just a variety of ways to speak of the new covenant, which
itself is mentioned only once in the Old Testament3858.
6.14.10. Kuyper and Schilder
The debate between Schilder and Kuyper does not only reveal renewed
interest in the covenant, but also reminds us that within the Dutch Reformed
denominations of this research different views are represented on how the
3851

Gallant writes: “Interestingly, the Hebrew word translated least in Jeremiah 31:34 (qaton) can also be
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position of children within the New Covenant should be theologically
qualified, and to what extent and in what way the New Covenant may be
ground for the administration of a sacrament. Gallant sides with Schilder on
the issue of presumed regeneration3859. Visee’s plea to partake in the Lord’s
Supper on the basis of the steadfast and sure promises of God revealed in the
gospel and given to the church, as well as on the basis of the covenantal
relation between God and His people, fits with a more Schilderian
approach3860. Henk De Jong considers a self-evident-faith, what others have
called covenantal automatism, a harmful element in his own Schilderian
background, and rejects it as ground for admission of children3861. The term
presumed regeneration is not mentioned in the pleas for admission of
children from within the (Kuyperian) Reformed Churches in the Netherlands,
but the ‘outsider’ W. van ‘t Spijker suspects that it may be the influence of this
doctrine which led to the innovation3862. But I notice that hardly any
participants in the debate explicitly position themselves and their grounds in
the context of this Schilder Kuyper debate.

6.15. Baptism
6.15.1. Importance in debate
The baptism of infants and children plays an important role in the Dutch
Reformed paedocommunion debate. It is one of the major arguments of
paedocommunion advocates. Gallant, for example, states “paedocommunion
gains great argumentative force through analogies to baptism.”3863 Gallant
presupposes infant Communion, Van den Berg starts his chapter on children
and the Lord’s Supper with the biblical foundation of infant baptism3864.
Interviewee Mike Luce expresses the importance of baptism by saying that we
are all welcome “essentially because of baptism.”3865
Opponents recognize it as one of the principal arguments for
paedocommunion; Hendriks mentions it as the second major argument for
paedocommunion3866.
3859
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6.15.2. Renewed reflection
Historically, the perceived inconsistence of baptizing infants without allowing
them to participate in the Lord’s Supper was first used in the debate between
the Anabaptists and the Reformers as an argument by Anabaptists against the
infant baptism practiced by the Reformers. In the more recent internal
Reformed debate the Reformed practice3867 of infant baptism and Reformed
theology3868 and confessions3869 on the baptism of infants are introduced by
advocates of paedocommunion. Youth are also among those who raise
questions about paedocommunion in light of the baptism of infants3870. Some
advocates suggest that a return to-, a reflection on-, or a renewed
appreciation of Reformed theology of baptism lead to reconsidering the
theology of the Lord’s Supper3871. Such new appreciation of infant baptism is
expressed, among others, in new baptismal practices3872. The personal stories
of some of the paedocommunion advocates clearly reveal this sequence of
reflection on the one leading to reflection on the other3873. Others indicate
how the historical relation between infant baptism and paedocommunion
prior to the Reformation3874, or as continued in the Orthodox traditions3875,
inspired them to rethink this relationship between the sacraments3876. In
general opponents address the issue of infant baptism primarily in response to
the arguments of advocates.
6.15.3. Grounds to consider or to change
The advocates of paedocommunion refer to the similarity between baptism
and Lord’s Supper, infant baptism and paedocommunion3877. And several
interviewees from the researched congregations mention the inconsistency
between the infant baptism practice and the traditional Reformed Lord’s
3867
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Supper practice. One of the congregation members said: “it seems like in
baptism we are Reformed and in our celebration of the Lord’s Supper we are
more like Baptists.”3878
Paedocommunion advocates and opponents agree that the argument for
baptism, and certainly the Reformed grounds for infant baptism, at least
deserve consideration3879. But when several advocates plead in favor of
paedocommunion on the same Reformed grounds as advanced for infant
baptism3880, some opponents suggest they do not understand or do not really
agree with those Reformed grounds for infant baptism3881.
6.15.3.1. Covenantal grounds
Some don’t mention those specific grounds, but often reference is made to
the covenantal argument made in the Reformed doctrine of infant
baptism3882. The covenant has already shaped our educational approach in
Christian schools, and theology of infant baptism, but has failed to shape our
Lord’s Supper theology, argues Alvin Hoksbergen3883. Both sacraments reflect
how children are included in the covenant3884. Morris Greidanus suggests that
the covenant theme does support infant Communion even more than infant
baptism3885. Opponents for example argue that baptism and Communion as a
pair reflect the structure of the covenant, unilateral in its initiative, bilateral in
its existence3886. Stek distinguishes the sacraments based on the distinct
covenants they are related to3887. See further my section on the covenantal
argument.
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6.15.3.2. Household ground
The household concept as ground for infant baptism is also referred to3888. On
the Dutch side of the ocean the importance of the household concept for
several participants may implicitly be revealed by the use of the word
gezinscommunie, family-Communion3889. And on the North American side of
the ocean we also find several examples of emphasis on family wise
celebration of Communion3890. In most cases an explicit connection is made
with the household celebration of the Passover meal, but some also
emphasize the New Testament baptism and salvation of households3891. With
an unusual reference to the sign on the doorpost and the sign on the
forehead3892, paedocommunion opponent Henk de Jong distinguishes the
promise of being inside and the call to enter, what belongs to the household
or family and what to the individual, what requires covenantal faith and what
requires personal faith. As far as the household concept is connected to the
Passover, opponents emphasize the difference with the Lord’s Supper3893.
More in general any communal approach is countered by emphasizing the
individual nature of biblical requirements.
6.15.3.3. Similar requirements
Paedocommunion advocates argue that the requirements for receiving both
sacraments are not, or should not be, different3894. And they point out that
certain requirements do not apply to babies and infants, analogue to infant
baptism3895. Faith, for example, should be required in similar ways as in
baptism, circumcision, and Passover; in all of these blessings are shared by
some apart from profession of faith on their part3896. In response one
paedocommunion opponents hold that in infant baptism the conditions are
levied on the covenantal parents, but in the case of Communion on the
prospective celebrant3897. With reference to the confession3898 others argue
3888
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that baptism does not depend on whether faith is being present at the
moment of administration whereas the Lord’s Supper does3899. Some argue
that Communion by nature includes an element of confession and requires
genuine faith3900. And therefore the unbreakable union between baptism,
confession and the Lord’s Supper needs to be maintained3901.
6.15.4. The time to nourish and nurture
There is agreement that baptism signifies initiation, incorporation and
regeneration, and the Lord’s Supper signifies nurture. One important issue in
the debate is whether one can be nurtured with the Supper as soon as the
sacrament of regeneration is received, or as soon as life and profession give
testimony of regeneration. This becomes clear in the different interpretations
or applications of the Belgic Confession art. 353902. Another issue whether
Communion signifies nurture or nourishment as needed for spiritual
development, or whether, as Nicholas Monsma for example suggests,
Communion signifies growth, requiring prior spiritual development3903.
Tuininga, for example, argues that infants can be baptized without their
knowledge, but not commune without their knowledge3904. Bierma on the
other hand points out that in the Old Testament children received sacraments
of both initiation and nurture or nourishment3905. Mulder, among others,
points out that both sacraments involve a lifelong process of growing
understanding3906.
6.15.5. Belonging to the body of Christ
Many advocates, as well as interviewees, emphasize how baptism is, or
signifies, our membership of the church community. Several advocates
describe this community in terms such as the body of Christ, or communion,
thus alluding to the Lord’s Supper3907. Heitink connects the two by arguing
that baptized children belong to the community which Communion
constitutes3908. Many speak in terms of belonging. Interviewee Mary Koster
describes how in the former situation “we said in baptism you belong, you are
3899
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part of the church and then at the Lord’s Supper (…) we were saying you only
belong if you profess your faith.”3909 Mike Goheen speaks of a sense that
baptism is an entry into this environment called covenant3910 as the air he
breathes, as the very basis through which we raise our children3911. One
possible response is given by Henk de Jong who speaks of infant baptism as
separated in two moments, starting with God’s word at the baptism of the
infant and finishes at the profession of faith later in life3912. Others respond
that when a child is baptized into God’s covenant, one more place is set at the
table of the Lord3913. Henk de Jong speaks about baptism as incorporation, but
considers the Lord’s Supper a deeper level of covenantal intimacy,
comparable to sexual intercourse3914. Witvliet uses the phrase “age- and
ability-appropriate obedience”3915 to negotiate the tension experienced
between the conviction that baptized children are members of the church,
and that participation in the Lord’s Supper is a matter of active obedience3916.
6.15.6. Action and reaction
Many opponents, one way or another, emphasize the divine initiative in
baptism, but stress the reciprocal nature of Communion3917. Henk de Jong
suggests that these two sides explain why there are two sacraments3918. Many
opponents make the distinction between passive baptism and active
participation in the Lord’s Supper3919. They sometimes refer to the fact that
being baptized is always spoken of in the passive voice, whereas celebration
of the Lord’s Supper is spoken of in the active voice3920. Van Katwijk responds
to this argument that from that perspective prayer is also active, though our
children are taught to pray from early on3921. Harry der Nederlanden points to
the simplicity of the basic human actions that underlie the two sacraments;
even babies can be washed and fed3922. Many opponents understand active in
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terms of obedience to requirements such as those of 1 Corinthians 113923. Tim
Gallant argues that a passive-active distinction does not hold in light of the
Old Testament3924. Henk de Jong defends the passive active distinction with
reference to Heidelberg Catechism question 69 on baptism and 75 on the
Lord’s Supper; the first speaks of the sacrifice of Christ being of “real
advantage to thee”, the second says of the Lord’s Supper “thou art a partaker
of that one sacrifice of Christ”. Trying to do justice to both God’s action and
the importance of faithful human reaction, leads Linda Male to favor earlier
participation, but not infant Communion3925.

6.16. Liturgical
6.16.1. Importance
Near the end of the nineteenth century, a renewed interest for liturgy
emerged within the Dutch Protestant churches, which would be spearheaded
by the Liturgical Movement. This was especially true within the mainline
Reformed churches of the Netherlands. It comes as no surprise that Zegwaard,
who researched the paedocommunion debate within those denominations,
considers the influence of the Liturgical Movement on the renewed attention
to paedocommunion most significant3926. Within other denominations the
influence seems to have been only of secondary nature3927.
Only few of the arguments used in the paedocommunion debate seem to be
liturgical. Syd Hielema hopes for renewed recognition of the power and
wonder of worship and the consequent recovery of awe and adoration3928.
Along similar lines church musician and liturgist Anje de Heer raises the
question whether ability matters in a liturgical reality that transcends our
abilities anyway, and whether liturgical reality by its eschatological nature
does not allow taking into account what is not yet, but will certainly be3929.
Robert Roth argues from the ambiguous liturgical position of children as
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reflected in Reformed Baptism and Communion liturgical practice3930. For the
Worship Planning Team of Fourteenth Street that tension is also one of the
incentives to discuss welcoming the children3931. Twelve year old Jozina
Vander Klok addresses a similar tension between the liturgy which speaks of
“we all share the same loaf” and the fact that she is and feels left out3932.
Schippers suggests that children are more sensitive to this breach of the bond
with their parents and the congregation, more perceptive to the conflict
between Jesus who blesses children and the church which hinders them3933.
S.P. Zwaan3934 argues that faith formation happens best through so-called
liturgical catechism in which liturgy is both source and goal of catechism;
source in the sense of learning by doing, goal in the sense of appropriating
Gods promises and intensifying obedience3935. Later Zwaan places the issue of
paedocommunion in the context of a twentieth century search for a place for
the child within the liturgy in general3936.
When I compare the three researched local churches, liturgy played the most
significant causal role in the process of Fourteenth Street CRC, less so in New
West CRC and least within the church of Rijsbergen. In Fourteenth Street CRC,
for example, the Worship Planning Team played a significant role, as several
interviewees note3937. When I compare how the decision to welcome children
shaped the worship service and people’s experience of the worship service it
is interesting to compare Fourteenth Street CRC with Rijsbergen. The Lord’s
Supper celebration of Fourteenth Street CRC is probably prepared most
thoughtfully. But in its context – in the early days after the introduction of
paedocommunion – the worship services of the church of Rijsbergen were
experienced as most unique.
For some experiencing a Lord’s Supper service more or less determines their
opinion about paedocommunion. After Heitink has communed with his eight
and ten year old children, he even claims one can only be convinced by such
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an experience3938. New West interviewee John seems strengthened in his
opposition by the uneasy experience of children participating disrespectfully
by “kind of grabbing” the bread3939.
6.16.2. Liturgical renewal
Innovations often tend to come in clusters. And it is no surprise that the
introduction of children at the Lord’s Supper is often part of a larger cluster of
liturgical changes. Such liturgical change within the mainline Reformed
denominations of the Netherlands often happened under influence or as part
of the Liturgical Movement. Several of the Dutch paedocommunion pioneers
were at the forefront of liturgical renewal in general3940, and many were
specifically influenced by the Liturgical Movement. Willem Barnard’s church in
Rozendaal, the “Thomaskerk” in Amsterdam, the “Domkerk” in Utrecht are
just a few of the many examples3941. The Liturgical Movement was such an
incentive for paedocommunion by creating greater awareness of sacramental
tradition in the history of the church and of the long history of
paedocommunion3942. Paedocommunion pioneer Aalbers reflects this
influence by speaking of gaining liturgically by digging up the liturgical
treasures of church history3943.
But comparing the introduction of paedocommunion within the mainline
Dutch Reformed denominations with that within the smaller Reformed
Churches liberated and the Dutch Reformed Churches as well as the Christian
Reformed Churches in North America, cautions me not to generalize these
findings. The introduction of paedocommunion in the church of Rijsbergen,
for example, was part of a cluster of changes. But of this cluster of changes
only few were liturgical - both before and after children were welcomed3944.
Rijsbergen’s liturgy even remained rather conservative and traditional.
Within the Christian Reformed Churches the introduction of
paedocommunion certainly takes place in an era of liturgical changes. But
these changes, overall, differ from the Liturgical Movement. One liturgical
change which partly influenced the introduction of children at the Lord’s
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Supper in both Fourteenth Street CRC and New West CRC is the movement
towards more intergenerational worship3945.
But even within the Reformed Churches in the Netherlands more general
liturgical renewal in the sixties and seventies builds up the momentum to
make a synodical paedocommunion debate unavoidable3946.
6.16.3. Frequency of celebration
One of the most notable liturgical changes which often belongs to the cluster
of liturgical changes related to the introduction of paedocommunion, is a
more frequent Supper celebration. Each practice is mentioned as a
consequence of the other. A survey of forty Netherlands Reformed Churches
reveals that more frequent Supper celebration often raises the
paedocommunion question3947. This causal relation is also found in other
denominations3948. Rijsbergen makes the decision to celebrate the Supper
each week at the same congregational meeting that officially welcomes
children at the Table. Within the Reformed Church in the Netherlands
synodical committees related to youth recommend weekly celebration3949,
and synod itself recommends more frequent celebration3950, which many local
churches fail to implement3951
The argument for Rijsbergen to celebrate the Lord’s Supper was faithfulness
to the pattern of the first church as portrayed in Acts3952. Later theologian Van
der Schee argues that sacraments are “irreversibly established rites”3953 and
part of the “enduring structure” of liturgy3954 and that therefore the Lord’s
Supper should be celebrated weekly3955. One of the children of Rijsbergen
3945
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565

Paedocommunion in the Dutch Reformed Tradition
explains it in terms of our weekly if not daily need for grace: “In fact, you need
it every day, so how arrogant to suggest celebrating it only once a month.”3956
Young people in the sixties seem to argue for weekly celebration among
others to give the Supper a less exceptional status3957. Hogenhuis indicates the
possible relationship with paedocommunion by suggesting that low frequency
of Supper celebration may contribute to the practice in which children do not
participate in the Supper, because it fosters the experience of Lord’s Supper as
highly exceptional, holy and transcending the ministry of the Word3958, and
sets the Supper more apart than intended3959. In the same vein Van der Schee
argues that weekly celebration of the Supper will almost automatically expose
all extra biblical traditions3960. Another explanation I would offer is that
increased frequency of the Lord’s Supper celebration intensifies the perceived
problem of non participation, and increases the perceived advantages of
participation by children3961.
To some extent the mere presence of children may help raise the
paedocommunion question. Especially where children previously used to be in
Sunday school. The question – from the floor of RCN Synod in the sixties –
whether it is good that children tend to leave the church when the Lord’s
Supper is celebrated and whether it would not be better for them to be
present – reveals the common practice at that time3962. The two CRC
congregations in my research in general let the children stay in Sunday school
or the Children and Worship program before, whereas now they come back
for Communion3963.
6.16.4. Stepping stones
In the stories of several of the churches liturgical practices or changes are
reported which turned out to be stepping stones toward the introduction of
paedocommunion. Aalbers’ church in Geldrop first starts celebrating agape
meals with children before welcoming children to the Lord’s Supper. In
Fourteenth Street CRC changing from Supper celebration in the pews to
3956
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walking up the aisles made the exclusion of children more visible and
awkward. In a certain stage of the process in Fourteenth Street, the youngest
children were given a blessing or a red ribbon3964. In similar ways participation
of youth in other liturgical activities served as a stepping stone toward
participation in the Lord’s Supper celebration for several Dutch
paedocommunion pioneers.
6.16.5. The atmosphere
Cultural context may support paedocommunion; cultural change may serve as
an incentive to the introduction of paedocommunion. Though I would argue
that both high context cultures and low context cultures may provide their
own rationale for including children in the Supper celebration, the change
from high to low was certainly reflected in liturgy and was conducive to
welcoming children.
Several participants in the paedocommunion debate, especially from the
Reformed Churches in the Netherlands connect participation of children with
the celebrative character of the Supper, or lack thereof, in contemporary
practice. In a survey youth complains that the Lord’s Supper practice lacks
celebrative character3965. At the floor of synod a similar concern is voiced, the
atmosphere of the Supper is too tense and lacks joy3966. Youth is said to long
for happiness and celebration3967. But adults also start to emphasize the
celebrative aspect of the Supper3968. Hartvelt registers a shift in emphasis on
gratitude or thanksgiving3969, a change from a solemn to a festive celebration
of the Lord’s Supper3970. Several theologians aim to restore the celebrative
nature of the Lord’s Supper celebration; it is the celebration of liberation3971,
like the celebration after the homecoming of the prodigal son3972, and children
know how to celebrate liberation3973, and therefore the church needs children
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to regain a celebrative Lord’s Supper practice3974. By letting children
participate in the Supper the tense atmosphere, which often dominates the
Supper, can be loosened, some claim3975. The Faith Formation Committee also
observes a focus on joyful celebration of the Lord’s Supper3976. Once children
participate, this united celebration of the Supper – by adults and children – is
reported to lead to the discovery of the Supper as feast3977. To experience the
whole body of Christ, including young and old, celebrating the Lord’s Supper
to some interviewees is in itself joyful3978. Several theologians refer to Isaiah
25 and Revelation 19 in this regard. Some, like Aalbers, argue for a similar
change in terms of restoring the gladness and simplicity of Acts 2:46, and
doing justice to the original more informal setting by celebrating the Lord’s
Supper in the context of an agape meal3979.
6.16.6. Shaping the liturgy
Over the course of the discussion I come across many suggestions how to
shape the Lord’s Supper liturgy once the children are being welcomed.
Schippers suggests including children not only in the celebration of the
Supper, but also in the preparations3980. Abma suggests that the Lord’s Supper
liturgy should have a certain predictability about it, because of children’s
ability to memorize. And he warns not to water the Lord’s Supper liturgy
down3981. The 1981-1982 RCN synodical committee advices not to create
special liturgies; their concern is that the Supper celebration would infantilize.
Witvliet recommends not celebrating the Lord’s Supper early in the worship
service for the sake of children, because the sacrament would then be
reduced to a visual aid instead of a response to the proclamation of the
gospel3982. Offering grape juice instead of wine is often mentioned, though
many churches introduced grape juice before paedocommunion, and some
continue to serve only wine after welcoming children, as Rijsbergen has been
doing for decades.

3974

G. Heitink, “De beleving van het avondmaal,” Ouderlingenblad (October 1975).
Acts NRC 1967 Synod, 182.
3976
The report notes “Though the question about admitting children to the Lord’s Supper was the initial
question that spurred the current discussion in the church, many other questions about the Lord’s Supper
are also present among us, including the frequency of the sacrament, the manner of distribution, and
especially the spirit and tone of the liturgy,” Faith Formation Committee, Agenda CRCNA Synod 2009, 439.
3977
Cp. Suppl. 44, Supplements RCN 1977-1997 Synod, 209.
3978
E.g. Mary Koster, interview with author.
3979
Aalbers (1971), 65.
3980
K.A. Schippers, “Onze kerkdiensten en de jongeren,” Ouderlingenblad (April 1984).
3981
Michael F. Abma, “A New Order of Christian Nurture,” Reformed Worship (March 2009).
3982
John D. Witvliet, “Q&A: The Lord’s Supper and the Liturgy,” Reformed Worship (December 2007).
3975

568

Chapter 6 Interpretative Explanation
After the introduction of children at the Lord’s Supper, liturgy was hardly
adapted to accommodate the participation of children in Rijsbergen. The
church of Rijsbergen does not use liturgical forms since the weekly celebration
was introduced, but dedicates a sermon to teaching on the Supper once in a
while. Van Katwijk would often teach by asking children questions during
Supper celebration. In Fourteenth Street CRC most changes to include youth
in meaningful ways were introduced in the process that led to welcoming the
children. “I haven’t noticed that there has been specific liturgy or songs that
have been changed or tailored since children have come to the table”
comments interviewee Mike Luce. At the moment of my interviews the
Worship Planning Team of New West CRC has played with ideas using the
Passover and seder format to include children. The team has also picked up
material from Grand Rapids. But other than the presence of children during
the Supper the liturgy has not changed yet. Logistically that creates some
challenges. How to make sure children return in time from Sunday school?
Can children celebrate with their Sunday school leaders, or should children
celebrate with their families, and how to let the little children find their
families3983. At the moment of introduction Rijsbergen does not have Sunday
school and the related logistical challenges.

6.17. Sacramental
6.17.1. Importance
Zegwaard’s research shows the significance of the Liturgical Movement on the
introduction of paedocommunion in the mainline Reformed churches of the
Netherlands3984. Among many of the Dutch paedocommunion pioneers the
Liturgical Movement contributed to a greater awareness of sacramental
tradition in the history of the church3985. A new or stronger emphasis on
sacraments as strengthening faith and conducive to faith formation
encouraged Dutch paedocommunion pioneers to supply children with this
“waybread” or “manna in the desert of puberty”3986. In Fourteenth Street CRC
the sacramental focus or nature of the program Children and Worship may
have prepared not only the children, but also the mature members for the
introduction of paedocommunion.
3983
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Several authors within the Dutch Reformed paedocommunion debate explain
the exclusiveness of the Reformed Lord’s Supper practice on the basis of
conscious or subconscious held convictions regarding the sacrament. Van den
Berg and CRC’s 1995 Report B mentions the influence of the mystery religions
on our sacramental practice and theology3987. In the eyes of Van den Berg the
mere use of the term “sacrament” has helped these pagan mystery views on
exclusivity to survive3988. Syd Hielema speaks of the Reformed tradition as
holding on to the anxiety that had been connected to transubstantiation
theology, even after the transubstantiation theology had been reformed3989.
The Reformed practice of fencing the Table has been greatly influenced by
Zwingli’s step to disconnect the two highpoints of the enduring structure of
word and sacrament, leading to a practice of quarterly celebration of the
Lord’s Supper; the most fundamental liturgical issue facing the Reformed
churches today, according to Nicholas Wolterstorff3990. Their theories suggest
that to change exclusivity into inclusivity, to relief inherited anxieties and to
take down the fences, it is crucial that sacramental views or theology change
correspondingly. And the stories of paedocommunion pioneers reveal such
and other changes in sacramental theology3991. When Pastor Hofman recalls
how Communion seemed to be about holiness in the past instead of grace, it
seems to reflect such a change, a shift in emphasis3992.
Hartvelt, who emphasizes the importance of sacramental vision in the
debate3993, suggests the Reformed tradition also lacks a positive definition of
the Supper and sensitivity to its symbols3994. With the dramatic
individualization in the West, two other aspects of the Lord’s Supper were
lost: the awareness that the Supper is both communion with God and with the
congregation, and that the body is both corpus crucifixum as well as corpus
mysticum3995. If Hartvelt is right in connecting these notions to
paedocommunion or the lack thereof, then changes in sacramental vision
seem quite crucial for the introduction of paedocommunion.
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But, as might be expected in light of the above, sacramental views and
theologies play a similar important role for the opponents. They argue from
their sacramental perspectives and challenge the underlying sacramental
theologies of the paedocommunion advocates3996.
6.17.2. Supper as sign and seal of grace
Several statements about the nature of the Lord’s Supper are made in the
discussion. The Faith Formation Committee highlights the multiple scriptural
images for the Lord’s Supper in its 2011 report3997; others already introduced
almost every image in the paedocommunion discussion. The Supper is a seal
of God’s covenant3998, a sign and seal of the grace of that covenant3999. And
others complain that the covenant has already shaped our educational
approach in Christian schools and our theology of infant baptism, but it has
failed to shape our Lord’s Supper theology4000. “There is no basis in the
theology of the covenant or the theology of the sacraments for denying to
growing children the Lord’s Supper.”4001 The Supper is an image of grace which
is as essential for life as food and drink, is the argument in Rijsbergen. As grace
liberates, the Supper is also all about liberation, and celebration of liberation
requires the participation of the young4002. Oskamp observes a shift of accent
from dogmatic certainty to thanksgiving, from funeral meal to feast of joy4003.
6.17.3. Means of grace
When it comes to grace, those in favor of paedocommunion often
characterize the Supper as a means of grace. Sometimes this is done to
emphasize its gracious character of the Supper which should be freely
offered4004. This means of grace does not require “works” of right
understanding and personal commitment4005. As a means of grace it rather
forms faith4006. Some paedocommunion advocates connect this characteristic
3996
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of the Supper with Calvin’s thoughts on the pedagogical nature of the Lord’s
Supper4007. It is food for the journey4008. As a means of grace the Supper is
more than just sign and seal of the promise of grace4009, but communicates
grace4010, which even benefits the mentally challenged4011. Often this language
is used while making the point that maturing children4012 or at least
teenagers4013 need grace, and sometimes the accusation is that opponents of
paedocommunion withhold that grace from them4014. Paedocommunion
advocate Hartvelt realizes that the conviction that receiving the sacraments is
necessary for salvation, led to the practice of communing the children, and
even babies4015; the latter of which he opposes.
6.17.4. Sacramentalism
When it comes to the way grace is communicated, a word on the subjects of
sacramentalism and ex opere operato theology is justified. It is often
suggested that Communion of children without understanding or faith would
be impermissible sacramentalism4016. Those who favor very early participation
hold to sacramentalist views4017, and infant Communion is a sacramentalist
practice4018. Such sacramentalism is considered a return to Roman
Catholicism. An identical accusation is that participation without discernment
introduces an ex opere operato theology4019. The underlying theology of the
Eastern Orthodox praxis to commune babies and the Roman Catholic praxis of
first Communion round age seven4020 are examples of such ex opere operato
theology.
The 1995 Report B suggests that a medieval Roman Catholic sacramentalist
context was the reason why the Reformed reacted with such a strong focus on
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individual faith, but they did so at the cost of doing justice communal faith.
The same report suggests that if the efficacy and the benefits of the Supper
are contingent on the exercise of faith, this faith might be communal faith,
thus combining two elements of Reformed theology4021. Moreover, the report
points out, Jesus’ presence at the Lord’s Supper is the ultimate source of
grace4022. Tim Gallant argues that the ex opere operato accusation would also
count for Old Testament rituals in which children participated 4023.
6.17.5. The sacrificial nature
The nature of the Lord’s Supper is also sacrificial, and the appropriate
response to this sacrificial Supper is the trust and submission with which
children exemplify offering ourselves as living sacrifices, suggests Heitink4024.
Oskamp observes a shift in accent in sacramental theology and practice from
Good Friday to Easter4025 With a different sacramental theology came a
different celebration and perception of the Lord’s Supper4026.
6.17.6. The sacred and critical nature
The sacrament is also sacred, and this sacredness needs to be appreciated
suggests Van der Borgh4027. I already quoted Hofman signifying a shift in
emphasis in this regard, in the past Communion was not about grace, but
about holiness4028. This ties in to Hielema’s argument of the Reformers who
held on to the anxiety of the medieval Roman Catholic Church4029. The
minority report speaks about the critical nature of the Lord’s Supper4030, which
is connected to the requirement of self-examination.
6.17.7. The relational or reciprocal nature
Eating the body of Christ and drinking His blood is about being connected to
Christ, and for youth that is just as much a “very positive thing”, “a great
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celebration”4031. Some use the image of the Supper as meal or family dinner to
highlight its place in the relation with God, who as a parent invites without
intervention of the children4032. A similar thought is expressed in Rijsbergen
where it is emphasized that the Supper is the Lord’s and not that of the
church; those who guard the table should be careful not to hinder the Lord.
Opponents speak of the reciprocal nature of Communion4033, or of both
unilateral and bilateral nature of the sacraments4034. Bruins offers one view of
this reciprocal nature of the sacrament, by arguing that sacraments are not
only sign and seal of God’s promise but also of our promise of faithfulness in
response, and therefore, require understanding4035. The strongest image of
reciprocal relationship and mutual consent comes from Henk de Jong who
compares celebrating the Lord’s Supper to sexual intercourse; and hence not
appropriate for children4036. In another episode paedocommunion opponent
Van der Schee uses a very similar metaphor of Christian children as married to
Christ with the option to remain faithful or to get divorced4037.
6.17.8. The corporate nature
The relationship with the body of believers is emphasized in the observation
that the nature of the Supper is corporate. Most often this is emphasized by
those who favour paedocommunion4038. This is part of what has been
distorted in our sacramental vision since the context of the agape meal was
lost, when the meal became a table, and the table became the altar4039. It may
be for this reason that celebrating the Lord’s Supper in the context of an
agape meal or a regular meal with a less ritualized setting more than once
serves as a stepping stone to paedocommunion4040. The analogy of a family
meal is used, and children are not excluded from family meals4041. “When you
have a child you don’t withhold food from that child until they can say ‘I love
you’ or ‘thank you’ for it.”4042 But Van der Borgh argues that children can
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E.g. Jelle Tuininga, “Children at the Lord's Supper,” Outlook (October 1984).
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participate in the Supper only after they appreciate its corporate nature4043.
And Luiten uses the analogy of children participating in a birthday party
without drinking wine, as illustration of different ways of being part of the
celebrating community4044.
6.17.9. The eschatological nature
The nature of the Supper is eschatological. This element of expectation
requires the participation of the young4045. Marnie Goheen says that the
Supper “lightens the imagination for the hope that lies before us” and we are
“to hold that hope before our children.”4046
6.17.10. The professing and missional nature
In Rijsbergen the professing nature of participation in the Supper celebration
was often highlighted. The nature of the Supper is also missional, stresses
especially Mike Goheen. The Supper orients us outward and children need to
be pointed outward to the nations. Children are called to embody justice in
the playground, kindness to their friends in the neighbourhood, and they need
to be strengthened for that missional calling by the Supper4047. In Rijsbergen
Sofie van Katwijk, many years after the introduction stresses the missionary
significance of the Lord’s Supper in making non-believers hunger and thirst for
grace4048.

6.18. Profession of Faith

6.18.1. Importance
The practice of public profession of faith, in more than one way, plays an
important role in the paedocommunion debate. Historically, in Germany
debate on confirmation lasting more than a century, preceded the debate on
paedocommunion4049. The issue of paedocommunion in the Netherlands
Reformed Church arose in the context of concerns about the tendency to
4043

R.J. Van der Borgh, “Voices: But Let a Man Prove Himself,” Banner (April 1973).
Luiten (2011).
4045
Gerben Heitink, “Wat is avondmaal vieren?” Ouderlingenblad (May 1984).
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postpone profession of faith beyond the age of eighteen4050. In the story of
paedocommunion pioneer Rijsbergen the question about the origins of public
profession of faith is the third question Van Katwijk mentions as being
addressed4051. And when Rijsbergen consults pastors and professors that even
seems to have been the primary question4052. Hendriks contributes to the
paedocommunion debate within that same denomination with a book of
which more than half the content provides a historical overview of profession
of faith and catechism teaching4053.
In general the issue of profession of faith seems to receive less attention than
for example Paul’s instructions in 1 Corinthians, the issue of baptism, and the
covenantal theme. Although it receives relatively more attention in the
interviews. Profession of faith certainly receives more attention than for
example church order. Profession of faith is an important element in the
argument of opponents, closely related to their understanding the
requirements of 1 Corinthians 11. Based on the frequency it is being
mentioned, I would conclude that profession of faith is most important in the
debate within the Christian Reformed Churches, less within the Reformed
Churches in the Netherlands, and least within the Reformed Churches
liberated and Dutch Reformed Churches4054. Of the three researched local
churches, profession of faith was most relevant to the story of Fourteenth
Street CRC, somewhat less in the story of New West CRC and least in the story
of Rijsbergen4055. But as I have indicated above, even in the latter case it was
still considered a major issue.
6.18.2. Several positions
In trying to distinguish the different positions regarding profession of faith in
the paedocommunion debate, the most basic distinction seems to be between
for and against welcoming children at the table before public profession of
faith4056. Fundamental in this regard seems whether public profession of faith
4050

At the NRC Synod, Acts NRC 1961 Synod, 320-326. October 31, 1961. Aalbers (1976) 86; Bolkestein
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is required by Scripture and by the confessions, and to a lesser degree
whether it is required by church order. But the Faith Formation Committee
adds nuances to this fundamental notion by observing that public profession
of faith is not mandated by Scripture or the confessions, while suggesting that
requiring it is one pastoral strategy to nurture grateful and obedient
participation, a possible effective means of encouraging discipleship and
resisting superstitious views, or a wise decision in situations of biblical
illiteracy4057. Some seek support for their position in history and tradition, but
for others historical awareness is the incentive to a renewed study of what
Scripture requires. Whether or not one takes the position that a child can be
welcomed at the table before its personal public profession of faith is also
determined by the question whether a believing parent or the community of
believers can fulfill this requirement on behalf of the child. It is also
determined by the question whether a child can fulfill this requirement
afterwards, as is done in baptism. The understanding of what establishes
public profession of faith further determines the position one takes. A
complicating matter is that divergent meanings and functions of profession of
faith can be distinguished4058. As a consequence several options suggest
dividing the rite of profession of faith in two or more rites, welcoming children
at the table after an earlier profession of faith. Some perceive profession of
faith as an ongoing process4059. The concept of age and ability appropriate
profession of faith is characteristic for some of the positions taken, especially
within the Christian Reformed debate. In addition to the above fears and
hopes about future risks or possibilities seem to shape the positions on this
matter.
The above explains what issues lay behind the different positions regarding
profession of faith. A small sample will give an impression of the different
positions found. In 1967 many young people in the Netherlands Reformed
Church reject public profession of faith in its current form4060. In 1969 the
current practice is labeled as discrimination by some youth4061. Van der
Woude opposes the disconnection between profession of faith and admission
to the Supper these young people suggest. And even though he allows some
leeway regarding specific age and conditions, he basically defends the
contemporary Reformed practice of a more solid profession of faith after the
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Sturm-und-Drang stage of life4062. Others also oppose such disconnection but
encourage allowing profession of faith at an earlier age4063. Others suggest
allowing children to participate at an earlier age, but maintain the need of a
robust profession of faith at a more mature age4064.
6.18.3. Bible, creeds and church order
What do the Scriptures require according to the participants in the debate?
The church of Rijsbergen comes to the conclusion that the Bible does not
mention public profession of faith as means to be admitted to the table4065.
Later, in the periodical discussion, Henk de Jong will suggest that biblicism in
its search for proof texts will never be satisfied. But according to him, arguing
from the general lines of covenant and personal faith in the Scriptures will
lead to a faithful conclusion favoring both the practice of infant baptism as
well as public profession of faith4066.
Contributions from within the Reformed Churches in the Netherlands indicate
that many opponents of paedocommunion find the biblical ground for
requiring a profession of faith, or even specifically a heartfelt profession of
faith, in 1 Corinthians 10 and 114067. The requirement of faith itself is
supported by Jesus words in John 64068. Laurens Zwaan on the other hand
points to the fact that Jesus first asked His disciples to follow Him, before
asking them to profess their faith in Him4069
Similar opinions are expressed in the debate within the Christian Reformed
Churches. Those who suggest that the Bible is silent on young people making
profession of faith, fall in the trap of Biblicism and neglect the biblical
evidence of a training process4070, argues Tuininga4071. The sacrament is to be
received in faith, by those who are His by a true faith, states the 1988 minority
4062
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report4072. 1995 Report A claims that profession of faith is in line with the New
Testament4073 and that confessional statements were originally tied to
baptismal events, but that in the case of infant baptism, profession would
occur later in time as an appropriation of the promises which God made at
baptism4074. But the 1988 Majority Report argues that a formal profession of
faith is not required by Scripture4075. The Faith Formation Committee affirms
this position of the 1988 Majority Report and at its recommendation Synod
2010 adopts the statement “A formal public Profession of Faith prior to
participation in the Lord’s Supper is not required by Scripture or the
confessions.”4076
It seems fair to conclude that the adopted statement is right; there is no
explicit requirement for a formal public profession of faith prior to
participation in the Lord’s Supper. But it is also fair to acknowledge that faith
and its profession seem fundamental to the church from a biblical
perspective4077, and general biblical themes as well as the more specific texts
of 1 Corinthians 11 and John 6 justify the question to what extent such faith,
and it’s public profession, are required of children before they participate in
the Supper.
The statement of Synod 2010 specifically adds the confessions. In the past at
least some had suggested to the contrary that profession of faith is according
to our creeds4078. Visee advocates the inclusion, the low requirements and the
simplicity of Palatinate Church Order as a better format for admission by
profession of faith than the more current church order4079. Visee’s example of
the Palatinate Church Order also provides important historical context to at
least one of the Reformed confessions. Opponents also point out that
profession of faith is required by church order4080. And even those in favor, for
example in the Reformed Churches in the Netherlands, register that church
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order requires prior profession of faith, but they add that it does not specify
age and allows differentiation between youth and adults4081.
6.18.4. History and tradition
Historical awareness often made people reconsider practice and theology of
profession of faith. On both sides of the ocean authors highlight how part of
the threefold initiation rite evolved into the separate rite of confirmation,
while the content changed from a blessing with the Holy Spirit to a moment of
confession4082. A large part of Hendriks’ book, on the other hand, can be read
as an expression of the conviction that profession of faith in one shape or
another was required throughout history4083. It is clear that soon after the
Reformation some kind of prior profession of faith was required, as many
paedocommunion opponents emphasize4084. It is my impression that this was
not so much a deliberate break with the Roman Catholic tradition4085, but
rather the further development of one of the Roman Catholic practices
regarding confirmation4086. When Rijsbergen consulted the pastors and
professors with the question where profession of faith originated from, none
of their answers were perceived as satisfactory4087. There may be some truth
to Van Katwijk’s suggestion that the requirement of public profession of faith
gained significance in the Dutch Reformed tradition because of the specific
context of the first Reformed Refugee Church in London4088. Hartvelt suggests
that the more casual introduction to the Lord’s Supper in the early days of the
Reformation changed into a more formal public profession of faith where
membership of a protestant church was a more conscious choice4089. My
chapter on the history of paedocommunion shows the multiple influences
changing the content and average age for profession of faith, since the
Reformation. It provides enough evidence to critically review the extent to
which contemporary practice and theology regarding profession of faith is also
shaped by Scripture.
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6.18.5. Another person, another time
Can others fulfill the requirement profession of faith? Hogenhuis reminds his
readers that the original meaning of the Greek word homologein is saying
together4090, and challenges his readers to consider profession of faith by
children who profess together with their parents and with the
congregation4091. The 1995 Report B acknowledges the importance of personal
faith, but stresses a communal approach to the question and argues that in
the case of children communal expression of faith, as in infant baptism,
suffices4092.
Can the requirement of profession of faith be fulfilled at a later time? It is
interesting to read how, for example, the 1995 Report A stresses the
importance of both sacraments being tied to profession of faith, but then
considers it self-evident why baptism may be followed by it while the Lord’s
Supper should be preceded by it4093. But George Marsden supports the
recommendation of the 1977 RCA commission, that “baptized children who
have been participating in the sacrament of the supper, (…) be required to
stand before the church and deliberately and publicly affirm in their own
persons the reality of God’s grace in their lives and to confirm he vows
signified in baptism.”4094 The majority report within the Reformed Churches in
the Netherlands hopes for a similar scenario4095.
6.18.6. Divergent meanings and functions
As indicated, the understanding of what establishes public profession of faith
further determines the positions taken in the debate. In its 1989 report to
synod the Worship Committee of the CRCNA distinguishes divergent meanings
and functions of the ritual of profession of faith, which thus signifies different
milestones and processes. Profession of faith marks the transition of covenant
children who take personal responsibility for their faith and life as Christians.
It marks the welcome to the Lord’s Supper. It may mark the welcome to new
adult believers. It contains a pledge of commitment to the doctrines and
4090
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government of the CRC. It marks the entrance into adult rights and
responsibilities4096. The Worship Committee also argues that four confessions
– of personal faith in Christ, of the baptism vows, of belief in Bible and loyalty
to doctrine, and of commitment to church authority and ministries constitute profession of faith4097.
In his 1986 minority report Maatman warns that profession of faith might
wrongly imply prior rebellion and conversion, or prior spiritual neutrality4098.
The Worship Committee speaks of popular misconception perceiving
profession of faith as joining the church, as graduation from church education,
as additional sacrament, and as a once in a lifetime ritual4099. No wonder an
overture by Classis Alberta speaks of the ambiguity of the term and requires
clarification of the requirements for public profession of faith4100.
6.18.7. Two or more professions of faith
All these divergent meanings of the rite may help profession of faith collapse
into more rites4101. Of course, even before the paedocommunion debate,
believers regularly professed their faith privately and liturgically with the
congregation, and Dutch Reformed practice already included other public
professions of faith when parents have their children baptized, at the
ordination of office bearers, and as part of the wedding ceremony4102. But as
part of the paedocommunion debate elements of what once belonged to the
official or first profession of faith are now divided over more than one
moment.
The majority report for the RCN 1977-1979 Synod foresees that profession of
faith may lose its once for all character4103. The concept of a public profession
of faith as occurring at more than one occasion in the life of a Christian is
recommended for consideration by CRCNA 1989 Synod4104. Later in the
discussion members of the Faith Formation Committee of the CRCNA
4096
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introduce the image of profession of faith as one of many milestones on a
journey of lifelong discipleship4105; an image which allows the option of more
of the milestones to have the character of a profession of faith. Several
participants make suggestions to distinguish two professions of faith, or one
profession of faith divided in two stages4106, one early, a rite of passage similar
to the disciples’ decision to follow Jesus4107, or similar to bar mitzvah4108,
required for admission to the Lord’s Supper, and another at a more mature
age, reaffirming faith4109, accepting adult responsibilities and privileges4110.
Ridderbos explicitly warns against introducing two professions of faith,
because the first would undermine the second4111. Hogenhuis suggests
understanding profession of faith as a repeated and lifelong expressed answer
to God’s initiative4112. Alberta’s 1991 overture stresses the importance of
ongoing public professions of faith4113.
6.18.8. Age and ability
Paedocommunion comes in combination with either the disconnection of the
Supper from public profession of faith, the lowering of the bar for such a
profession, or an age and ability appropriate profession. Especially the
CRCNA’s Faith Formation Committee emphasizes the age and ability
appropriate approach4114. The Worship Committee specifies in its 1989 report
how the current approved forms suggest that four confessions constitute
profession of faith4115, and how each of these four belongs to a different stage
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of faith4116. This helps to envision how age and ability appropriate profession
of faith could differ. At the same time it challenges the thought that all
elements of profession of faith can be adapted to every age, or stage of faith.
Participation equals profession of faith
To complicate matters, on both sides of the ocean some perceive participation
in the Lord’s Supper as one form of professing one’s faith4117. Especially in the
congregation of Rijsbergen the view that participation in the Lord’s Supper
equaled a weekly profession of faith, was shared by many in the early days,
and still expressed by several interviewees4118.
6.18.9. Fears and hopes
Finally, I mentioned fears and hopes about future risks or possibilities which
seem to shape the positions on this matter. Opponents, but also some
advocates, express concerns4119, fear for increase of the already existing
resistance among youth4120 and for decline of the practice4121. They recognize
the risk of abandoning the requirement4122, of undermining public profession
of faith in particular4123, and the confessional nature of the church in
general4124. Several Dutch authors refer to German youth, for example of the
German Evangelische-altreformierte Kirche of Niedersachsen, who leave the
church “auskonfirmiert”4125. Schravendeel fears that a next step might be that
we baptize without requiring faith of the parents4126.
In response to some of those fears Aalbers, for example, remains hopeful that
explanation of Scripture will always lead to faith which is professed in words
and deeds4127. Witvliet hopes that love for Christ and the invitation of the
4116
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congregation will encourage children to still make profession of faith4128.
Hielema gives suggestions how to strengthen the practice of profession of
faith4129.
6.19. Pedagogic
6.19.1. Importance
I have argued that a socially induced focus of attention on children in the
twentieth century set the stage for the debate on- and the introduction of
paedocommunion. I have claimed that participants in the discussion in the
denominational periodicals are not very eager to acknowledge any social or
cultural influence, except when acknowledging the influence of new insights in
academic disciplines such as developmental psychology and pedagogy. That
academic discipline of pedagogy was relatively young; in the Netherlands the
first academic pedagogue was inaugurated in 19004130, the first professor in
this field in 19184131.
In the story of the Reformed Church liberated of Rijsbergen pedagogical
arguments are remarkably absent both in documents as in the recollection of
the interviewees. But in other Dutch pioneer churches one of several causes
that led to participation of children was an emphasis on the pedagogical
nature of the sacrament as strengthening faith or conducive to faith formation
and a correlated awareness provided by developmental psychology of
children’s ability to understand sacramental mystery. Explaining the change in
the mainline Reformed churches of the Netherlands in the seventies, Heitink
observes in retrospect that it was motivated by the pedagogical shift towards
the child4132, but that it was expressed in theological language in the
debate4133.
James Cook mentions the insights in faith development provided by the
behavioral sciences as one of the new reasons which led the 1988 General
Synod of the RCA to encourage inclusion of baptized children at the Lord’s
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Table4134. In the same year Peter De Jong suggests that a mechanistic
educational theory of development with an emphasis on learning by doing
overrules biblical principles in the CRC study committee’s majority report4135.
James Cook on the other hand writes about the RCA “we found the faithdevelopment argument very convincing. But even to the almost-persuaded
there remained the traditional biblical barrier of 1 Corinthians 11.”4136
The introduction of paedocommunion in Fourteenth Street CRC and its 2006
overture seems specifically influenced by pedagogical notions. A key role in
both is played by Bob Keeley who has a doctoral degree in educational
psychology and has written on spiritual development of children4137. But the
Fourteenth Street CRC interviewees also reveal great awareness of
development of children and use pedagogical terminology of the authors of
Children and Worship4138, and the age-and-ability concept of the Faith
Formation Committee. It is interesting how awkwardness of teenagers, typical
of the “awkward age”, and the sensitivity of the congregation to that
awkwardness, play an important role in the introduction of paedocommunion
in Fourteenth Street CRC.
Pedagogical arguments are not only significant for paedocommunion
advocates. Several opponents use arguments regarding the psychological and
spiritual development of children. At the floor of RCN 1975-1976 Synod the
minority writers, who oppose paedocommunion, indicate that these
psychological data were very significant for their opposition4139. In the
discussion on the floor of synod, Lammens complains that psychological and
pedagogical arguments carry too much weight in the minority report of the
opponents4140.
6.19.2. Pedagogical against paedocommunion
Pedagogical and psychological considerations regarding the lack of maturity –
or ripeness – of youth for public profession of faith were compelling reasons
within the Reformed tradition to raise the age for admission to the Lord’s
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Supper, according to Herman Ridderbos4141. The Reformed tradition also
raised the age because of children’s lack of sincerity, according to Martin
Monsma. He argues that spiritual maturity and not age should determine
admission4142. Ridderbos considers lack of maturity even the core reason4143 to
continue the current practice4144. Van der Woude speaks of a more solid
profession of faith after the Sturm-und-Drang stage of life4145. In 1971
Hartvelt, who is slowly warming up to paedocommunion, nevertheless,
suggests that profession of faith preferably takes place after the possible crisis
in faith of the adolescent4146. The virile and strongly worded requirement to
“prove” in 1 Corinthians 11 requires quite some maturity4147.
Some insight in what this lack of maturity means spiritually is, for example,
provided by the 1975-1976 minority report. It gives much weight to the
pedagogical insight that children do not fathom reconciliation and are
sensitive to social pressure4148. Van de Velde uses the pedagogical argument
that after age eight the image of God starts to fade, that round age twelve
alienation from faith often comes, and restoration of faith normally starts at
age sixteen or seventeen; Until that time, children and youth need a waitingroom4149. In the same vein Schravendeel holds that children of thirteen or
fourteen often break with tradition, proving that they were not ready to be
admitted before4150.
At the floor of RCN Synod4151 and in articles4152 opponents argue that
pedagogically speaking, parents should allow their children time and space to
grow towards a conscious choice for Christ. Van de Velde describes this
personal appropriation of faith with an allusion to the story of the Samaritan
4141
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woman saying that children first need to reach the stage where they say: we
no longer believe just because of what you said; now we have heard for
ourselves, and we know that this man really is the Saviour of the world4153. And
it is ethically important not to take children to the Supper before they are
psychologically ready to give their full consent4154. Youth may hold it against
parents who made them participate too early, considering their stage of
psychological development4155.
From a pedagogical point of view it is interesting to note that the story of the
introduction of paedocommunion at Fourteenth Street CRC makes mention of
strong feelings of hurt and anger as expressed by those older teenagers and
adolescents who had to wait until their profession of faith before they could
participate.
6.19.3. Pedagogical in favour of paedocommunion
In my interviews with Fourteenth Street CRC members, references are made
to Jerome Berryman’s concept of Godly play and to Montessori. The majority
report of the RCN mentions how well Montessori had understood how
liturgical elements have a great appeal to children, especially when they can
play an active role in it4156.
Many paedocommunion advocates express children’s need for the sacrament
in terms of their development or the life stages they go through. As maturing
members, children need this means of grace, states Morris Greidanus4157.
Dutch paedocommunion pioneers emphasize how children and youth in their
journey through life and faith need to be nurtured with “waybread”, “manna
in the dessert of puberty”4158. The CRC’s 1986 majority report is negative
about the practice of postponing profession of faith beyond the age of twelve
or thirteen to late- or even post-adolescence, and about requiring social
maturity, because it deprives children of a means to strengthen their faith4159.
But, opponents hold that the Lord’s Supper nourishes not to faith, but to
maturity of faith4160.
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Arguments that focus on children’s abilities, and when they develop these
abilities could also be classified as pedagogical. Already in 1952 Hoeksema
suggests that long before the age of adolescence children are able to discern
the Lord’s body4161. Developmental psychology makes Dutch
paedocommunion pioneers aware of children’s ability to understand
sacramental mystery. On the other side of the ocean paedocommunion
advocate, Syd Hielema, argues that currently the relationship between
mystery and understanding and human development is not properly
honored4162. Al Helder explicitly refers to the work of James Fowler on stages
of faith, when he suggests that children around age seven can meet the
requirements to participate in the Supper4163.
When speaking in terms of children’s abilities the focus is on how children are
sufficiently “adapted” to participate in the sacrament. When the terminology
of age-and-ability is used in the debate it often means that requirements are
adapted in the sense that no one is required beyond her or his age and ability.
Sometimes the terminology of age-and-ability is used when either the Supper
or for example the required profession of faith is adapted to the level of the
participant. In 1991 Classis Alberta North, for example, overtures synod
among others that the church should provide ways for covenant children to
profess their faith consistent with their individual stages of physical,
intellectual, emotional, and faith development, on the ground of insights in
the stages of faith4164. Other expressions such as “taking into account different
levels of maturity” 4165 or “sensitivity to children and their stages of
development” convey the same though. “We wanted our kids owning it at
three years old at a three year old level, and four year old at a four year old
level and at five year old …” share the Goheens in the interview.Though
similar concepts can be found throughout history and earlier in the
paedocommunion discussion4166, the Faith Formation Committee made ageand-ability appropriateness a key idea within the paedocommunion discussion
of the CRC4167. It could be considered a hermeneutical principle, or an ethical
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formula similar to “ought implies can”, but it certainly also functions as a
principle that helps to speak and act regarding the Lord’s Supper while doing
justice to the pedagogical aspect of a child’s psychological and spiritual
development. And the terminology is often used by those in favour of
paedocommunion or at least of lowering current age limits.
Some claims suggest that by its very nature the Lord’s Supper is adapted to
the spiritual development of children. Calvin’s understanding of the Lord’s
Supper as pedagogical is for example mentioned by advocates of
paedocommunion4168. The Lord’s Supper is a visual, tactile and tasting way to
experience and learn, whereas learning by just listening is much more difficult
for children4169. The paradigm of faith “milestones”4170, suggests how
sacraments and rites fit in with developmental concepts of faith formation4171.
Opponents mention how Communion signifies spiritual growth and
sanctification, but conclude that it (therefore) requires a measure of mental
and spiritual development4172. The Worship Committee makes the churches
aware how profession of faith is not adapted to the spiritual development of
children, as in its current form it is made up of four confessions4173, each of
which belongs to a different stage of faith4174.
Interesting in terms of spiritual development is the fear expressed in the CRC’s
1986 majority report that a postponed profession of faith may communicate
that a radical transition is still required or worse that a period of ‘sowing wild
oats’ before settling down belongs to spiritual development4175.
6.19.4. Pedagogical claims about children
Within some of the periodical articles, books and even interviews, but mostly
in some of the study reports, pedagogical claims about children can be found.
Sometimes authors and theories in the field of pedagogic or developmental
psychology are mentioned4176. Pedagogical concepts such as children “learning

4168

Peter G. Sinia, “Kindercommunie en Calvijn,” Opbouw (November 26, 2010): 23.
Brenda Katerberg, interview with author.
4170
As developed by the Lutheran Youth and Family Institute, and used in Laura and Robert J. Keeley,
Celebrating the Milestones of Faith: a Guide for Churches (Grand Rapids: Faith Alive, 2009).
4171
Faith Formation Committee, Agenda CRCNA Synod 2009, 433-447.
4172
Nicholas J. Monsma, “Should children partake of the Lord's supper?” Banner (January 6, 1950): 5.
4173
1- Personal faith in Christ, 2- affirmation of baptism vows, 3-belief in Bible and loyalty to doctrine, and
4- commitment to church authority and ministries.
4174
The report mentions theories of James Fowler and John Westerhof III.
4175
Majority report and recommendations by Dr. Carl E. Zylstra, Norman Shepherd, Dr. James C. Schaap,
Rev. Mark D. Vander Hart and br. Marvin Van Essen.
4176
E.g. Maria Montessori, Jerome Berryman, James Fowler, and John Westerhof II.
4169

590

Chapter 6 Interpretative Explanation
by doing”4177, “learning through exploring” and “learning through play”4178 are
mentioned. But often the expert opinions are summarized in short
statements on children, as in the following sample.
James Cook, for example, writes “The behavioral sciences have taught us that
Christian learning begins at birth. In the first year of a child's life loving care,
freely received, elicits a response of trust and instills a sense of the reality of
grace. Recipients of such nurture readily sense the ring of reality in the gospel,
since it resonates with their deepest experiences and understandings.”4179
James Cook further writes “At the age of four, children demonstrate
remarkable understanding of the stories of Scripture and of symbols in
worship and sacraments. The awareness of love for Jesus, the feeling of
belonging to the Christian family, and the desire to participate in the Lord's
Supper are likely to emerge at this time.” Interviewees illustrate that with
their personal experiences4180. James Cook concludes “So it makes sense that
this is also the age at which we should introduce the Lord's Supper.”4181 But
Schravendeel suggests that young children are “amorphous”, conforming to
what their parents deem right and proper and that children of four are
sensitive to celebrations in groups, but that the consciousness of their faith
should be questioned4182. Preschoolers “experience Communion as part of
their worship experience, mimicking their parent’s faith – just as they do when
they fold their hands in prayer, raise their hands in praise, or turn the pages of
a Bible storybook”, “5 and 6 year olds understand that the bread and the wine
or juice remind us of Jesus’ body and blood and the celebration of
Communion reminds us that Jesus died on a cross and forgives our sins”
instruct the Faith Formation Ministries4183.
Schravendeel writes that children of eight are more conscious, but that their
faith is more a matter of obedience to parents than to God4184. Faith
Formation Ministries suggests “7 and 8 year olds experience Communion as a
reminder of Jesus’ death and resurrection and understand that the
celebration of Communion is something that God’s family does together as a
way of remembering Jesus’ gift of forgiveness”, “9 and 10 year olds continue
4177
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to deepen their understanding that the bread and the wine are reminders of
Jesus’ body and blood given through his death on the cross. They’re beginning
to understand metaphors and symbols and can be more thoughtful in their
experience of the sacrament.”4185
Without specifying age, Zwaan speaks of youth who search for identity in the
midst of community4186. Schravendeel warns that children are also sensitive to
peer pressure, which makes their motives to participate questionable4187; a
fear expressed by several opponents. James De Jong, who is in favor of
teenage participation, believes high school youth are able to understand the
Lord’s Supper sufficiently, are in need of this means of grace more than ever,
and may in this way experience peer identity working for the Lord4188. Young
teens are “able to use metaphors and understand symbolism. Cognitively,
many young teens have moist of the same tools adults do to understand the
richness of the sacrament. Most do not have the life experiences that adults
do to help put this sacrament in the context of their lives or of the bigger
salvation story”, suggests Faith Formation Ministries. Zwaan may be thinking
about teenagers when he suggests that youth need support in the battle
against guilt and shame, and that they are eager to learn and to commit as
followers to a higher ideal4189.
Psychological and pedagogical insights offer no grounds to reject family
Communion, concludes the majority report of the RCN rather minimalistic. It
also states “overseeing the development psychological characteristics we
conclude that in the development of the child there are clear options for
connection4190 with children’s Communion to be found.”4191

6.20. Conclusions
The time has come to draw some final conclusions. First I want to draw those
conclusions which provide answers to the threefold research question I
formulated in the introduction. I want to limit myself to those conclusions
which are most necessary to answer this threefold research question and
those conclusions which, in my perception, represent the most interesting
4185
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discoveries I made. My threefold research question reflects the research
process; hence the answers in response to the first part of that threefold
question are in as sense more observations than conclusions. When answering
the third question I may formulate some bold personal conclusions or
answers, but I will mostly try to formulate constructive proposals, keeping in
mind how these proposals should represent the strategic movement of
fundamental practical theology. I also want to be mindful to the Apostle Paul’s
instruction to excel in what builds up the church4192.
6.20.1. Observations in answer to question 1
The first part of the threefold research question asked: What are the most
relevant aspects of the discussion on –, and the introduction of
paedocommunion within the Dutch Reformed tradition after the Second
World War?
First four observations regarding the time.
1. The discussion on and the introduction of paedocommunion took place in
the twentieth century which has been called the century of the child.
2. The introduction of paedocommunion by the first pioneers within the
Dutch Reformed tradition happened approximately in the same era other
pioneers did the same in many different countries, often independently.
3. The discussion on and the introduction of paedocommunion partly
coincided with discussions on mentally disabled at the Supper, on women
in office and on homosexuality.
4. The discussion on and the introduction of paedocommunion within the
Dutch Reformed tradition took place in the same century as the
publication of Roman Catholic papal decree Quam Singulari and coincided
with the growth of ecumenical relationships.
Regarding the tendency-need dimension, or the psychological and emotional
aspect, I make the following observations:
5. In the written documents of the paedocommunion discussion few
emotions are explicitly expressed by the adult authors; relatively many
children explicitly express their feelings and emotions.
6. In the interviews more significant emotions are identified as part of the
process of introducing paedocommunion. The six words that capture the
most significant of those emotions are: discontent, desire, awkwardness,
fear, harmony and tears.
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As indicated above I have chosen to treat matters of church order as
belonging to the obligational dimension or ethical aspect. Regarding this
dimension I make the following observations:
7. Matters of church order are primarily introduced by opponents of
paedocommunion.
8. There are some indications that the ethical aspect of the Lord’s Supper
played a more significant role in the paedocommunion discussion in the
German language than within the Dutch Reformed debate.
Regarding the rule-role dimension I observe the following:
9. I registered many different people who played a role in the discussion on
and the introduction of paedocommunion; people of different professions
and social status, of both genders, and many ages.
Regarding the visional dimension I make the following observations:
10. The argument based on the participation of children in the Passover and
Jewish seder tradition is one of the major arguments of paedocommunion
advocates.
11. The baptism of infants and children is another major argument of
paedocommunion advocates.
12. 1 Corinthians 11: 17-34 is the locus classicus in Reformed arguments
against paedocommunion and the words remembrance, proclamation,
unworthy, self-examination and discernment are key-words in the
arguments against paedocommunion. The words remembrance and
proclamation receive approximately the same amount attention. The
word unworthy receives the least amount attention. The words selfexamination and discernment are mentioned most often of the five keywords. Though the notion of eating and drinking judgment on oneself was
important in the argument of Calvin, it is not given the same significance
as the five key-words in the contemporary Dutch Reformed
paedocommunion discussion.
13. Arguments related to the covenant belong to the most significant in terms
of quantity and considered substantive by both sides.
14. Sacramental arguments are significant and used by both sides.
15. Pedagogical arguments related to the psychological development of
children are significant for both sides of the debate.
16. History and tradition play an important role in the discussion for both
sides, though almost no one would perceive them as conclusive for their
own position.
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17. Arguments related to profession of faith are secondary in importance to
those related to 1 Corinthians 11, infant baptism, and the covenant. But
such arguments are used more than those related to church order.
18. Confessional considerations play a subordinate role in the Dutch
Reformed paedocommunion discussion. Key are Heidelberg Catechism
Q&A 81, 75, and 76 and Belgic Confession article 35.
19. The argument suggesting that Exodus 24 is the primary antecedent for the
Lord’s Supper is of secondary importance for paedocommunion
opponents.
20. Only few arguments are liturgical in nature.
Regarding the environmental-social dimension, and cultural aspect:
21. Hardly any participants in the paedocommunion discussion or
interviewees of the three congregations express awareness of social or
cultural influence on the discussion on or introduction of
paedocommunion, except that of new insight from developmental
psychology or pedagogy.
6.20.2. Conclusions in response to question 2
The second part of my threefold research question asked: How does a
systematic, multidimensional, and multidisciplinary interpretation of these
relevant aspects explain the discussion on and the introduction of
paedocommunion within the Dutch Reformed tradition?
1. Childhood studies reveal multiple claims regarding the discovery of
children and childhood and multiple centuries and eras classified as that
of the child, and hence a simple reference to the twentieth century as
century of the child cannot explain the return of children to the Lord’s
Supper.
I have argued that the simultaneous introduction of paedocommunion by
pioneers resembles similar clustering of innovations, multiple discoveries and
scientific revolutions known as paradigm shifts, and can be understood with
the help of the sociology of science and Merton’s ‘formula’.
2. A socially induced focus of attention on children in the twentieth century
set the stage for the discussion on and the introduction of
paedocommunion. But I also conclude that the discussion on and
introduction of paedocommunion was not the result of monolinear
developments regarding the position of children in society and culture,
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but rather occurred in the context of movements in opposite directions
creating tensions or problems, in which the introduction of
paedocommunion was one of at least three possible options to release
those tensions or solve those problems.
3. A spirit of emancipation in culture, an awakened sense of justice, or a
change in social consciousness, set the stage for a more equal treatment
of children at the Supper. The introduction of paedocommunion in the
Dutch Reformed tradition is influenced by the abolition of slavery, the
emancipation of the working class, the poor, prostitutes, mentally
handicapped, elderly with Alzheimer, women, homosexuals, black and
colored South Africans suffering from apartheid, and even of cruelly
treated animals. To some extent it is true that paedocommunion practice
is unconsciously influenced by socialism with its leveling tendency.
4. Exposure to the Roman Catholic and other Christian traditions played a
role in the diffusion of paedocommunion as innovation in the Dutch
Reformed tradition.
a. The phenomena of homophily and heretophily as distinguished in
the theory of diffusion of innovations help us understand how
diffusion of the innovation of paedocommunion through the
heterophile networks of the Roman Catholic Church to churches
with the Dutch Reformed tradition was not easy, but crucial for its
spread, whereas further diffusion through homophile networks
within the Reformed tradition accelerated the process.
b. In addition to exposure through ecumenical relationships,
significant exposure happened through mere location,
membership transfer, missionary efforts, work or study, and more
indirectly through resources used in ministry.
c. The end result of such exposure is not automatically limited to the
options within the bandwidth created by the traditions involved.
d. Publications on paedocommunion from the English tradition, prior
to Quam Singulari, as well as the autonomous Roman Catholic
choice to lower the age of first Communion, suggest that
paedocommunion could have been introduced in the Dutch
Reformed tradition without exposure to other traditions.
Regarding the tendency-need dimension, or the psychological and emotional
aspect:
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5. The strong words used in the first decade of the periodical discussions on
paedocommunion suggest that strong emotions guided the authors’
judgments and choices, even though those emotions were not explicitly
acknowledged.
6. The interviews reveal how the words discontent, awkwardness and desire
capture important emotions that led to the introduction of
paedocommunion in Rijsbergen, Fourteenth Street CRC, and New West
CRC.
a. And harmony at the crucial congregational meeting in Rijsbergen
was perceived as indication of the Holy Spirit resting on that
meeting.
Regarding the obligational dimension or ethical aspect:
7. In none of the three denominations researched church order was adapted
to allow paedocommunion within a generation after the question of
paedocommunion was raised, which proves that it is very difficult to undo
something once it is incorporated in church order.
8. The significant role of the ‘awakened sense of justice’ as well as the
ethical aspect of 1 Corinthians 11 show how the Dutch Reformed
paedocommunion does have a significant ethical dimension.
Regarding the rule-role dimension:
9. Regarding the congregational process:
a. In Rijsbergen, but also in Fourteenth Street CRC and New West
CRC, so many people have played key-roles that speaking of a
communal process seems to do more justice to the story than
speaking about individual key roles.
Regarding the denominational process:
b. Theologians did not lead the process of the introduction of
paedocommunion; and I agree that even their dominant role in
the RCN periodical discussion was part of a process of
democratization, empowering lay members.
c. Children and youth did raise the question of paedocommunion
and did ask to participate, in all three denominations. They raised
the question in local churches, denominational periodicals and at
synods.
d. Considering the moment that women were allowed in office in
both denominations, it is remarkable that the contribution of
women to the CRC periodical discussion was significantly earlier
and bigger.
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Regarding the visional dimension:
10. Scripture suggests that children were present and did participate in the
Passover celebration, before and after the centralization as anticipated in
Deuteronomy 12 and 16, as far as their age and ability allowed. Rabbinical
tradition suggests that in Jesus’ days children were considered to do so at
a very young age.
11. Regarding arguments related to the theology and practice of infant
baptism:
a. Many experience tension between the Reformed support for
infant baptism and rejection of paedocommunion.
b. The debate often ends in stalemate about the question to what
extent the two sacraments reflect the action and re-action in the
relationship with God.
12. Regarding 1 Corinthians 11 several conclusions can be drawn:
a. Historically 1 Corinthians 11 has not been used to reject
paedocommunion until just before the start of the Reformation.
b. Considering the development of children and people’s perception
of when someone is able to examine oneself, self-examination
raises the bar higher than any of the four perceived requirements.
c. Legitimate alternatives for the understanding of 1 Corinthians 11
and the application of the perceived requirements have been
offered. Among others an understanding against the Old
Testament background, from a covenantal or communal
perspective, in light of the literary and historical context,
distinguishing imperative and indicative, and applying possible
requirements in an age-and-ability appropriate way.
13. Regarding the covenant
a. I agree with the consensus within this debate that covenantal
arguments should be substantive within the Dutch Reformed
tradition, considering how covenantal arguments have been
considered substantive regarding paedobaptism and considering
how the Bible even more explicitly links the Lord’s Supper with
the (new) covenant than baptism.
b. Careful reading of Jeremiah on the New Covenant suggests that
children were expected to be included.
c. The debate often ends in stalemate about the question to what
extent the two sacraments reflect both sides of the covenantal
relationship.
14. Proponents often emphasize the sacrament as means of grace. Opponents
emphasize the critical nature of the sacrament stands or falls with the
interpretation of 1 Corinthians 11. The argument that paedocommunion
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implies sacramentalism or an ex opere operato theology would also apply
to children participating in Old Testament sacraments or infants being
baptized.
15. Though both sides of the debate use pedagogical arguments, there is
evidence that on both sides of the ocean pedagogical arguments have
persuaded or almost persuaded former opponents of paedocommunion. I
would suggest that the importance of explicit pedagogical arguments may
be a tangible expression of the influence of the socially induced focus of
attention on children.
16. Regarding history and historical arguments several conclusions can be
drawn:
a. Historical awareness has served as incentive and catalyst of the
paedocommunion debate. The amount of attention given to
history and the adaptation of historical data also show that
historical arguments have been more decisive than acknowledged
by the participants in the debate.
b. There is evidence – both at a congregational as well as
denomination level – of ‘invented tradition’ in the sense that
one’s imagination invents a perpetual tradition for a tradition or
practice which in reality is quite recent.
c. Careful research of the historical sources does make it possible to
validate claims regarding that history. I consider some of the
following important examples:
i. Origen does not address paedocommunion in his Homilies
on Judges.
ii. Cyprian’s writings cannot be understood as the record of
the introduction of paedocommunion, but rather reflect
such a practice as old and as widespread as Cyprian could
oversee.
iii. Claims that Calvin welcomed children at the Table at age
fourteen or fifteen are neither substantiated by
participants in the paedocommunion, nor by Plomp who
is often referred to in the Netherlands. So until new
evidence is brought forward I conclude that Calvin meant
what he said when he wrote about profession of faith at
the age of (approximately) ten.
d. Careful research of the historical sources does provide valuable
insights in what shaped the (Dutch) Reformed Lord’s Supper
practice. I consider some of the following important examples:
i. The Reformation inherited or continued Roman Catholic
Communion praxis and theology in a number of significant
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ways, such as the age or life-stage of admission, the
required curriculum, the subjective element, the awe and
anxiety, and the infrequent celebration.
ii. This Roman Catholic inheritance which the Reformation
inherited had been significantly shaped by
transubstantiation theology.
iii. The Roman Catholic age or life-stage of admission, and
hence the Dutch Reformed age or life-stage of admission,
is strongly influenced by the Hippocratic division of life in
stages of seven years.
iv. The increasing age of admission in the (Dutch) Reformed
tradition is to a large extent caused by non-theological,
economical, political, social and cultural aspects.
v. The Dutch Reformed tradition, in which confirmation or
public profession of faith is strongly connected to Lord’s
Supper participation, is shaped by a long history in which
these rites were first separated as part of the historical
dissolution or disintegration of the Christian rite of
initiation.
17. On the one hand there is no explicit requirement for a formal public
profession of faith prior to participation in the Lord’s Supper, but on the
other hand that faith and its profession are rightly perceived as
fundamental to the church from a biblical perspective. Awareness of the
history of profession of faith has helped many in the paedocommunion to
acknowledge the first. The concept of multiple professions of faith as
milestone along the journey of faith has helped churches with
paedocommunion to secure the latter.
18. The argument that Jesus’ own testimony links the Lord’s Supper to Exodus
24 is valid, but Jesus’ own words and scripture link the Lord’s Supper to
the Passover in so many ways that there is no validity to the claim that
Exodus 24 provides the primary antecedent. Jesus’ own testimony linking
the wine to the blood which was sprinkled on all the people, also
challenges the suggestion that Exodus 24 as primary antecedent would
undermine participation of the children.
19. Unlike the Westminster Larger Catechism Q&A 177, the confessions of the
Dutch Reformed tradition do not explicitly deal with the question of
paedocommunion. It is fair to conclude that the authors of the
confessions did reject Communion of infants and younger children. It is
equally fair to conclude that authors of the Confessions did welcome
children at a significantly younger age than many contemporary churches
adhering to those confessions.
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20. Liturgy played a more significant role than the minimal use of liturgical
arguments suggests.
a. Ending the ‘enduring structure’ of weekly celebration of
Communion during the Reformation, and increasing the frequency
of Lord’s Supper celebration in the twentieth century both
influenced the participation of children in the Dutch Reformed
tradition.
b. The Liturgical Movement was significant in the introduction of
paedocommunion in the RCN.
c. The Worship Planning Team played a significant role in the
introduction of paedocommunion in Fourteenth Street CRC.
d. Several stories show the importance of inclusion of children in
other liturgical practices as stepping stone in the process toward
welcoming children at the Table.
6.20.3. Constructive proposals in response to question 3
How can the evaluation of these relevant aspects – in terms of coherence,
validity of claims, and the accurate and consistent use of normative texts –
contribute to the development of a Reformed paedocommunion doctrine and
praxis?
1. I would argue that the changing position of children and childhood raises
questions which require the further development of a Dutch Reformed
theology of childhood, which benefits from the dialogue with culture and
society.
I propose that:
2. Congregations and denominations acknowledge that the described
influence of emancipation movements and of the underlying sense of
justice on Christian practices is legitimate, and that they find constructive
ways to explicate such influences and make them integral part of
congregational and denominational deliberations.
3. Congregations and denominations search for constructive ways in which
the expression and evaluation of emotions and feelings can be integral
part of congregational and denominational deliberations, including those
on paedocommunion.
4. Church orders and ecclesiastical procedures be adapted and applied in
such ways that they can do justice to the questions of individuals or even
of a generation by delivering justice timely.
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5. Church orders and ecclesiastical procedures be adapted and applied in
such ways that they do more justice to the way innovations are adopted.
6. The church of Rijsbergen, the Christian Reformed periodicals, and the
Faith Formation Committee with its Shepherding Process have modeled
how all members of Christ’ church can be given a voice in congregational
and denominational deliberations on sensitive issues.
7. Greater awareness of the dimension of time, or the narrative of life,
would help construct doctrines and shape practices which do more justice
to the infant and senior members of the body of Christ.
8. The concept of age-and-ability appropriateness may be a fruitful concept
in this respect.
9. Our children are often marginalized in our doctrine and practices because
like Augustine we view childhood through the lens of conversion and
believe that that “no one will be good who was not first of all wicked”.
10. Congregations would benefit from restoring the enduring structure of
weekly Lord’s Supper celebrations, and even more so if they would do
that in the context of an agape meals.
11. In our discussion on- and study of paedocommunion, a rejection of the
historical unity between baptism and Communion and of age-and-ability
appropriate participation of the youngest children in the Lord’s Supper
should not be treated as self-evident.
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Dit proefschrift betreft, zoals de ondertitel duidelijk maakt, een onderzoek
naar kinderen aan het avondmaal in de Nederlandse, gereformeerde traditie.
De titel zelf, van de kleinste tot de grootste, is ontleend aan Jeremia 31:34.
In het eerste, inleidende, hoofdstuk, wordt kort de relevantie en actualiteit
van het onderwerp belicht; Het eeuwenoude fenomeen van kinderen aan het
avondmaal wordt vanaf na de Tweede Wereldoorlog tot op de dag van
vandaag in de Nederlandse, gereformeerde traditie besproken en op veel
plaatsen geherintroduceerd. Vervolgens wordt een drievoudige
onderzoeksvraag geformuleerd: 1- Wat zijn de meest relevante aspecten van
de discussie over- en de introductie van kindercommunie binnen de
Nederlandse, gereformeerde traditie na de Tweede Wereldoorlog? 2- Hoe
verklaart een systematische, multidimensionale, en multidisciplinaire analyse
van deze relevante aspecten de discussie over- en de introductie van
kindercommunie binnen de Nederlandse, gereformeerde traditie? 3- Hoe kan
de evaluatie van deze relevante aspecten – in termen van coherentie, de
validiteit van claims en het accuraat en consistent gebruik van normatieve
teksten – bijdragen aan de ontwikkeling van een Gereformeerde
kindercommunie leer en praktijk? Twee inleidende vragen luiden: 1- Wat is de
geschiedenis van kindercommunie voorafgaand aan de jaren vijftig van de
vorige eeuw? 2- Wat is de bredere geschiedenis van kinderen en de kindertijd
in maatschappij en kerk, waarvan de geschiedenis van kindercommunie deel
uitmaakt? Kindercommunie wordt daarbij als containerbegrip gebruikt voor
een scala aan opvattingen en praktijken variërend van zuigelingencommunie
tot deelname van oudere jongeren voor het bereiken van de volwassenheid.
Het onderzoek wordt afgebakend door een focus op de discussie en praktijk
binnen de Christian Reformed Church in North America, de Gereformeerde
Kerken in Nederland en de - uit de Gereformeerde Kerken vrijgemaakt
ontstane -Nederlands Gereformeerde Kerken. Het onderzoek bouwt daarbij
voort op eerder onderzoek naar kindercommunie van Eberhard Kenntner uit
1980, Jo Hermans uit 1987 en Anna Zegwaard uit 2006. Methodisch wordt
gekozen voor de zogeheten thick description van Clifford Geertz, zoals
uitgewerkt in de Fundamental Practical Theology van Don S. Browning. Aan
Browning is de grondgedachte onleend dat praktisch theologisch onderzoek
een multidimensionale hermeneutische onderneming is waarin een
beschrijvend, historisch, systematisch en strategisch moment te
onderscheiden zijn. Waarbij Browning vrij vertaald de vijf dimensies
onderscheidt van 1- visie, 2- emotie, 3- ethiek, 4- context en 5- rollen.
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Het tweede hoofdstuk geeft antwoord op de eerste inleidende vraag door een
overzicht te geven van de geschiedenis van kindercommunie van de vroege
kerk tot halverwege de twintigste eeuw, waarbij gaandeweg de focus
verschuift van de wereldwijde kerk naar de Nederlandse, gereformeerde
traditie. De periode van de vroege kerk in de eerste vijf eeuwen valt uiteen in
twee helften. Voor de eerste helft van deze periode, waarvan geen enkel met
zekerheid te dateren document kindercommunie noemt, wordt
geconcludeerd dat indirect bewijs toch het bestaan van een kindercommunie
praktijk suggereert. Voor de tweede gedocumenteerde helft van deze periode
wordt geconcludeerd dat in het begin kindercommunie in ieder geval een wijd
verbreide al langer bestaande praktijk moet zijn geweest. Tegen de vijfde
eeuw blijkt kindercommunie, bediend bij de doop, gedurende het leven en
voor het sterven van kinderen, de (vrijwel) universele praktijk te zijn. Wat de
periode van de middeleeuwen betreft is de belangrijkste conclusie dat
kindercommunie eeuwenlang de universele praktijk blijft, om af te zwakken
naar een praktijk van de meerderheid tot aan het Vierde Lateraans Concilie
van 1215. Na dat concilie verdwijnt in korte tijd kindercommunie voor jonge
kinderen, in alle drie de vormen, vrijwel geheel. Dat beperkt zich tot de
Westerse Kerk, want in de Oosterse kerk blijft zuigelingencommunie de
gangbare praktijk. Anders dan de Hussieten, die tijdens de Boheemse
Reformatie kindercommunie opnieuw invoerden, sluiten de Reformatoren in
meerdere opzichten aan bij de Rooms-Katholieke praktijk. Dat betekent dat zij
kinderen ergens in de levensfase van zeven tot veertien jaar toe laten. Onder
invloed van allerlei, ook niet theologische, factoren worden de voorwaarden
voor deelname strenger en stijgt, met name gedurende de negentiende eeuw,
de leeftijd van eerste avondmaalsdeelname tot achttien jaar en ouder. Dat is
het algemene gebruik binnen de Nederlandse, gereformeerde traditie totdat
na de Tweede Wereldoorlog kindercommunie opnieuw besproken en
geïntroduceerd wordt.
Het derde hoofdstuk geeft antwoord op de tweede inleidende vraag door een
overzicht te geven van de geschiedenis van kinderen en kindertijd in
maatschappij en kerk van de afgelopen twintig eeuwen. Daarbij is zoveel als
mogelijk onderscheiden welke concepten of theologische opvattingen er over
kinderen bestonden, wat de betekenis was van bepaalde leeftijden en
leeftijdsfasen, hoe kinderen behandeld werden en hoe zij deelnamen aan de
maatschappij en in de kerk. Bij de beschrijving van deze geschiedenis is
verdisconteerd dat de geschiedschrijving van kinderen en kindertijd een
hegeliaanse ontwikkeling heeft doorlopen van een “zwarte legende”, via een
“witte legende” naar een geschiedschrijving met meer tinten grijs. Het
historisch overzicht begint bij de plaats van kinderen in het Romeinse Rijk en
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het Jodendom. Voor zover die maatschappelijke en religieuze context van
invloed zijn geweest op de apostolische kerk van de eerste eeuw lijkt
deelname van kinderen aan het avondmaal zeer aannemelijk. Voor de periode
tot rond het Vierde Lateraans Concilie is een van de belangrijke conclusies dat
kindercommunie bestond in de context van zeer uiteenlopende concepten en
theologische opvattingen over kinderen, met de relatief vooraanstaande
plaats van kinderen in middeleeuwse religieuze processies als indicator van
het netto resultaat daarvan. Belangrijk is ook de conclusie dat van de eerste
tot en met de twintigste eeuw meer dan één tijdperk zich kenmerkt door een
verhoogde aandacht voor- of ‘ontdekking’ van het kind. De terugkerende
verdeling van het leven in fases van zeven jaar verheldert latere keuzes
rondom kindercommunie. Achter de historische trend van een verlenging van
de kindertijd worden minder monolineaire ontwikkelingen aangewezen die
verhelderen waarom bijvoorbeeld een minimumleeftijd voor
avondmaalsdeelname zich twee kanten op kan ontwikkelen. Ook de wijze
waarop kinderen behandeld worden is niet uniform en ontwikkelt zich niet
monolineair. Verder blijkt een marginale plaats van kinderen in de
maatschappij historisch gezien niet automatisch samen te vallen met een
marginale plaats binnen de kerk.
Het vierde en vijfde hoofdstuk vormen het hart van het onderzoek en
beantwoorden het eerste deel van de drieledige onderzoeksvraag: Wat zijn de
meest relevante aspecten van de discussie over – en de introductie van
kindercommunie binnen de Nederlandse, gereformeerde traditie na de
Tweede Wereldoorlog? Een overzicht levert de belangrijke constatering op dat
de eerste protestantse pioniers in de Westerse wereld deels onafhankelijk van
elkaar eind vijftiger en begin zestiger jaren kindercommunie introduceren. Het
vierde hoofdstuk beschrijft volgens de methode van een thick description de
introductie van kindercommunie in de Gereformeerde Kerk vrijgemaakt van
Rijsbergen, Brabant, in de Fourteenth Street Christian Reformed Church in
Holland, Michigan en de First Christian Reformed Church of New Westminster,
British Columbia. Voor deze thick description is kwalitatief empirisch
onderzoek in de vorm van open interviews verricht. Opvallende conclusies ten
aanzien van de kerk van Rijsbergen zijn dat niet de vrijgemaakte achtergrond
op zich, maar de interactie tussen de vrijgemaakte, bevindelijke
gereformeerde en Room-Katholieke achtergrond van verschillende leden
leidde tot de verandering. Opvallende conclusie is ook hoezeer het proces een
gemeenschappelijk karakter had waarin niet één individu doorslaggevend lijkt
te zijn geweest, maar ambtsdragers én gemeenteleden, mannen én vrouwen,
volwassenen én kinderen, hoog én laag. Dezelfde onvrede die gemeenteleden
naar Brabant deed verhuizen en de overstap deed maken naar de
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Gereformeerde Kerk vrijgemaakt droeg mogelijk ook bij aan de openheid voor
het verwelkomen van kinderen. Opvallend in de casus van Fourteenth Street
CRC is de rol van het gevoel dat met het Engelse woord “awkard” wordt
aangeduidt. Opvallend is ook de rol van de gehandicapte Dalton en de
Alzheimer patiënt Owen als katalysators in het proces. Geheel eigen aan het
proces in deze gemeente is de rol van twee pedagogisch onderlegde stafleden
en de invloed van het ‘kindernevendienst’ materiaal van Children and
Worship. Opvallend in de casus van New West CRC is het feit dat verschillende
van de voorgangers voorstanders en pioniers met betrekking tot
kindercommunie waren, terwijl de gemeente in de introductie niet voorop
loopt, maar de ontwikkelingen op de synode lijkt te volgen. Opvallend in de
casus van New West CRC is ook dat na de invoering van kinderen aan het
avondmaal een significante minderheid van ouders met grote gezinnen
decennialang de meerderheid van kinderen van het avondmaal af lijkt te
houden, terwijl er geen aanwijzingen zijn dat dit tot onderlinge verdeeldheid
leidt. Alle drie de gemeenten kernmerken zich door een bijzondere aandacht
voor kinderen. De theologische argumenten die een rol spelen binnen de
gemeenten sluiten grotendeels aan bij die genoemd worden in de discussies in
landelijke kerkbladen en op synodaal niveau.
Het vijfde hoofdstuk beantwoord dezelfde vraag als het vierde hoofdstuk,
maar dan met betrekking tot de discussie in de landelijke kerkbladen en op de
synodes van de drie onderzochte kerkgenootschappen. Opvallend is dat in alle
drie de kerkgenootschappen de discussie in dezelfde vijftiger en zestiger jaren
start als waarin de eerste plaatselijke kerken kindercommunie introduceren.
Kinderen en gemeenteleden behoren tot de eersten die de vraag naar
kindercommunie stellen. Oecumenische contacten spelen ook een belangrijke
rol in deze discussies. Emotionele argumenten blijven veelal ongenoemd,
hoewel de toon van de discussie zeker in de jaren zestig sterke emoties doet
vermoeden. Ethische argumenten spelen amper een rol in de discussie,
behalve in de zin van kerkrechtelijke verplichtingen en in de morele
connotaties die de sleuteltekst uit 1 Korintiërs 11 met zich meebrengt.
Opvallend is dat in de discussie binnen de CRC relatief veel kinderen,
gemeenteleden en daaronder ook vrouwen een stem krijgen. Binnen de GKN
wordt de discussie in de landelijke kerkbladen vrijwel geheel gedomineerd
door mannelijke theologen. De theologische argumenten hebben vooral
betrekking op de deelname van kinderen aan het Pesach, de implicaties van 1
Korintiërs 11 en van de sleutelbegrippen van gedachtenis, verkondiging,
onwaardigheid, zelf-onderzoek, onderscheid van het lichaam en zichzelf een
oordeel eten of drinken. Belangrijk blijken verder argumenten met betrekking
tot de historie van kindercommunie, de plaats van kinderen in het verbond, de
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praktijk en theologie van de kinderdoop en van openbare geloofsbelijdenis,
maar ook pedagogische argumenten. Secundair lijken de argumenten met
betrekking tot de belijdenisgeschriften en de kerkorde. Liturgische
argumenten worden opvallend weinig genoemd.
Het zesde hoofdstuk is grotendeels gewijd aan de beantwoording van het
tweede deel van de drieledige onderzoeksvraag: Hoe verklaart een
systematische, multidimensionale, en multidisciplinaire analyse van deze
relevante aspecten de discussie over – en de introductie van kindercommunie
binnen de Nederlandse, gereformeerde traditie? Allereerst wordt
geanalyseerd wat maakte dat het onderwerp actueel werd en dat de tijd ‘rijp’
was voor de introductie van kindercommunie. Dat betreft een drietal factoren
die onder de contextuele dimensie te scharen zijn. Aan de hand van Mertons
Sociology of Science wordt beargumenteerd dat een sociaal veroorzaakte,
bijzondere aandacht voor kinderen in de twintigste eeuw hier een belangrijke
bijdrage aan leverde. Verder wordt beargumenteerd dat een geest van
emancipatie in de cultuur, een ontwaakt gevoel van rechtvaardigheid of een
verandering in het sociaal bewustzijn een gelijke behandeling van kinderen
aan het avondmaal bevorderde. Met behulp van Rogers Diffusion of
Innovations wordt beargumenteerd hoe verschillende soorten van
blootstelling aan andere kerkelijke tradities een rol spelen bij de introductie
van kindercommunie. Vervolgens wordt aannemelijk gemaakt dat en hoe
veelal onbenoemd gebleven emoties een rol spelen in de discussie en bij de
introductie. Gevoelens van harmonie worden bijvoorbeeld beleefd als
indicator van Gods handelen in het proces van introductie. Onder de noemer
van de ethische dimensie wordt met name de rol van de kerkorde in de
discussie geanalyseerd, waarbij zichtbaar wordt dat diffusie en adoptie van
liturgische innovatie zich moeilijk verhoudt met het proces van aanpassing van
de kerkorde. Vanuit het perspectief van rollen wordt beargumenteerd dat,
anders dan wel geopperd, de theologen lang niet in alles voorop gingen en de
vraag naar kindercommunie niet alleen door volwassenen werd gesteld. In het
kader van de dimensie van visie volgt de analyse en evaluatie van argumenten
met betrekking tot Pesach, kernbegrippen uit 1 Korintiërs 11, historie,
confessies, verbond, doop, liturgie, sacrament, openbare geloofsbelijdenis en
pedagogie. Het zesde hoofdstuk sluit af met het benoemen van een aantal
observaties, conclusies en constructieve suggesties in reactie op
respectievelijk het eerste, tweede en derde deel van de onderzoeksvraag.
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