
                                                    Who Believe in Me

                                                     Introduction

                    
Priest:      (Nomen), abrenuntias Satanae?
Sponsor:  Abrenuntio.

Priest:      Et omnibus operibus eius?
Sponsor:  Abrenuntio.

Priest:      Et omnibus pompis eius?
Sponsor:  Abrenuntio.

Although in slightly different form, the foregoing questions, which form the body of The Renunciation of Satan 
in the Roman Catholic rite of baptism, survived the two abridgments1 which Doctor Martin Luther made to the 
rite in his Taufbuchlein.2 This served to keep the Lutheran rite well within the confines of the Western Catholic 
liturgical tradition, serving also to separate the Lutherans from radical Anabaptism. The retention of the 
Abrenuntio3 reveals much about the Lutheran belief about the faith of infants. For the Lutherans, as for the 
ancients, the Abrenuntio served as an examination of the candidate, regardless of age, manifesting the faith 
already given the candidate by the Holy Spirit. Luther, along with the catholic fathers, understood that an infant 
brought to the local parish priest for baptism was dumb, not deaf. The words of the rite affected him, for they 
were the very words of God. His godparents would give his faith voice long before he would be able to speak on 
his own. During the examination the child would renounce Satan, all his works and all his pomp. Examination 
also had a role in the early church when it came to admission to the Lord's Supper, as the Latin text of Augustana 
XXV states, “Confession has not been abolished in our churches. For it is not customary to administer the body 
of Christ except to those who have been previously examined and absolved.”4 In part this catholic practice had 
its origin in St. Paul's warning to the Corinthians about an unworthy reception of the Sacrament, “Let a person 
examine himself, then, and so eat of the bread and drink the cup. For anyone who eats and drinks without 
discerning the body eats and drinks judgment on himself.” (1 Co 11:28-29, ESV) In view of the foregoing a 
question begs to be asked: Is the examination of the ancient baptism rite in keeping with the spirit of Paul's 
instruction about worthy reception of the Supper; and is it, in fact, the very thing which qualifies one to come 
before the altar, no matter what age, thus reducing a second examination to the status of a redundancy? 
Most important, is this in keeping with the Savior's revelation about the exemplary faith of infants, 
those, as He said, “...who believe in me....” (Matt 18:6)? This author, and many others, believe this to be so. 
And because we believe this, we therefore believe in the communion of all the saints, or more precisely, the 
communion of all the baptized. However, the Church of the West is a bifurcated church, not the communion of 
all the saints in the fullest Eucharistic sense.  Hence this blog and this essay.

The purpose of this essay is to promote thoughtful discussion and debate about the matter of the communion of 

1 The first in 1523, the second in 1526.
2 The Latin rite of the Renunciation is a part of a brilliant scene in Francis Ford Coppola's 1972 film The Godfather. 

Michael Corleone (Al Pacino) is seen in attendance at the baptism of his nephew, his godson. As the priest speaks the 
Latin rite, it is juxtaposed to a concurrent scene showing Michael's thugs brutally murdering his mob rivals. Thus 
Michael Corleone is engaged in the operibus of Satan that he might have the pompis of the Capo!

3 The abrenuntio has a long history in the church. Tertuallian (about A.D. 200) notes its use in the form of this triad: “...the 
Devil, his pomp, and his angels.” (as cited in A Library of Fathers of the Holy Christian Church Anterior to the Division 
of the East and West, (Oxford: Rivington, 1842). Volume 10, p 163. The renunciation is found in the baptism rites of 
both the Western and Easter churches. Some see it as the “good confession” of 1 Timothy 6:12. The renunciations were 
spoken facing the West, which was considered the realm of Satan.

4    Robert Kolb and Timothy Wengert, The Book of Concord: The Augsburg Confession (Minneapolis: Augsburg-Fortress, 
2000),  AC, Art. XXV, Concerning Confession, p 73.



the very young, who in the Western Church have been placed on a centuries-long fast. This is not the case in the 
East, nor was it the case in many parts of early Western Christianity.5 Our doctrine and practice are always in 
need of inspection.  

Christians are the pilgrim people of God. They are always journeying. Holy Baptism is their initiation into the 
journey and their comfort and inspiration along the way. However, just as the baptizing of hard-hearted Pharaoh 
in the Red Sea was Israel's initiation to its journey, that was not the end: there was provision along the way. 
There was manna. We too eat of the heavenly Manna, the Bread of Life, our Jesus, our true Paschal Lamb. His 
true Body and Blood rest on our Father's Table in His House. As the family of God we come to our Father's 
table, just as the families of Israel sat at table for the Passover with everyone in the family, young and old, 
partaking of heavenly food. No one was put on a fast. So it was for the early church. Participation in the Holy 
Communion was communal, including the entire community. The communion of the very young is an ancient 
practice, and though not an universal practice it was widespread. The New Testament era mirrored the Old. 
However, our present practice does not mirror that of the ancients, and hasn't for a long time. The very young 
have been denied this provision for the journey until an arbitrarily set age.6 

                                                               Church History

What accounts for the demise of the communion of all the saints in Western Christianity, in particular the 
separation between baptism, confirmation and first communion? This was an issue raised by Pope Benedict XVI 
in his apostolic exhortation, Sacramentum Caritas, in which he writes, “If the Eucharist is truly the source and 
summit of the Church's life and mission, it follows that the process of Christian initiation must constantly be 
directed to the reception of this sacrament. As the Synod Fathers said, we need to ask ourselves whether in our 
Christian communities the close link between Baptism, Confirmation and Eucharist is sufficiently recognized.”7

Roman Catholics and Lutherans have for centuries experienced baptism, confirmation and first communion as 
separate, though related, events. This was not the case in the early church. At the great Easter Vigil and at 
Pentecost, catechumens were baptized, anointed with chrism (i.e. confirmed), and then received the Eucharist for 
the first time. While catechetical instruction took place prior to first communion in the case of adults, baptism, 
confirmation (chrismation)8 and first communion were all joined together. However, the instruction which was 

5 The anticipated criticism is that Lutheran advocates of the communion of the very young have been unduly influenced 
by Easter Orthodoxy. Defections to the East notwithstanding, this is not the case with the majority of the 
advocates.When it comes to churchly practice antiquity has weight, but not ultimate jurisdiction, which resides with 
Holy Scripture. The communion of all the baptized is not just a peculiarity of Eastern Orthodoxy, but a thing buried deep 
within the Lutheran doctrine of grace.

6 It has been widely accepted in Lutheranism that the Old Testament rites of Circumcision and the Passover were 
foreshadowings of New Testament Baptism and the Lord's Supper. Lutheran divines such as Martin Chemnitz and C.P. 
Krauth can be cited. Francis Pieper wrote in his Christian Dogmatics (Vol. I, page 446), “Circumcision and the Passover 
were to be in force throughout the Old Testament, but to be abolished with the institution of Baptism and the Lord's 
Supper.” In view of that connection Fr. Richard Futrell notes a significant correspondence in St. Paul's use of the word 
all in 1 Corinthians 10:1-4, 17; 12:13. In the days of Moses all of Israel was baptized into him and all ate and drank of 
the “same spiritual food...and...drink” (viz Christ). In like manner, in the Corinthian context, Paul can say, “Because 
there is one bread, we who are many are one body, for we all partake of the one bread.” (10:17) And, “For in one Spirit  
we were all baptized into one body – Jews or Greeks, slaves, or free – and all were made to drink of the one Spirit.” 
(12:13) Fr. Futrell concludes his argument tersely, “'All' means 'All'”.  (Note: In Paul's thought, type and anti-type appear 
to mesh into one.) It is not surprising then that the early New Testament church imitated the Old Testament church in its 
communal use of all of God's graces for all of God's people. (Pr. Richard Futrell. Does Our Lord Invite Baptized Infants  
to His Supper? A conference paper presented in November, 2011, before the Springfield Circuit of the Missouri District 
of the LCMS)

7 Sacramentum Carias (paragraph 17), 2005. It should be noted that Eastern Rite Roman Catholics (Uniates) practice 
infant communion. This practice is not seen as church-dividing in the Roman communion.

8 Typically, in patristic times, the order followed in this manner:  the first anointing (“the oil of exorcism”), baptism with 
water, the second anointing with oil, known as the seal or sphragis. A third anointing, by the bishop, appears in some of 
the ancient rites. The chrism of the Western Church is known as the Holy Myron (myrrh) in the Eastern Church.



given was selective. Not all of the mysteries of the Mysterion were given out. Indeed, first communion was truly 
first communion. The candidates were not permitted to even view the celebration of the Eucharist during their 
catechumenate. “The doors, the doors!” the deacon would cry out as the catechumens left each Mass before the 
Service of the Faithful, prior to their confirmation. Only the confirmed, both the adults and the young, could 
view the celebration and partake of the Meal. What the catechumens experienced for the first time at the Vigil 
was afterward explained to them in the mystogogical catechesis9. An analogous example is that of the apostles. 
They hardly knew the full meaning and significance of the first Lord's Supper celebrated on the night of Jesus' 
betrayal. It was only afterward that these things became clear. Nonetheless, on that night of nights they received 
what Jesus said they would receive, and who is to say that it did not benefit them, in spite of their paltry 
understanding and their defection. Their participation in the body and blood of Christ was not to no avail. Only 
Judas lost the bonum.

A reasonably strong argument can be made that by the fourth century, and most likely before, and at least 
through the twelfth century, the communion of infants and the very young was a widespread practice in the 
churches of both the East and West. The practice was not universal, but still widespread.10 Both the Council of 
Trent and Martin Luther acknowledge this in their respective comments on the subject.11 In his study, The 
Communion of Children in the Middle Ages,12 the German theologian, Peter Browe, produces convincing 
evidence for this fact. Browe marshals an impressive array of quotes from the fifth to the thirteenth centuries as 
witness. The liturgical scholar Frank Senn, on his part, notes a very late occurrence in the West of the ancient 
practice of co-joining baptism, chrism (confirmation) and first communion. He writes, “In England this was done 
for royal children as late as the time of the birth of King Henry VIII's children. Elizabeth in 1533 and Edward in 
1537. But most children, by this time, were not communed until later when they made their first communion or 
were confirmed.”13 

It could well be argued that the demise of the communion of the very young is an example of doctrine following 
practice, the way in which the doctrine of concomitance14 followed the practice of communion in one kind. In 
the aforementioned work, Peter Browe cites several reasons for the decline. None of the reasons are purely 
doctrinal. It is only after the demise of the practice that we see doctrinal justifications being made for the 

9 The mystogogical catechesis was the explanation of the mysteries or the sacraments. The earliest known example of this 
type of instruction is found in Cyril of Jerusalem (ca. 313 to 386). It consisted of the procatechesis, eighteen lectures 
give  to the catechumens before the Vigil, and five lectures delivered to them during Easter week. The latter were 
allegorical in nature. 

10 This diversity of practice can also be seen in the administration of Baptism. Although infant baptism was widespread, 
there were those, such as Tertullian, who counseled that baptism be delayed. Constantine the Great delayed his own 
baptism until he was on his death bed due to the unfortunate scruple that this lessened the likelihood that one would 
commit a mortal, faith-destroying sin so close to one's departure from this life. 

11 The church father, Cyprian, in his work On the Lapsed (AD 251) speaks in almost lurid detail about an infant who had 
partaken of a pagan sacrificial meal, who when brought to the Supper, choked and vomited when given the chalice by a 
deacon. Cyprian notes, “The Eucharist could not remain in a body or a mouth that was defiled; the drink which had been 
sanctified by Our Lord's blood returned from the polluted stomach.” (Cyprian of Carthage, The Lapsed, The Unity of the 
Catholic Church, tras. Maurice Benevot (Mahwah, NJ: Paulist Press, 1957, Chapter 25, page 33). Cyprian's comments 
about an infant communing are rather matter of fact. Other early church fathers, such as Augustine (+430) and Pope Leo  
the Great (+461) also spoke about infant communion in this same routine manner, indicating that the practice was not 
one in controversy. 

12 Peter Browe, Die Kinderkommunion im Mittelalter, originally published in: Scholastica 5 (1930), English translation by 
Gifford Grobien, 2006. One would think that a German Jesuit theologian would have no particular ax to grind in this 
regard. Browe lived from 1876 to 1949. As evidence for the widespread practice of the communion of the very young 
Browe offers more than two dozen quotations, ranging from the 5th to 12th centuries and originating from England, 
France, Germany, Switzerland, Italy, Spain and Portugal. They come from the pens of high ranking clerics and 
theologians, one pope (Paschal II), and one prominent layman, Charlemagne. 

13 Frank C. Senn, Christian Liturgy Catholic and Evangelical,Minneapolis: Augsburg Fortress, 1997, p 226f.
14 Further research needs to be done on the relationship of the doctrine of concomitance and the communion of all the 

baptized. When the host was taken away from infants, due to fears of desecration, they were still communed with the 
chalice, and so their communion was legitimized by the doctrine of concomitance. However, when the chalice was 
removed from the laity, infants were effectively banned from the altar. 



exclusion of the very young from the altar. St. Paul's words in 1 Corinthians 11 about personal examination, 
which are often appealed to today, were not referenced in connection with infant communion in medieval 
writings. Instead, what we hear from medieval texts sounds quite different: “Children and simpletons, who 
cannot understand instruction shall give answer through their sponsors and be protected with chrism and be 
admitted to the mystery of the Eucharist,” said Gennadius of Marseille at the end of the fifth century.15 In 
response to Charlemagne's question as to why all baptismal candidates received Holy Communion after baptism, 
his theologians noted that it was the received practice and that its continuance would maintain the unity of the 
church. The emperor himself ordered that all the dying, both adults and infants, be given the Viaticum before 
death.16 Some churchmen took the practice to the extreme.  Browe notes, “Some, such as Bishop Theodulf of 
Orleans (+c. 821) and Archibshop Hraban Maurus of Mainz (+856) thought that a child who died without 
communion could not enter salvation.”17 However, such rigorism was not the norm.

The first official effort to deal with the communion of the very young was made at the Synod of Tours (813). The 
synod stated that undiscerning children were not to receive the Supper. However, the practice continued in 
various parts of the West. The Fourth Lateran Council (1215) removed the cup from the laity, thereby taking 
from the very young the most common method by which they could commune. In an effort to encourage more 
frequent reception of the Supper the same council stipulated that the faithful who had reached the age of 
discretion (a matter left undefined by the council) were required to commune at least once a year.18 However, 
confusion resulted and it was popularly believed that the council's intention was that one could not commune 
prior to age seven, which was becoming in the opinion of many the age of discretion, an age which received a 
pontifical imprimatur in 1910 from Pope Pius X in his encyclical Quam Singulari (hence current Roman 
practice).19  

If the reasons for the decline of the communion of the young were not doctrinal, then what were they? By the 
late Middle Ages any urgency of restoring Holy Communion to all the saints was made moot by the belief that 
the faithful received the res or the thing of the Sacrament (i.e. Christ's body and blood) by faith. This argument 
was employed by the Scholastics but it has precedent in the teaching of Augustine. Luther himself argued in this 
way also, as did the Tübingen theologians in their correspondence with Patriarch Jeremiah II of Constantinople 
(1572-79). Thomas Aquinas wrote in his Summa (IIIa, 80, art. 1), “As stated above, the effect of the sacrament 
can be secured by every man if he receive it in desire, though not in reality.”20 Therefore the Scholastics could 
speak of a  “baptism of desire” and a “communion of desire” or a “communion of the eyes.”21 The repentant thief 
on the cross, for instance, was said to have had the “baptism of desire” and thus was saved, though not baptized. 
In the Middle Ages the laity often did not commune; however, it was reasoned that they communed with their 
eyes through faith, thus receiving the res of the Sacrament.22 Luther, an Augustinian, argues in the same vein, 

15 Browe, p 1.
16 Browe, p 2.
17 Browe, p 2.
18 The opinion of the medieval scholars about the so-called age of discretion was not monolithic. The age was variously set 

at anywhere from seven to fourteen. The anni discretionis granted to children of seven years eligibility to be betrothed 
and the capacity to commit sin. However, a child could only take a legal oath, enter a religious order or be married at 
aetas perfecta (the age of maturity), which was about age fourteen. Due to a faulty view of original sin it was also 
thought that children of a tender age were incapable of committing a mortal sin, thus negating the necessity of 
absolution (and any urgency in regard to the Supper). The expression “age of discretion” is a relative term; not so the 
Savior's loving invitation and command, “Do this...”  

19 Communing the non-confirmed was finally officially prohibited at the Council of Lambeth (1281).
20 According to current Catholic thinking this desire does not have to be for the sacrament itself, but can be any yearning 

for the Divine, as when Hindu pilgrims wash themselves in the Ganges.
21 The elevation of the consecrated elements appears around 1200, a relative late comer to the eucharistic ritual. It is  

thought that the practice of elevating the consecrated elements was in keeping with the idea that communicants could 
communion by faith. Frank Senn notes that some of the faithful went from church to church to witness the miracle of 
transubstantiation and that in some areas priests received larger stipends for holding up the host longer at the elevation. 
Sometimes the faithful would cry out to the priest, “Hold up! Hold up!” (See Senn, page 225)

22 A contemporary reprinting of the Tridentine Mass offers this rubric in the margin of the English translation of the Latin 
text concerning prayers to be said during the ablutions, “If you do not receive Holy Communion at this Mass, you may 



“Thus Augustine, in his Contra Julianum, Book II, proves from Innocent that even infants eat the flesh and drink 
the blood of Christ without the sacrament; that is, they partake of them through the faith of the church.”23 (An 
interesting admission on the part of the Reformer that infants do commune, if only by faith.) On this issue Luther 
needs to be read with care. Infants and the very young had not been regularly communed for several centuries in 
the West. This was the practice which Luther received. The matter was not a pressing issue for him; other things 
occupied his attention. He was aware of the earlier practice. He commented on the fact that children were 
communed in the time of the church father Cyprian. For Luther this practice only became an issue in the context 
of the controversy over communing in both kinds. He was not in favor of the Utraquists' practice of communing 
infants (whom he referred to as the Bohemians). Yet he did not condemn them as heretics. As he noted in a 1523 
letter to Nicholas Hausmann. Luther's chief complaint against the Utraquists was that they used John 6 to prove 
that infants should also be included in Communion, due to their literal interpretation of the exclusionary “unless” 
of John 6:53.  The Reformer had banned the entire chapter from the debate with the Reformed about the Real 
Presence.  Here the Reformer's blind spot with regard to the Eucharistic dimension of the sixth chapter is 
revealed.24 In the fall of 1532 Viet Dietrich, the Refomer's amanuensis, recorded Luther's thoughts on the role of 
1 Corinthians 11 in this discussion. Luther takes the pericope off the table, so to speak. He notes that Paul's 
words were directed only toward the adults of the congregation and that the passage cannot be used to prohibit 
the communing of children.25 These are the Reformer's last words on the subject and they are surprisingly mild in 
tone. Luther, with the Scholastics, felt no urgency to bring infants to the Table, since, as he reasoned, “...they 
partake of (the body and blood) through the faith of the church.”26 

Yet the question begs to be asked, “Then what kind of communion would this be?” A communion without the 
physical eating and drinking of Christ's body and blood? That may be satisfactory for the Reformed, but can 
Lutherans and Roman Catholics be satisfied with this spiritualizing of the Sacrament? This view essentially 
reduces the Sacrament of Holy Communion to a redundancy, with essentially no unique properties of its own 
which would distinguish it from the other Means of Grace.27 The Incarnation is the greatest event in human 
history. Although it is a scandal to the the wise of this age, it is the consolation of God's people Israel, the 
Church. It is the flesh-and-blood Redeemer who saves flesh and blood people. He becomes what He saves. There 
are commonalities among the sacraments, but there are things unique to each. It is in the Lord's Supper that the 
Incarnation is manifested most fully. In the Eucharist flesh-and-blood people become united with the divinized 
flesh-and-blood of Jesus. (1 Pet 1:4)  The Eucharist engages the entire being of the Christian. It is not just noetic, 
but incarnational as well. The thrust of the Mass is from the Gospel invitation to the wedding feast (Service of 
the Word) to the heavenly feast itself and the consummation of the union of the Bride and her Bridegroom 
(Service of Communion). A baptized infant is a part of the Body of Christ – the Bride, and comes into the Body 
concretely in the Supper. Of course, at this point, the question of the skittish begs to be asked: Can infants be 
saved without partaking of the Supper? Of course, just as a person can be saved without being baptized. Yet why 
should they be refused the Body and Blood, which nourish both soul and body, due to a minimalist, reductionist 
approach to the Sacraments? After all the Church is the “communion of saints,” all the saints, all the baptized. 
The Christian is not a gnostic spook, but an icon of the Son of God, the God-Man, who knits Himself to each 

now make a Spiritual Communion.” Latin-English Booklet Missal for Praying the Traditional Mass (Glenview, IL, 
Coalition in Support of Ecclesia Dei, 2008), page 45.

23 LW (American Edition), Volume 19, page 20.
24 See the author's article on an Eucharistic interpretation of John 6, A Eucharistic Reading of St. John 6, in the Christmas 

2012 issue of Gottesdienst (Volume 20, Number 4, pages 9 and 10.)  For an online version see: www.motleymagpie.org, 
Volume 3, Number 3, July 2005, Reflection on a Christological Hermeneutic With a Glance Toward John 6.

25 LW (American Edition), Volume 54, page 58.  
26 There are approximately six references to infant communion in the printed works of Luther. Five of the references do not 

deal directly with the practice, but rather refer to it in connection with other matters (e.g. the eucharistic interpretation of 
John 6). It is only the Viet Dietrich Table Talk quotation which deals directly with the practice. See above.

27 Those who favor the communion of all the baptized are accused of taking an unitive approach to the sacraments (i.e. 
baptism admits all the baptized to all sacramental acts). Ironically, those who make this accusation have themselves 
unitized all the sacraments into redundancies (viz. If you have Baptism, you've got everything, so you don't need Holy 
Communion.)  However, the unique properties of each sacrament cannot be unitized. The Supper is not just one of a 
number of means to an end, it is the End, the Feast of the Lamb and His Bride.  

http://www.motleymagpie.org/


believer body and soul, both physically and spiritually, and doing so most fully in the Eucharist.28

Ironically, the aforementioned medieval spiritualization of the Supper was concurrent with a contrary emphasis 
which also had a negative effect on the communion of all the faithful. During the Middle Ages the Lord's Supper 
became the subject of intense theological study and personal piety. Out of this interest came a deep sense of awe 
and reverence for the Supper. Scholastic theologians produced clear and moving testimonies to the Real Presence 
of the Lord's Body and Blood in the Supper. Who can improve upon Aquinas' succinct poetic portrayal of the 
Supper in his Lauda Sion salvatorem:

            They, too, who of him partake sever not,
            nor rend nor break but entire their Lord receive.
            Whether one or thousands eat all receive the selfsame meat
            nor the less for others leave.  

However, there was a negative side to this interest in realism. The intense emphasis on the Real Presence and 
efforts to safeguard the consecrated elements from desecration created an aura of fear among both clergy and 
laity alike. The Son of God rested in feeble human hands! (One thinks of Luther's terrors at his first mass.) 
Penalties for desecrating the Sacrament put off the faithful, particularly parents whose children were more likely 
to spit up the sacred species. On account of this parents themselves became reluctant to commune. Obviously, 
when the very people who once carried their children to the rood screen were themselves not coming forward, 
their children were also put on a fast.29 Various church councils tried to encourage and regulate communion 
attendance, but usually to no avail. The previously mentioned Fourth Lateran Council tried to counter what was 
essentially a lay-led movement away from the Altar due to unnecessary scruples. Incidentally, as an aside, lay 
concerns about communing continued in the Lutheran Church, serving to restrict participation at the Table. Since 
Lutherans did not practice the Winkle Mass30, Sundays without communicants meant that the service was 
truncated. Over time services without communicants metamorphosed into non-communion Sundays, a practice 
further acerbated in early North America, and elsewhere, where several congregations were served by a circuit-
riding pastor, who was not always available to consecrate communion elements.

There were other factors that mitigated against the communion of the very young.  As noted earlier, for various 
reasons baptism, confirmation (chrismation), and first communion became separate events, serving to break the 
tie between the entrance rite and the Eucharist.31 Also, by the twelfth and thirteenth centuries faith as a 
requirement for admission to the Supper was replaced by the acquisition and articulation of doctrinal knowledge. 
It was also required that candidates for admission had to display a high degree of piety, a thing which is not 
surprising in the context of Roman Catholicism and later Lutheran Pietism. A further requirement for admission 
to the Table was the ability to make a proper, articulated confession of sin to a priest. Furthermore, with parents 

28 Evidence demonstrating that many Lutherans see the Word and the sacraments as redundant are the surprising number of 
Lutheran parishes which do not celebrate Holy Communion in every Lord's Day service (not even on Christmas Day, the 
Feast of the Incarnation!). This shows a woefully deficient sacramentology. Having one Means of Grace doesn't mean 
that the others are fully in play. The thrust of the Mass is through Baptism (Invocation), and preaching toward the 
Supper, which is the Church Militant's concelebration with the Saints Triumphant in Heaven.

29 Absenteeism happened even earlier in the East. Frank Senn notes, “It should be noted that already by the end of the 
fourth century, the stress on the holy and awesome character of the consecrated elements, plus the rigor of the pre-
communion abstinence (including refraining from the marriage act), played a role in the decline in frequent reception of 
communion among the people.” Christian Liturgy Catholic and Evangelical, Augsburg Fortress, 1997, p 127.

30 The Winkle Mass was a mass said in the corner (winkle), namely a private mass, with the priest alone present, celebrated 
for the sake of souls in Purgatory.

31 In part, this separation was the logical consequence of the growth of the Church. Larger dioceses meant that the bishops 
could not officiate at every baptism/chrismation, with the result that confirmation was delayed until a bishop could be 
present. Furthermore, when infant baptisms began to outnumber adult baptisms, the linkage between baptism and 
communion in the Great Easter Vigil was broken. Also, high infant mortality rates created a sense of urgency, and so 
newborns were brought to the font as soon as possible, often with the mother not present for the christening. For many in 
the ancient church chrismation (confirmation) was seen as having a sacramental character and power. It was said to  
complete or perfect what had begun in baptism. As time went on, this high regard for the anointing made granting it 
separate sacramental status all the easier.



abrogating their responsibility to catechize their children, individual instruction was replaced by group catechesis 
by the priest or pastor. The confirmation class, as we know it, is more a product of later developments than 
patristic practice.32 Luther's rubric in the Small Catechism, “As the head of the family should teach it in a simple 
way to his household,” has not always fared well in Lutheranism, nor in the church at large.

By the 12th and 13th centuries voices are heard speaking against the communion of the very young. Peter Browe, 
in the aforementioned work on the subject cites a number of quotes in this regard, which, incidentally, serve as a 
witness to the fact that the practice of communing all in the church had been widespread. In spite of this 
opposition, which eventually received acceptance by various councils and regional synods, the practice 
continued in isolated places. Following the discontinuance of the communion of the very young a remnant of the 
practice continued for a time in certain regions where priests gave the very young wine from the ablution, a sort 
of quasi communion.
  
                                                         1 Corinthians 11:28

The preceding brief history of the practice and demise of the communion of the very young in the Western 
Church was intended to reveal a relatively untouched area of church history.33 Yet, in one sense church praxis is 
only of secondary importance, as instructive as it might be. The Holy Scriptures are the norm of the Church, 
particularly the words of the Savior, which have a way of discomforting those with easy, pat formulas that have 
not been critically tested.  However, before Jesus' words are considered time must first be spent on the single 
verse of Scripture which allegedly supports the arguments of those who oppose the ancient practice. Those who 
oppose the communion of all the baptized largely do so based on St. Paul's injunction in 1 Corinthians 11:28, 
“Let a person examine himself, then, and so eat of the bread and drink of the cup.” (ESV)  It should be noted that 
this is the only scripture which they reference, often ignoring texts which are more germane to the issue at hand. 
For them this is the card that trumps the whole deck. On the other side of the table, those who favor the 
communion of all the saints approach this text from two different, though not mutually exclusive, angles. On the 
one hand, a convincing argument can be made for the position that Paul does not have infants and the very 
young in mind when he made this admonishment, which was Luther's view on the pericope. The very young, and 
the faithful adult members of the Corinthian congregation, were not the intended target of his admonition; they 
had examined themselves. An examination of patristic writings reveals that though the early fathers used 1 
Corinthians 11:28 to fence the Supper from a wide range of people, from impenitents to Turks, the passage was 
not used in regard to infants.34 The entire case against the ancient practice of communing the entire church hangs 
on a particular interpretation of one verse in the New Testament. This interpretation is open to debate and it 
stands in opposition to our Savior's gracious invitation to his entire flock. Furthermore, it stands opposed to all 
that the Savior has said about the exemplary faith of infants, without which there is no entry into the Feast of the 
Lamb. This interpretation is not that of the ancient fathers, nor Martin Luther. This interpretation disregards 
twelve centuries of Christian practice. If this interpretation is allowed to stand, then the Church is not the “one 
holy Christian and apostolic Church” nor “the communion of saints,” but a partition of the Body.  Then, in the 
case of infants, we must amend the words of St. Paul (which are ironically an attack on the wisdom of the age) 

32 Another deterrent to the communion of children were the fees sometimes attached to communion attendance. The Synod 
of Dublin (1214) had this to say about the practice: “...they serve the Eucharist with one hand and take money with the 
other, and so the ministers put our salvation up for sale.” And this three hundred years before Luther! (Browe, page 16)

33 Gifford Grobien, in his introductory essay to to his translation of Peter Browe's Die Kinderkommunion im Mittelalter,  
summarizes the history of the decline of the communion of all the baptized by stating, “According to this brief historical 
survey, it appears that significant changes in the theology and administration of the Lord's Supper in the Western Church 
occurred at two general times. The first is during the Carolingian period (ninth century), when the necessity of reception 
of the Sacrament was no longer demanded. Thus, while infants continued to commune after this, the Western Church no 
longer felt obliged to commune infants as they did to baptize them. The second is during the twelfth century, when 
parental negligence, the dominance of private baptism over public baptism, the increasing influence of realism, and the 
importance of the age of discernment led to the elimination of the communion of infants and, eventually, the communion 
of children.”  The Medieval Transition Away From The Communion Of Infants And Children, 2006, page v. 

34 Fr. Duane Osterloth, who has done extensive research on the patristic use of I Corinthians 11:28 in Migne's Patrologia 
Latina, found that through the 10th century no appeal was made to this passage in opposition to the practice of 
communing infants. While he admits that this is an argument from silence he notes, “...the silence is deafening!”   



and make them read, “'For all things are yours, little ones, except the Body and Blood of your Savior in whom 
you believe.” (1 Cor 3:21)  Are we willing to do this? This interpretation of 1 Corinthians 11:28 might well be a 
hapax35 which deserves a pox.

In regard to this controverted text a slightly different, though complimentary, approach also has validity.  It can 
also be maintained, as do the opponents of this practice, that Paul's exclusionary words apply to all. However, it 
should be noted that when Paul speaks about examination and discernment he is not speaking about the 
attainment of a certain requisite amount of doctrinal facts; he is rather talking about impenitence/unbelief and 
faith. The failure to discern the Body of the Lord and to examine oneself is a product of unbelief. Unbelief may 
come in degrees, but it is still unbelief. In this regard, the failure of the Reformed/Evangelical tradition to accept 
the doctrine of the Real Presence is evidence of an aberrant Christology, which results in a dangerous 
spiritualization that leads to enthusiasm and works righteousness, which finally has the potential to ring the death 
knell for faith. It is more than significant that all of the quasi Christian cults have embraced the Reformed 
spiritualizing theology of the Sacrament, to one degree or another, and that all of these cultic groups have, as a 
matter of course, denied the righteousness of the God-Man Jesus which comes by faith. This is not to say that 
one cannot find salvation in the Reformed/Evangelical tradition, but it is to say that this tradition is situated on 
the parameter of the Christian faith.36                                                         

The words “examine” and “discerning” are faith words.37  They are the fruit of faith. They are as much a gift as 
faith is a gift. The heart of the matter is how one defines and looks at faith, for the matter at hand is not 
principally about infant communion but about infant faith. There is one faith Paul told the Ephesian Christians. 
(4:5) There is the true Faith and the faith which holds to the Faith, and both orthodox faith and the Faith are 
one, not two. Without these two there are no Christians. To maintain that adult faith and infant faith are 
different means operating with a two-tiered concept of faith. Those who see a distinction between adult 
faith and infant faith believe that they have warrant for this view because the Lutheran theologians of 
the Age of Orthodoxy spoke of fides directa and fides reflexa.38 However, Scripture does not parse faith in this 
manner. This parsing is contrived and brings to mind the two-tiered approach to faith found in Pentecostalism: 
carnal believers and spirit-filled believers. No, there is one faith. C.F.W. Walther stated that truth in this way:

          Grace is obtained either entire or not at all; it is never given piecemeal, as Luther puts it.  A
          person is either a child of the devil or a child of God; either in the kingdom of darkness or 
          the kingdom of light; either in a state of grace with God or under His wrath.  There is no  
          middle ground.39

35 A hapax legomenon (Gk. Literally “said only once”) is a word or phrase which occurs only once in a given text or an 
entire language.

36 Infant communion is practiced in some traditions in non-Lutheran Protestantism. However, any spiritual benefit for 
children who commune is negated by the spiritualization of the Sacraments in these traditions.

37 Paul urges the disobedient members of the Corinthian congregation to examine (dokimazo) themselves and to discern 
(diakrino) the body of the Lord.  Paul also asserts that Timothy, even as an infant (brephos) knew (oida) the Holy 
Scriptures. If one is capable of one of these actions, he is capable of the others, even though each vocable has it's own 
nuances. If he does one and not the others, it is not a matter of incapability but rather impenitence or spiritual blindness. 
Jesus' opponents could “interpret (dokimazo) the apparence of earth and sky” (Lk 12:56) but that ability did not enable 
them to “interpret the present time.” Opponents of the communion of all the baptized believe that lexical definitions and 
psychology disqualify infants from the Lord's Table. Proponents respond, “Whatever definition you arrive at with regard 
to the words in controversy in 1 Corinthians 12:28-29 we respond, 'Infants do that!' They correspond to your definitions 
by the power of the Spirit.” There is no discernible hierarchical progression of cognition in Scripture. Each of the 
aforementioned vocables has the capacity to house the others. (Transliterations of Greek words correspond to those 
found in Young's Analytical Concordance to the Bible (Grand Rapids, Eerdman's Publishing Co., reprinted in 1971).

38 Fides directa is said to be the unconscious response to God in Christ, while fide reflexa is said to be the ability to reflect 
consciously upon that which fides directa has appropriated. These terms are not used by Roman theologians, nor are they 
used by the first tier Lutheran theologians. It appears that the terms don't appear in Lutheran writings earlier than the late 
17th century. The Age of Orthodoxy was not entirely immune to Scholasticism. (Private correspondence with Pr. 
Benjamin Mayes) 

39 C.F.W. Walther, The Proper Distinction Between Law and Gospel, (St. Louis, Concordia Publishing House, 1929), p 



Walther also cautions that when speaking about faith or about the believer one must give a definition and speak 
in a way that includes all believers of all times.

          In the thirteenth place, the Word of God is not rightly divided when a description is given
          of faith, both as regards its strength and the consciousness and productiveness of it, that
          does not fit all believers of all times.40 

The strength, consciousness, and productiveness of saving faith are possessed by all the faithful. Walther made a 
powerful argument in favor of the communion of the very young. Why didn't men like Walther see the 
occasional inconsistencies in their theology? We're only left with speculation when it comes to the answer to that 
question. After all, we are all products of our environment and our times. Walther's sainthood has removed him 
from the discussion.

There is one faith, not two. Christian faith trusts, believes, discerns and examines. All Christians trust, believe, 
and discern Christ and His body. They know Christ as their mighty Savior. This is the positive side of the coin. 
All Christians examine themselves and find themselves weak and in need of a Savior. This is the other side of 
the coin. However, it is the same coin, the same faith, with all of its constituent components. The same Spirit 
who convicts is also the one who comforts. The gifts of discernment and self-examination are simply that, gifts. 
Some believers may be given a greater measure of discernment than others, yet all believers are discerning. To 
echo the Blessed Virgin, “How can this be?” The answer is: This is a mystery. That anyone believes, discerns, 
and examines is a mystery. Not two mysteries, one more mysterious than the other, but one mystery, the mystery 
of faith. 

Opponents of the communion of the baptized operate with the premise that while infants can possess faith, their 
faith does not come through an articulated word which they can understand, since the premise posits a lack of 
understanding on the part of infants.41 Yet, what kind of faith is this; a faith which is effected apart from the 
Word of God?  There is no such faith as this.  After all, as St. Paul wrote, “...faith comes from hearing, and 
hearing through the word of Christ.” (Rom. 10:17)  When faith and Word are separated from one another in this 
manner, then infant faith comes about by some sort of magical, divine fiat, and St. Paul is made to be a liar. 
Articulation only reveals the faith that was always there, to which godparents had given voice on behalf of the 
those who were dumb but not deaf on the day of their baptism.  Through the maturation process measurable 
cognitive development, though previously inchoate, merely “catches up” to the already present miracle of faith.  

                                The Testimony of Saint Paul and Our Lord Jesus Christ 

St. Paul wrote to Timothy (literal translation), “And that from a babe sacred letters you have known, the (ones) 
being able you to make wise to salvation through faith in Jesus Christ.” (2 Tim. 3:15)  Paul next fleshes out this 
divinely imparted wisdom of salvation when he writes, “All Scripture is breathed out by God and profitable for 
teaching, for reproof, for correction, and for training in righteousness, that the man of God may be competent, 
equipped for every good work.” (vv 16,17)  It is worth noting, in contrast to the view of the opponents of the 
“communion of saints,” that Paul says that Timothy knew the Holy Scriptures and was wise unto salvation 
through faith in Christ Jesus even as a babe (Greek brephos, used either of a fetus or a baby which could fit in 
the crook of the arm). While Christians remain students of the Holy Scriptures all their lives, Paul does not set up 
a chronology of the gifts of faith that is age-specific.42 If baptized babies are wise unto salvation through faith in 
Christ Jesus, as was Timothy, then they are discerning with regard to the body and blood of Christ in the 

148.
40 Ibid, p 3.
41 One wonders if this position is all that different from that of Frederick Schleiermacher ((1768-1834), who questioned the 

practice of infant Baptism based on his contention that self consciousness was essential to faith.  
42 St. Paul's encouragement to the Ephesians to not be “...children, tossed to and fro...” (4:14) does not negate Christ's 

laudatory words about the faith of infants. Fickleness is not the special property of children, but can be found in adults as 
well, as Paul's encouragement to his readers bears out.  Both young and old alike can be gifted with spiritual maturity. 



sacrament, and discerning as well with regard to their need for these gifts. Discerning one's need for the Lord's 
Table or discerning the Real Presence of the body and blood in the Supper do not require greater or more 
advanced discernment than knowing that Jesus is the Savior, which all Lutherans attribute to infants. These 
various truths require the same gift of discernment given by the same Spirit to people who by birth are incapable 
of this discernment no matter what their age. Scripture knows nothing of a faith which is non-noetic. Yet a non-
noetic faith is what the opponents of the communion of the very young must attribute to infants.  However, what 
kind of faith is this? Is this a faith in which belief in God, but ignorance of the Real Presence of Christ, are 
somehow joined together in separate but parallel compartments? If it is, then our baptized infants are good 
Muslims43 but no Christians,44 for the Peal Presence and Christ are inseparable. Perhaps this fabricated 
distinction between faith which believes that Jesus is the Savior, but cannot discern a need for the Savior nor the 
body and blood of the Savior in the Sacrament, is the highest hurdle which the opponents must clear. Their 
attempts will reveal how rationalistic their view of faith has become.  

In the first two chapters of 1 Corinthians, St. Paul goes to great lengths to show the inability of human reason to 
grasp the mysteries of the faith. The Faith is quite simply appropriated by faith, not by human reason, that red 
dress whore to paraphrase Doctor Luther. In this regard Fr. John W. Berg makes the observation: “The mystery, 
as I see it, is that the infant can understand the Word but not in a manner that we can understand, that is, though 
it seems they do not understand, they do; in the same way that a dead person cannot hear, but their dead ears hear 
and they come to life. The little girl got up just as Jesus told her to do.”45  The Scriptures know nothing of a non-
cognitive faith. Neither coma, dementia, sleep or tender age renders faith non-cognitive, which may well 
preclude the use of the word cognitive, and its cognates, in this discussion. This word, along with the study of 
human psychology are not fit for the task. This is not a conclusion which is empirically analyzed and arrived at, 
it itself is a matter of faith. God, not man, will define gnosis. 

The knowing that Scripture exhorts, and which it attributes to both adults and infants, is a godly knowing, and it 
is discerning. Scripture would not glowingly attribute knowing to children in an approving way if that approved 
knowing was somehow deficient, viz lacking discernment. True knowledge is true discernment. Those who truly 
know are also discerning. Those who don't have Spirit-given discernment don't really know, no matter how many 
doctrinal formulas they might be able to recite.  In other words, they know, but they do not know. This attempt to 
cleave true discernment from true knowledge simply cannot be proven from Holy Writ.

In Luke's record of the Visitation, Elizabeth revealed to Mary, “For behold, when the sound of your greeting 
came to my ears, the baby in my womb leaped for joy.” (1:44)  We must ask the opponents of the communion of 
all the faithful:  If the enwombed John was able to discern the presence of his Lord, though both the Lord and he 
were hidden within their mother's wombs, how is that the very young cannot discern the presence of Christ in the 

43 In the iconoclastic, legalistic and spiritualistic bent of the Reformed/Evangelical tradition one sees similarities to Islam. 
44 In this vein Larry L. Rasmussen cites Dietrich Bonhoeffer: “The question how there can be a 'natural piety' is at the same 

time the question of 'unconscious Christianity,' with which I am more and more concerned. Lutheran dogmatists 
distinguished between a fides directa and a fides reflexa. They related this to the so-called children's faith at baptism. I 
wonder whether this does not raise a far-reaching problem. I hope we shall soon come back to it.” (Dietrich Bonhoeffer:  
Reality-Resistance, Louisville, Westminister-John Knox Press, 2005, pages 169-170). Bonhoeffer's comment is in the 
context of the noble anti-Nazi resistance of non-Christians during the Second World War, contrasted to the 
noninvolvement of many German believers. Rasmussen notes that Bonhoeffer never did return to the subject (the Nazis 
saw to that), but wonders if the theologian was opening the door to the concept of a “latent church.” Of course this has 
precedent in the virtuous paganism of Thomism, which continues to be the operative thought on the subject in current 
Catholicism (confer Karl Rahner's the anonymous Christian.) One also thinks of the phrase coined by Tertullian: anima 
naturaliter Christiana (the soul is naturally, though unconsciously, Christian). The foregoing demonstrates the elasticity 
of extra ecclesiam nulla salus in the history of the Roman Church. What is posited by the opponents of the communion 
of all the baptized is an embryonic faith in God, which somehow is effected non-cognitively by the utterance of the 
name of God, which somehow possesses faith in God (though unconsciously), but cannot discern his Son in the flesh in 
the Eucharist. Those who hold to this unusual view of faith must tell the Church why their view is not that far from 
anima naturaliter Christiana, for there is no faith unless that Word-wrought faith is in the incarnate, fleshy God-Man, 
Jesus, who gives himself to his believers in the Eucharist.

45 Private correspondence. The little girl who is referenced is Jairus' daughter. Luke 8:40-56



Supper or discern their need for this gift? If the unborn John experienced joy (a faith word) when he recognized 
the eternal Logos hidden in human flesh, and further hidden within a human womb, then an infant can certainly 
recognize the body and blood of that same Logos hidden in the species of bread and wine. It is after all a gift and 
a mystery.46

 
Opponents of the communion of the all the baptized also argue that infants should not commune because they 
cannot articulate their faith, an argument that has the scent of Arminianism. In Matthew's account of Palm 
Sunday the Evangelist records that the leaders of the people were indignant because the children were crying out 
in the temple, “Hosanna to the Son of David!” (21:15) Here the Evangelist uses the more general paidas to 
describe these children. However, it is interesting how Jesus narrows the scope of this more general term by 
citing Psalm 8:2 in His reply to the objection of the leaders, saying to them, “Out of the mouth of infants and 
nursing babies you have prepared praise.” (v 16)47  It should be noted that an “infant” (nepios) is a child which 
does not yet have the ability to speak intelligible words, which heightens the irony of Jesus' use of the passage. 
In Luke's parallel account Jesus counters the demand of the leaders that He rebuke and silence His followers by 
saying, “I tell you, if these were silent, the very stones would cry out.” (19:40)48 Ironically, it is the leaders, the 
theologians who cannot bring themselves to receive the Mystery, an irony that continues to this day. It must be 
asserted that to argue that children cannot discern the body and blood of the Savior and that they are incapable of 
examining themselves and articulating the Faith is to call into question the power of the Holy Spirit to do all 
things. It should be noted that this is the same line of reasoning used by Arminians against infant baptism. 
Indeed, all arguments against the ability of infants to understand the Faith can be turned against infant baptism. 
Yet we counter, the Spirit can turn hearts of stone into hearts of flesh.(Ez 11:19)  If the Spirit can impart faith in 
Jesus in the heart of a nursing babes (which is a thing that is humanly impossible and must come from Above) 
and if Jesus calls their cries praise, then the Spirit can also impart discernment and the ability of self-
examination, for these are Spirit-given gifts as well.  After all, Jesus said, “...I thank you, Father, Lord of heaven 
and earth, that you have hidden these things from the wise and understanding and revealed them to little 
children.” (Matt. 11:25; Greek: nepios)  Jesus' designation of “little children” has no age specificity, but refers to 
all who, like the Blessed Virgin, are humble, empty vessels waiting to be filled.  

And the children do cry out! They do articulate their faith. Listen to them sing during the Mass. A bit off key, a 
little out of sync, but praise nonetheless. Palm Sunday redux! Jesus understands their language. With His citation 
of Psalm 8 the Lord held up the articulated praise of infants as something exemplary. In like manner Jesus holds 
up brephay as models of how the kingdom of heaven is received. “Let the children come to me, and do not 
hinder them, for to such belongs the kingdom of God. Truly, I say to you, whoever does not receive the kingdom 
of God like a child shall not enter it.” (Lk 18:16, 17, verse 15 sets the context) The Lord says that infants receive 
the kingdom of God, not bits and pieces of it, but the entire kingdom. The Lord does not tell infants to be like 
adults, but tells adults that they are to become like infants (see also Mt 11:25; 1 Co 3:1; 1 Pt 2:1-3). If, as Jesus 
said, the faith of babes and sucklings is the faith we adults are to pray for, then (if the opponents of infant 
communion are correct) we are to pray for a faith the brings us short of the communion rail! Jesus, speaking 
about little ones, no matter what their age, told Simon Peter, “Feed my lambs.” (Matt 21:16) Truly there is one 
church, one kingdom of God. To oppose the communion of all the faithful leaves us with a divided church, not 
the communion of saints. Feed the lambs (sort of, some of them, not all of them, don't give them everything on 
their Father's table, hold something back until they memorize one hundred Bible verses, and verbalize what the 
Spirit has already given them). The believer is not just a brain. Believers are human beings who are wondrously 
complex. In the same way faith should not be reduced to a collection of data analyzed and assented to. Faith is a 
wondrous mystery.

46 It is noteworthy, and fitting, that the one to be designated The Baptizer is himself baptized in water with the Word, that is 
immersed in amniotic fluid in the presence of Him who is The Word made flesh.

47 In regard to this pericope Luther, commenting on how God establishes his kingdom, says this, “The Lord, our Master, 
does not will to use Gabriel or Michael for this purpose, but wills rather to ordain strength out of the mouth of babes and 
sucklings.” A bit later he observes, “It is God's nature that He shows His divine Majesty and power through weakness.” 
W.A. 45. 218f.  Cited in Day be Day We Magnify Thee, Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1982, p 87.

48 This brings to mind the address of the collect appointed for the Feast of the Holy Innocents (Dec. 28): “Almighty God, 
the martyred innocents of Bethlehem showed forth Your praise not by speaking but by dying...”



In view of the foregoing a question begs to be asked:  If Timothy could know the Holy Scriptures from infancy, 
if John leaped for joy in his mother's womb, if praise is ordained in the mouth of sucklings, if grownups are to 
become like little children to inherit the kingdom of God, and, as Jesus said, if the little ones are those who 
believe in him, then how can they be denied their baptismal right? We ask furthermore, if they are denied their 
right, then what do these words of our Lord mean?  Are they simply pious throw-away cliches in need of major 
clarification and higher critical reductionism? 

The Church ought not be divided into two. Unfortunately that has happened time and again. It is the division 
caused by unbelief and false doctrine. It happened at Corinth. Paul had to deal with misbehaving adults, but not 
with the faithful no matter what their age. Indeed, it might be easier for the Holy Spirit to deal with infants and 
the very young, in spite of original sin, since they have not piled up recalcitrant prejudices against the truth. 
Consider the night of our Lord's betrayal:  How hard-hearted were the Twelve, ceasing to be little children, 
arguing as they did about who was the greatest. Had they properly examined themselves? Did they recognize the 
Lord's body and blood in the bread and wine before them? Had they attempted to plumb the depths of the 
Eucharistic mystery? Had they memorized one hundred Bible passages and the Six Chief Parts of the Small 
Catechism? Well, apparently they had, if only in rudimentary form, for the Lord communed them, knowing full 
well that the feet He had washed would run away from Him in His most desperate hour. As in the mystological 
catechesis of the early church substance followed form, understanding followed Eucharistic participation. If 
blockheaded disciples were communed, shouldn't the little ones also be included at their Father's Table, those 
who believe on Jesus, trusting what the Master tells them, even though they don't have an adult vocabulary when 
it comes to describing all this?

                                The Rite of Holy Baptism and the Lutheran Confessions

So often to our amazement and regret we realize that the church of the past had a far better grasp of the truths of 
the Father than we do. In regard to the matter at hand this is evidenced in the rite of examination in the liturgy of 
Holy Baptism that Luther inherited and which has come down to us today. However, since the 18th century, as 
previously noted, the common view of Christian examination is that one must be able to discern the body and 
blood of Christ, acknowledge one's sinful condition and be able to recite whatever a catechizing pastor has 
assigned for memorization. Furthermore, this examination is to be publicly articulated before the congregation at 
age thirteen or thereabouts49, a thing that most Lutherans have experienced and can vividly recount in Garrison 
Keilloresque50 fashion. This is the sine qua non for Table fellowship, and in the minds of many disqualifies 
infants and the very young, even though the confirmation class is a relatively new development. Yet who 
determines these arbitrary criteria? How much knowledge is required?  How many facts? How extensive the 
examination? And would the members of a typical church council pass this examination? 

Yet, as stated before, infants and the very young have already been examined in the brilliant and ancient Rite of 
Holy Baptism.51 Their godparents gave them voice to answer questions in regard to their faith and their 

49 Some might point to the account of the twelve year old Jesus going to Jerusalem for the Passover (Lk 2:40-52) as an 
indication that Jesus had reached a sufficient discretionary age for the experience. In reality, in Judaism the age of 
thirteen was seen as the age when a boy reached the age of discretion. The custom of the bar mitzvah goes back to 
perhaps the sixth century and is not fully developed until the late Middle Ages in Europe. The number twelve in both 
testaments is almost exclusively representative of the Twelve Tribes of Israel, with subsequent application to the 
apostolic church.  

50 Garrison Keillor (born 1942) is an American storyteller and humorist best known for his observations about life in the 
midwest. It is interesting how traditions so easily become imbedded in Lutheran consciousness. For example the 
tradition of having confirmation on Palm Sunday has nothing to do with any theological or liturgical reason. In Germany 
Palm Sunday, or thereabouts, marked the end of the school term (including catechesis). The reason for this is that this 
was the start of the planting season and the older elementary children were needed to assist in farm work.

51 Fr. James Frey writes of infants, “...have they been examined? Of course, Christ has examined the little children and 
said, 'Of such is the kingdom of God.' Not only has he said that they believe, but he has also said that we are to believe 
as they do.” Fr. James Frey, The Motley Magpie (On-line version, www.motleymagpie.org), Vol. 2, #3, July 2004. 

http://www.motleymagpie.org/


understanding of the creedal truths of Christianity, in addition to their pledge to renounce the devil and all his 
ways. These questions were not asked to reveal what the infant would proleptically believe at a later date, which 
is the teaching of Calvin (Institutes IV, XVI, 20), and all of the various churches of the Reformed/Evangelical 
tradition which do commune infants.52 The questions were rather asked to reveal what the child did believe, for 
faith and baptism go together, and not necessarily in some neat chronological order. (Just as we don't pinpoint a 
moment of presence in the Lord's Supper, so we don't pinpoint a moment of faith in the Rite of Holy Baptism, 
which is saturated and dripping with the Word throughout. Again, this is a mystery.)53

In this same regard it is interesting to see how contemporary baptism rites have handled the traditional questions. 
In most cases we can give high marks. The questions were retained by Luther in his 1523 and 1525 revisions of 
the baptismal order. They were retained in the agenda which accompanied The Lutheran Hymnal. Three 
contemporary Lutheran orders of service retain the questions:  Evangelical Lutheran Worship (ELCA), The 
Lutheran Hymnary (ELS), and Lutheran Service Book (LCMS). Interestingly, the Wisconsin Synod's Christian 
Worship, A Lutheran Hymnal retains the questions only for adults. One wonders if the editors of this book 
understood that the questions were an admission that infants can articulate high-level doctrinal formulations, 
albeit through their godparents. The rationale that is sometimes given, that people misunderstood the rite at this 
point, doesn't satisfy. Could it be that something else was at work here, even if the formulators of this rite weren't 
entirely aware of it themselves?

It is apparent that the people engaged in the debate about the communion of the very young are of a good heart 
and devoted to the confessions of the Evangelical-Lutheran Church. All those engaged are serious about their 
Lutheranism, and if they are pastors, desire to remain faithful to their ordination vows and their subscription to 
these symbols. Yet, the question ought to be posed: Are the confessions being read correctly by those who 
oppose the communion of the baptized or are they reading into these symbols the prejudices of later 
Lutheranism? This is especially so in view of the Lord's commendatory remarks about the faith of infants, a 
subject, among others, which the confessions did not address. 

As previously noted, Philip Melancthon countered the calumny that the Lutherans had done away with private 
confession and absolution by stating,

                Confession has not been abolished in our churches. For it is not customary to administer the 
                body of Christ except to those who have been previously examined and absolved.”54

It should be stated that this examination is described as the custom of the Lutherans, as it had been among the 
Romanists. Note that no mandatum Dei is cited. 1 Corinthians 11 is not referenced. It is doubtful that 
Melancthon even had the communion of the very young in view. Even if this statement was intended to describe 
a custom of excluding the very young from the Table, which is doubtful, it merely describes a relatively new 
custom (three or four centuries old). Prior to the demise of the communion of the very young, adult inquirers 
were “examined and absolved.” However, infants were examined, baptized, chrismated (confirmed) and 
communed all on the same day and remained communicants the rest of their days. Some other customs which 
the Augustana speaks about are private confession and absolution, the retention of the traditional liturgical 
ceremonies, and the celebration of the Lord's supper on every Lord's Day. It is no secret that there is a wide 
variance of practice when it comes to these and other customs in contemporary Lutheranism, either to the delight 
of some Lutherans or the chagrin of others. The rejoinder about the communion of all the faithful, “We've never 

52 Most denominations in non-Lutheran Protestantism practice “believer (or adult) baptism”, and so consequently do not 
commune the very young. Those Protestant denominations which do commune infants do so in view of later 
conversion.Their symbolist approach to the sacraments renders them merely symbolic. Infant communion in the 
Reformed/Evangelical tradition is often referred to as paedocommunion. 

53 It is worth noting that at the second exorcism of the Luther baptismal rite, which precedes the baptism itself, the infant is 
already called a “servant of Jesus Christ”. In like manner, the questions of the Abrenuntio are addressed to one who is 
already considered a believer. It doesn't satisfy to explain this away as a prolepsis. Again, the rite of Baptism drips with 
the Word throughout. The Spirit does His work when and where He wills.

54 Robert Kolb and Timothy Wengert: The Book of Concord: The Augsburg Confession (Minneapolis, Augsburg Fortress, 
2000),  AC, Art XXV, Concering Confession, p 73.



done it this way before!” has currency, if the “before” has antiquity in view and is not just a practice which 
eighty year old church members remember from their past. Still customs do change. In this author's view they 
shouldn't change if they affirm the gospel and are catholic. However, customs should change when they don't 
give full expression to the gospel, as when a portion of the flock is not allowed to feed on the body and blood of 
the Good Shepherd. The Lamb for the lambs!

                                                                   Conclusion

Proponents of the communion of all the faithful are not in conflict with the Lutheran confessions. Adult inquirers 
are examined and absolved, and then invited to the Feast. Our infants are examined and absolved in the 
Sacrament of Holy Baptism. All the faithful will be catechized for the rest of their lives until they join in “the 
marriage supper of the Lamb.” (Rev 19:9) This examination and the faith that it reveals insures that this practice 
is not open communion.55 To say that we don't know what infants believe and therefore should not include them, 
as some have argued, is not legitimate. Jesus says that they believe, and they believe the Faith. Until proven 
otherwise Christian charity demands that we admit them to their Lord's table. Equally illegitimate is the 
argument that this practice is a return to ex opere operato.56 If that in fact is true, then the same argument can be 
used against the Lutheran theology and practice of baptism. The charge of ex opere operato has serious 
implications for pastoral care. A Lutheran pastor comforting parishioners who have lost a newly baptized child 
will point to the glorious promises given in baptism, and to its power, without speculation about the odds of 
whether or not the baptism took.  As Lutherans we should rejoice in the power of Holy Baptism rather than 
leaving the suspicion that the rite is somehow pro forma and perfunctory. 

What now? This author would urge caution. This is a churchly matter and deserves the church's prayerful 
consideration. This entire matter deserves another thoughtful look especially in view of recent research. There is 
a general agreement within Lutheranism that children ought to be admitted to the Supper at an age earlier than 
thirteen or fourteen. The agenda for Lutheran Service Book includes a rite for the admission of younger children 
to the Table prior to the typical seventh and eighth grade confirmation class.57 Some may see this as the cracking 
of the door to a more ancient practice; however, this does not fully deal with the issue at hand, for the real issue 
is not infant communion, but infant faith. Those who have reduced faith to scientifically verifiable cognition and 
articulation will have to prove their point from the Scriptures, particularly dealing with the Savior's laudatory 
words about the articulated faith of sucklings.58

Most proponents of the communion of the very young are not advocating force-feeding new-born babes the 
sacred species. Perhaps the rule ought to be, as it once was, that they commune when they are physically able, in 
spite of the lack of any sign of cognitive recognition.59 They most certainly should be communed when they ask 

55 The ELCA permits the communion of the very young. This is more than just the result of its open communion practice, 
but was also arrived at through its serious study of the implications of Lutheran sacramental theology.

56 The term expresses the Roman Catholic doctrine that the sacraments confer grace by the work or act being performed 
apart from faith. This is not the position of the advocates of the communion of all the baptized. Without faith there is no 
appropriation of sacramental grace. Infants attain this appropriating faith in the same way as every other believer: by the 
workings of the Holy Spirit in and through the Means of Grace.

57 This curious rite suffers from a bit of schizophrenia. The prefatory notes to the rite state that the candidates have 
qualified themselves by learning the Commandments, the Apostles' Creed and the Lord's Prayer. Yet the same notes state 
that faith makes one worthy to receive the Sacrament, citing the well known words of the Catechism, “That person is 
truly worthy and well prepared who has faith in these words....” As expected, 1 Corinthians 11:28 is referenced, yet it is 
followed by the remarkable statement, “Holy Scripture describes the life of the Church and every baptized Christian 
with these words: 'They devoted themselves to the apostles' teaching and fellowship, to the breaking of bread and the 
prayers.'” (emphasis added)  Incidentally, the Scripture quote, Acts 2:42, is an outline of the earliest Christian mass, if in 
embryonic form, and is clearly Eucharistic. (Lutheran Service Book – Agenda, 2006, pp 25, 26)   

58 It is no secret that there is a grassroots movement to institute the communion of all the saints. If the matter is not 
addressed by the church at large soon, then we will be faced with the unfortunate fracturing of the church, with mutual  
accusations of blame for the breakage. (Editor's note: For the record, the author of this chapter has never communed an 
infant during the course of his plus forty-year ministry.)

59 The charge is made that communing infants is in effect force feeding them without their consent. Nursing mothers who 



for the body and blood of their Savior, and this can occur at a surprisingly early age.60 Just as a very young child 
reaches for food at his father's table at home without being able to articulate the rudiments of good nutrition, so 
the same child can reach for the Bread of Life at his Savior's Table at the House of his Abba, especially since the 
Savior has spoken in a complimentary way about the faith of the very young.

Opponents of this practice, and some proponents as well, believe that the Lutheran Church has greater issues and 
challenges to deal with. Why get sidetracked, it is reasoned, on a peripheral matter? Yet we are speaking about 
the very nature of faith, the efficacy of the sacraments, and the “Communion of saints.”61 If we can't get these 
things right, then what can we get right?  

Pastors, let our eyes be on the little ones who view the passing of the Savior's body and blood at the rail, and ask 
the question being asked more and more, “Aren't they Blood too?”  Is this a “passover” that any of us would 
want to be a party to?

      

daily place a nipple into the mouths of their infants will find this charge quite amusing.
60 There is the martyrology of a noblewoman named Julitta and her three year old son, Quiricus, both whom suffered 

martyrdom during the reign of Diocletian. As Julitta was being racked she cried out, “I am a Christian!” to which 
Quircus responded, “I am a Christian too!” The governor of the province tried to quiet the boy, who in turn kicked and 
scratched him. Whereupon the governor dashed him to the ground. This case was well attested to both in the East and 
the West. The ancient martyrologies know of similar instances when very young children refused to denounce the Faith.

61 In his classic work, This is My Body..., Herman Sasse makes a convincing argument that the sanctorum communionem of 
the Apostles' Creed refers both to the Holy Christian Church and to Holy Communion. After citing the writings of 
several church fathers, including Chrysostom, Sasse writes, “From such quotations it becomes evident that the two 
possible translations of sanctorum communio belong together, and that, therefore, the seeming ambiguity is only an 
expression of the mysterious fact that the partaking of the Sacrament constitutes the fellowship of the believers.  Here 
lies the basic reason why church fellowship has been altar fellowship, and vice versa, ever since the New Testament  
times.” This is My Body: Luther's Contention for the Real Presence in the Sacrament of the Altar (Adelaide: Openbook 
Publishers, 1977, pages 321-322).  The Church is not a Platonic ideal, but a spiritual and Incarnational/Eucharistic 
reality which includes every member, the communion of all the saints, none excluded.




