Church and Kingdom   II
     The question of whether God’s rule extends beyond to borders of his church seems to be an matter of interest among Churches of Christ these days. Recently I wrote on the topic and I was amazed by the flurry of positive responses.  No less than 10 people called to thank me. It relieved their consciences and solidified their belief in the Bible to have a preacher suggest from the scriptures what they couldn’t help but secretly think for years.  One old friend wrote, “I really liked what you had to say.   The kingdom is larger than the church, or  I hope it is. But I’ve got to say the rest of the ‘Bunker household’ (if you know what I mean) isn’t buying it.”

    As a fellowship we remain unclear about what to do with those who, through no fault of their own, are not baptized believers.  During a recent class  the question of whether children should be allowed to take communion was passionately raised. Is the Supper a continuation of the Passover Feast celebrating God’s liberating work not only in Israel but also in Jesus Christ, the final Passover Lamb?  If so, how can children be excluded?  The Passover in many ways was explicitly for children.  When we realize that the Supper was not separate from other patterns of communal eating--that it was a full-blown meal taken in conjunction with a love feast, its even harder to understand how children could have been left hungry. (1 Corinthians 11:21, Jude 12) On the camping trip last month I offered a young woman communion.  I spoke her name, looked her in the eyes and told her that God’s community was for her, his strength could see her through, and that his cleansing blood was freely offered if she would just take it.  Yesterday, she embraced the Lord in baptism.  Extending communion to her was the decisive moment for her.  That is when she decided to make the decision to live for Christ alone.  By contrast what message is sent to our kids when every Sunday despite their protestations of “I want cracker,” we exclude them?  Is it possible that the supper should be offered as a kind of hospitality and communication of Christ’s living presence to those who have yet to recognize him?  Jesus, himself, hosted  Cleopas and his buddy on resurrection Sunday, before they yet could have believed. 

         On the other hand, the Eucharist should be viewed as a Christian ordinance.  It is a mystical participation in Christ’s body and blood. It is where we express faith and affirm our covenant, remembering that our souls, once lost, are now hidden with Christ in God. But if children affirm the above things in the supper prior to baptism, how does baptism then mark a believer’s being baptized into Christ?   We refuse to baptize children  not because they are without sin.  David said he was a sinner from the womb.  On the face of it this is obvious--my three year is as selfish as anyone I know. And forgiveness is necessary.  Her brother has to forgive her all the time.   The reason we refuse to baptize children  is because they are incapable of making a lifelong faith-covenant.   If the supper affirms that covenant, how is it that children can take it?  I believe children are safe in the grace of God, but that is a kingdom grace available apart from the church. 

       I’m torn.  But these last considerations weigh the heaviest.   I offer my children hospitality, assure them of God’s love for our whole family, and talk to them during communion about the day when they will get married to Jesus--all without giving them the elements. My children (ages 3 and 7) are not members of the church, and I do not believe their  souls have been given a new kind of eternal/spiritual life.  They are as yet incapable of any such transforming decision of faith. They are not church members. But they are forgiven.  “The kingdom of God belongs to such as these.”  We have always known God’s kingdom grace is larger than the church.    We just haven’t been as ready to extend grace to others, who are  incapable of covenanting with  Jesus, as we have been with  our own children whom we affirm are safe for the very same reason.

