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CATHOLIC
PARENT

KNOWHOW

You Are Your Child’s Best Teacher

Dear Parents,

A child’s First Communion is an
important and exciting milestone in the life
of a Catholic family. Speaking about the
Eucharist, Pope Francis has stated:

“Every time we celebrate this Sacrament
we participate in the mystery of the passion,
death, and resurrection of Christ. The
Eucharist is the summit of God’s saving
action: the Lord Jesus, by becoming bread
broken for us, pours upon us all of his mercy
and his love, so as to renew our hearts, our
lives, and our way of relating with him
and with the brethren” (General Audience,
February 5, 2014).

As the first and most important teachers
of their children, parents present their
children for baptism and guide them toward
Christ as they are initiated into the Church
community. Handing on our faith to the
next generation can feel like an awesome
responsibility. We may sometimes wonder
if we “know enough” or are “good enough,’
but God gives parents all the grace thev ieed
to raise their children to know aad 'ove him.

One key to teaching children about the
Faith is tapping into our own experiences.
We may find that the things we know best
can be powerful illustrations of our faith.
Amy Welborn has written about how we can
better understand the Mass from our own
family experiences:

» Preparing for Mass is important, just
like preparing for major family events, such
as a baby’s birth, the first day of school, or
a move. If we don’t prepare well for these
important experiences, we may become so
preoccupied with details that we miss the
experience itself. Preparing for Mass by
getting ready as much as possible the night
before, and allowing plenty of time to get to
the church and get settled, can help us really
experience the celebration.

» The Penitential Rite is our time to
experience God’s mercy and forgiveness
as we acknowledge the times we have
failed him. All families sometimes have
misunderstandings, miscommunications,
and conflicts. Like a loving parent, God
always takes us back. His love for us is
unconditional.

» The Liturgy of the Word is the
time in the Mass when we listen to ou;
sacred stories, when important truths are
communicated and passed dowi.. Just as
important lessons in familics are repeated
so the important truth: ¢f Scriptuie are
repeated, from the Ola restament. to the
Psalms, to the Gospcls, to the epistles, and in
the cycles of the readings at Mass.

» The Fucharist is our ramily meal. In
our na'vidual fainilies, we come together
ont of the commox: need to be nourished.

1 oniily meals bring us together and give

us a colicctive identity. As a Church, we

are nourisiied by Christ himself. Through
oui communion with Jesus and with one
anoiner, we are formed as the Body of Christ.

» The Dismissal Rite is like a
commencement, or sending forth. Just as we
leave our families to go out into the world,
so we are sent by Christ to live what we have
learned.

We hope this booklet will assist you
in reflecting on your own knowledge and
experience of the treasures of our faith and
help you with some of the practical details in
planning for your child’s First Communion.
May God bless you as you lead your little one
into communion with him.

-
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In the United States, First Communion
is typically celebrated some time between
the first and fourth grades, most often in
grade two, when children are seven or eight
years old. Children this age are in what Swiss
developmental psychologist Jean Piaget called
the “concrete operational” stage of cognitive
development. They see and understand things in
very concrete, black-and-white terms. They still
have some difficulty thinking in the abstract or
understanding symbolism. It can be a challenge
to offer direct, concrete explanations of abstract

really Jesus. He comes in the form of bread
to remind us of his body, and in the form
of wine to remind us of his blood.” We
can explain why Jesus gives himself
as bread and wine by saying: “Jesus
wants to be very close to you. He
wants to become part of you and
for you to become part of him.
The Eucharist helps us be more
like Jesus.”

Remember that a child’s
understanding of the Eucharist

First Communion

concepts such as transubstantiation and why
Jesus would offer himself to us as food.

One way to accurately but simply explain
transubstantiation to a child is to say: “When we
celebrate the Eucharist, God changes the bread
and wine so they become Jesus himself. It still
looks and tastes like bread and wine, but it’s

will unfold and grow over time. '
Children need a solid assurance that

God comes to us in a special i

holy Communion and that w
is much more than wha

the seed they need to ki
greatest gift to us e gift of hj
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Because the Eucharist is a universal
prayer of thanksgiving to God, it is
important that we as Catholics are
together in our understanding of how
to receive the Body and Blood of Chi:t.
Traditions and form vary some what
around the world, but some respoiises
and norms are consistent. Here are some
of the unifying practices outlined by the
U.S. Catholic bishops’ Committee on the
Liturgy. These actions remind us that the
Body and Blood of Christ are the sign
and source of our unity together.

» As we join the Communion
procession, we are united as the
Body of Christ, moving forward
together to share in this sacred
meal. Communicants are asked to
respectfully process to the front of
the church with their hands folded
in a sign of prayer.

» In this country,
Communion
is received
standing. Because

pPens

. This will plant
arning about Jesus’
elf.
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How to Receive
the Eucharist

consecrated bread and wine are truly the
Body and Blood of Christ.

» Communicants should not reach
out with their fingers to take the Host
from the person distributing. The Host
must be consumed as soon as it has

comijunicants «ve receiving Jesus
hinsetf, the Uls. bishops have instituted
as anorm 2 :lignt bow of reverence
immediately preceding reception of the
Encharict.

» A communicant may receive
been received. Girls and women who
are wearing gloves and plan to receive
the Host in the hand must remove their
gloves before receiving.

» When a communicant is receiving
under the form of wine, the person
holding the cup will say to each person
receiving, “The Blood of Christ.” Each
communicant again responds, “Amen.”
Communicants are not permitted to dip
the Host into the chalice. If the person
receiving is not able or willing to drink
from the cup, then he or she should
receive only under the form of bread.

» Upon returning to their seats,
communicants who have just received
the Eucharist should offer a prayer of
thanksgiving to God, especially by
singing the Communion hymn.

in the hand or on the tongue. When

Communion is received in the hand, the
receiving is right-handed, the left hand
should rest upon the right. The person
distributing will lay the Host
The Host is then taken by
I S the right hand to the mouth
by the communicant. If
handed, this is reversed.
» The person distributing
Communion will say to each
Christ.” Each communicant should
clearly respond, “Amen.” This
response affirms and proclaims

following directions apply. If the person
in the palm of the left hand.
@ the person receiving is left-
person receiving, “The Body of
his or her belief that the
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An angel bringsbread | Jesus teaches that his flesh and blood are real i Jesus feeds the five

to Elijah (1Kings19:5-7).  food and drink (John 6:22-59). Jesus frequently ~ thousand (John 61-15). Jesus
An angel met Elijah on ~ spoke in metaphors, but he seemed to go out of his way ~ takes one small boy’s lunch and

his journey through the  with repetition to emphasize the fact that he intended the i feeds a multitude of people.
wilderness at a time when - Eucharist to be understood literally: He was giving himse'fto ~ The account of this miracle

Elijah felt he could not goon.  us as food and drink. This was difficult even for his fcllowars  teaches us that Jesus can feed

The angel told Elijah to get to understand, and some left him, but Jesus did not try to i everyone who “hungers” R
up and eat so he would be . stop them by offering an alternative explanation, 2 indication 2 for intimacy

strong for his journey. From - that they understood what he meant but could not acceptit. = with him.

Elijah’s story we can learn that

we need food for our own 7 BN A
journeys. Even when we feel ~ Melchizedek’s offering (Genesis 1418-20). Melchizedek offered bread i
we cannot go on, Christ - and wine to God in thanksgiving. This offeriiz foreshadowed Jesus’ establishment

provides us with the gift of of the Eucharist. Hebrew: 5. calls Jesus “a piiest for ever, after the order of Melchizedek.”

himself to strengthen us for  Scripture speaks of Melchizedek’s ofiering to prepare us to recognize the Eucharist as a feast of
our work in the world. thanksgiving.

Jesus celebrates the Passover with his a.:Ciples (Matthew 26:17-30). On the night he was betrayed and arrested, Jesus
celebrated the Passover meal with his discip!=s. This meai coiiimemorated the freedom of the Jewish people from slavery in Egypt. As part
of the first Passover meal, the Israelites were commanded to eat the flesh of the Passover lamb that was sacrificed to save them. Passover
was intended to prepare God’s peoplc for Jesus, the amb of God” who would be sacrificed to save us from the bondage of sin. In fact,
St. Paul calls Jesus “our paschal limb” {1 Corinthians 57). When Jesus celebrated the Passover meal with his disciples, he offered the bread
and the cup with the words, “This s my body” aid “This is my blood.” Jesus spoke clearly about the Eucharist so we would know that he is
truly present in this great meal.
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Throughout history, God has prepared his
people to receive the gift of Christ in the
Eucharist. The Eucharist is foreshadowed in Old
Testament Scripture and is made explicit in the
Gospels and epistles of the New Testament.
Here are a few examples of Scriptures relating
to the Eucharist, along with what we can learn
from them:

Manna from heaven (Exodus 16). Scripture tells how God
provided bread from heaven, called manna, to the Israelites as they
wandered through the desert after leaving Egypt. This account teaches
us that God provides his people with what we need.

Jesus changes water into wine (John 21-12). Jesus’ first miracle
was at a special celebration — a wedding in Cana. At the request of his
mother, he turned water into wine. The Eucharist we celebrate in Mass
is described in the Book of Revelation as the wedding
feast between Christ, the bridegroom, and the Church,
his bride. In the midst of this Eucharistic celebration,
Jesus takes his first miracle one important step
further by changing wine into his blood. Through
the Eucharist he also transforms all of us so
that we become more like Christ as we live as
the “Body of Christ” in the world.

Jesus and his disciples on the road to Emmaus (Luke
24:13-35). After his resurrection, Jesus appeai~d ‘o the discinics as they
were walking. They later stopped and sharcd a meal. At firct, the disciples
didn’t know it was Jesus who was with thein, but they recognized him
when he broke the bread. This pass2z= of Scripture zan teach us that the
Euchatrist reunites us with Jesus a::4 we can recognize and know him
in this meal.

Some Things
Change, Some
Things Remain
{he Same

In the past several years, a lot has changed

about how First Communion is celebrated in many
parishes around the country. This can sometimes

be unsettling for parents who remember their own
First Communion and long for a more “traditional”
approach. {Tow« ver, some of the changes in form are
more in ecping with what is done in other parts of
the wor/d and what was done in the United States

in eailier centuries. In addition, some practices are
»o'ng alterec to fit more closely with what Catholics

we miov londly remember things being done a
certain way, what’s “traditional” is not always

{ _asy to pinpoint. Let’s take a look at some of the
major changes taking place in parishes around the

country and the rationale behind them:

First Communion within the context of a regular
Sunday Mass, rather than a special Mass.

As a celebration of the Resurrection, the Sunday
Mass is for the entire parish, the entire Church.
Celebrating First Communion within the regular
Sunday parish Mass makes sense for a number of
reasons. After First Communion, the Sunday Mass
is where most children will receive the Eucharist
most often. They have joined in celebration with the
whole parish, and their initial celebration should
reflect this. Second, Church documents, such as
the General Directory for Catechesis, remind us that
catechesis is the responsibility of the whole parish.
Individuals should be within the context of the
whole parish community when they celebrate the
sacraments of initiation. Finally, celebrations such
as First Communion are an important teaching tool
for the parish as a whole. Seeing individuals celebrate
the sacrament for the first time can renew our own
appreciation for this wonderful gift.

Celebrating “family-style” versus all first

communicants sitting and processing together.
In the past, part of the charm (and photo

opportunity) of First Communion celebrations

continued on the next page
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has been having the communicants process down
the aisle at the beginning of Mass in two lines (one
for boys and one for girls) to take their seats at the
front of the church. When the time comes for the
Eucharistic procession, the children process to the
altar in two lines to receive before the rest of the
congregation. While this form has its aesthetic
appeal, in some parishes it is being replaced
by a family-style celebration in which the first
communicant processes with his or her entire family.
This is meaningful in a number of ways. In the
Catechism of the Catholic Church, parents are called
the “primary catechists” of their children and the
family is referred to as the “domestic church.” It
is therefore fitting that the child be presented for
his or her first reception of the Eucharist (as for
baptism) by the family. This form also highlights
the fact that the child is joining the rest of his or her
family at the Eucharistic table for the first time.
Some parents fear a loss of a special sort of
recognition that seemed to come with the First
Communion liturgies they remember. With
some creativity and flexibility, family-style First
Communion Masses can also be tailored to highlight
the “specialness” of the occasion. Parishes can have
the First Communion families sit at the front. They
may also have them create banners with symbols
that are representative of their families to be hung cn
the side of the pew or elsewhere in the church. First
Communion families may be a part of the opcning
procession or recession, and the families or .1illaren
may be asked to come to the front of the cunrch for a
special blessing after the Liturgy of the Rucharist.

Focusing on lifelong celebration o' the Sacramcnt,
versus focusing on the child’s first reception of the
Eucharist.

While a child’s First Communion is certainly
a time for special celebration, it should be the
beginning of a lifelong celebration of the Sacrament.
Each time we receive the Eucharist, we receive Christ
himself, and we understand this even more deeply as
we grow in knowledge of the Faith. For this reason,
there is more focus in some parishes on teaching the
meaning and implications of the Eucharist (not just
how to receive, but what the Eucharist means in our
lives) as well as a focus on using First Communion as
an opportunity to educate parents and the parish as a
whole about the Sacrament.

While some things change, some things remain

the same. The Eucharist is the “source and summit
of the Christian life.” May we all be renewed and
refreshed as we welcome our children to the table.

way, Eric Connolly

aren Call
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Preparations

Talk to your child about
¥ his or her baptism.
All sacraments are necessarily related to
baptism, the first sacrament we celebrate.
Most children, having been baptized as infants,
won't rernember their baptism. Take out your

child’s baptismal candle and pictures and talk about the
imporiant day he or she was welcomed into the Family
of God. Discuss how First Communion is an extension of
that day, as now they are welcomed to the family meal.

Talk with your child about your own

First Communion experience.

Try to remember as much as possible about your own
First Communion day and share this with your child.
Encourage other family members (such as brothers and
sisters) to talk about their experiences as well. Take out
First Communion photos if you have them.

Practical
Preparations

Several weeks in advance, involve your child

in deciding what he or she will wear on First
Communion day. Spring fashions are generally

in the stores by late winter, so if your child is
celebrating in the spring, February or March is a good
time to shop. More traditional First Communion attire may include white
dresses with veils for girls and black or white suits for boys. However, at
some parishes, nice Sunday clothes are the norm. The most important
part of choosing what your child is to wear is to make sure his or her
attire reflects the dignity and joy of the occasion.

i3



JMMUNION DAY

Celebrate meals together as a family.
Unfortunately, our society’s hectic pace has made
sitting down to meals as a family less common; yet, the
family meal is an important opportunity for sharing and
becoming closer to one another. It’s difficult for children
to understand the Eucharist as the family meal of the
Church if they have no experience with eating together
with their families at home — the “domestic Church.”

If you don't already, make it a point to eat together at
the table with no television on several occasions before
your child’s First Communion. It’s a practice you may
decide to continue.

Spend time in family prayer.

In Pope Saint John Paul II's “Letter to Families,” the
pope called prayer the source of all renewal of family
life. Spend some time praying together, asking God to
prepare your child to receive Jesus in the Eucharist and
thanking him for this wonderful
gift. You may even want to
pray a First Communion
novena during the
days leading up to
your child’s First
Communion
celebration.

Be sure to let friends

and family members
know as soon as possible
about your child’s First
Communion celebration.
You may want to enlist
your child’s help in writing
invitations to attend.

Find out if there are First Communion traditions
that are specific to your family or cultural group
and involve these traditions as much as possible
in your preparations for your child. This will
highlight the fact that he or she is joining the
family at the Eucharistic table.

Help your child understand and
participate in the Mass.
Encourage your child to pay attention to the Mass
singing and praying the responses along with you.
Special children’s missals and books about the Mass
often include both the prayers of the Mass and
pictures. You may also wish to practice the
prayers of the Mass with your child at other
times. For example, say, “The Lord be with
you,” and encourage your chil< to respond
appropriately.

Attend Holy Thutsday Mass.and
Eucharistic Adoration as a family.
The Holy Thurscay liturgy. whichi typically
precedes First Communion cn the parish calendar,
can be o wonderful learring experience for children
prepa:ing for Euchaiist. It recalls the story of the first
Eucharist, Jesue’ Last Supper with his apostles, and closes
withi the transfer of the Eucharist and Eucharistic
/doration. Some parishes also have other times
for adoration of the Blessed Sacrament.
Stopping by for a short time of prayer can
help children better appreciate Christ’s
presence in the Eucharist.

While First Communion isn’t about getting
gifts and money, it’s helpful for your

child to receive something concrete to
help remember this important milestone.

Spiritual articles make especially good
First Communion gifts.



Mealtime Family Prayer
Thank you, Lord, for the gift of our

Grace Before Meals family. Grace After Meals

We love and treasure our time
together,

for we see how fast the days fly by.

Please be with us in our eating and

We give you thanks, O Lord,
for all the graces and benefits
we have received from your bounty.

Bless us, O Lord, and these thy gifts,
which we are about to receive
from thy bounty.

Through Christ our Lord. e, Through Christ our Lord.
this day and every day,
Amen. Amen.
so we may become nourished in
body and soul.
Through Christ our Lord.

Amen.
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