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Who is a church member? 

Baptism - First Communion – Confirmation 
 

In various publications on the sequence of a triad 

of baptism, first communion and confirmation, 

the impression is given that these three rites be-

long together. Baptisms and First Communions 

are given detailed attention, while Confirmation 

is only presented in passing. This conceals a 

theme in which the Catholic Church in Germany 

denies its own catechism and does not observe 

canon law. In other countries where there is no 

compulsory church tax as in Germany, this issue plays no role. 

______________________________________________________________ 

First Communion has no significance under canon law. The baptised girls and 

boys, who are normally 9 years old, are (as formulated in the Church Manuals) 

"still led to First Communion almost without exception." Although it is (theo-

logically) the beginning of the "age of reason" and is intended to impress the 

children and the church community with a very child-friendly celebration 

(with candles, clothes, suits and decorative ribbons) - traditionally in the 3rd 

primary school class - it has nothing to do with the children's responsible and 

individual decision about church membership. 

Baptism and Confirmation, in contrast, belong to the seven sacraments of the 

Catholic Church. Baptism, Confirmation and Eucharist are the "three sacra-

ments of Christian initiation". In Germany, they are also related to the begin-

ning of church membership and a church tax obligation under civil law. 

In this context, three elements establish an interwoven relationship to each 

other, which also includes state regulations. Baptism, which has a theological 

basis, corresponds to the church-law regulation that it signifies the beginning 

of church membership, which has the civil-law consequence of church tax lia-

bility. This is the legal situation in Germany. 
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The baptism of an infant who cannot yet express his or her own will is justified 

by parental custody. Thus, the Law on the Religious Upbringing of Children 

(KErzG) states in Article 1: "§ 1 The religious upbringing of a child is deter-

mined by the free agreement of the parents, insofar as they have the right 

and the duty to care for the person of the child." 

The regulation in the Church Tax Code for the Archdiocese of Cologne (to 

which the other Church Tax Codes correspond) states: "§ 5. Commencement 

of tax liability. The tax liability shall commence on the first day of the month 

following admission to the Catholic Church and the establishment of resi-

dence or habitual abode within the meaning of sections 8 and 9 of the Tax 

Code, as amended, in the portion of the Archdiocese of Cologne situated in 

the Land of North Rhine-Westphalia." 

This view is adopted in the state church tax law (here of the Land NRW). The 

Church Tax Act of North Rhine-Westphalia states the following on personal 

church tax liability: "II. Personal tax liability. § 3, (1) All members of the Cath-

olic Church and the Evangelical Church who have their residence or habitual 

abode within the meaning of §§ 8 and 9 of the tax code in the state of North 

Rhine-Westphalia are liable to pay church tax". 

From this follows the question: If the state adopts these regulations under 

church law, when does church membership actually begin or end according 

to internal church rules - when does church membership begin for the adult 

under church law? Baptism is only the beginning of "initiation". 

Confirmation 

Theologically, the Catholic Catechism for Adults "The Creed of the Church" 

(1985) states: "Like every life, the Christian life founded in Baptism must grow 

and mature. This process of growth is the fruit of God's grace. The sacrament 

of Confirmation serves above all to strengthen and complete Baptism. Alt-

hough it is not a sacrament in its own right, it is closely connected with Bap-

tism and is intended to confirm and complete what was laid down in Baptism. 

This close affiliation of Baptism, Confirmation and Eucharist as the three sac-

raments of initiation was reemphasised by the Second Vatican Council (1962-

1965)."[1] The Code of Canon Law states that "Baptism, Confirmation and Eu-

charist are the three sacraments of initiation.  
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In terms of canon law, the Codex Iuris Canonici (CIC) states, "Can. 842 - § 1. 

Whoever has not received Baptism cannot be validly admitted to the other 

sacraments. § 2 The sacraments of Baptism, Confirmation and the Most Holy 

Eucharist are so closely connected as to be necessary for full Christian initia-

tion." 

In civil law, baptism can also be regarded as a contract which has come about 

through the offer of a contract by the Church and the acceptance of the con-

tract through the declaration of will by the person with custody of the infant. 

This contract finds its form in the baptismal certificate signed by the priest 

and stamped with the official seal. The binding period of this contract ends 

when the child reaches the age of majority under church law, as the self-as-

signment to the religious community is then transferred to the young person. 

The absolute legal precept applies that every membership, including mem-

bership of religious communities, must be based on the member's free deci-

sion of will. 

Cessation of the basis of the contract 

According to § 313 BGB (disturbance of the basis of the contract), non-firma-

tion is a disturbance, a discontinuation of the basis of the contract, because 

essential ideas which have become the basis of the contract turn out to be 

wrong. The purpose of the baptismal contract was the religious education of 

the child and the confirmation of church membership through confirmation. 

The parents, the paternal godparents (and the parish) have not fulfilled their 

part of the contract if the child is not confirmed. The church would now have 

to remind the parents/ godparents of the fulfilment of the contract and, if this 

does not happen, file a suit for non-fulfilment or declare the contract null and 

void. This does not happen, however, because - contrary to canon law - the 

first half of the beginning of church membership through baptism, although 

now not completed, is regarded as the sole condition for full church member-

ship with all rights and duties. This is in clear contradiction to the already men-

tioned Can. 842 - § 2 "that the sacraments of Baptism, Confirmation and the 

Most Holy Eucharist are so closely connected as to be necessary for full Chris-

tian initiation." 
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With regard to the fourteenth year of life, the young person attains full reli-

gious maturity. Thus the KErzG states: "§ 5 After reaching the age of fourteen, 

the child is entitled to decide which religious confession he or she wishes to 

adhere to. If the child has reached the age of twelve, he or she may not be 

brought up against his or her will in a different confession than previously." 

From now on, the binding period of parental custody ends and the young 

Catholic has the right to terminate the contract, which he or she expresses by 

not participating in Confirmation or by answering "no" to the question of 

whether he or she will participate in Confirmation. A written form (formal 

withdrawal from the church) is not required, since the young person has not 

entered the church himself. The young person's decision not to participate in 

Confirmation clearly shows that it is a decision of free conscience. 

In this respect, church membership is to be cancelled by the church in the 

case of nonconfirmation. In observance and guarantee of religious freedom, 

as positive as well as negative religious freedom of its citizens, the state would 

therefore be obliged to observe this legal certainty and protection against ap-

propriation for its citizens. 

In the same way that the churches report to the state authorities that an in-

fant has been baptised, i.e. that it is at the beginning of acquiring church mem-

bership, the state would have to request confirmation of confirmation from 

the church - once the baptised person has reached the age of 16, in order to 

allow time for this to happen - or, if this does not happen, delete the church 

membership from the state tax records on its own initiative. 

Statistics 

In the following tables, the data has been organised in such a way that next to 

the numbers of baptisms, the numbers of First Communion (9 years later) and 

Confirmation (14 years later) are shown. In the case of Confirmation, this time 

interval is not so precisely defined; it can vary by one or two years due to local 

circumstances. However, this does not mean that the fundamental relation-

ship between the three time series is lost. 

First communions have been recorded statistically uniformly (for Catholic Ger-

many) only since 1966, confirmations only since 1989. 
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Methodologically, the problem arises that (cf. Table 1), for example, the 1990 

confirmation year is related to the 1985 first communion and the 1976 bap-

tisms. Since 1990 the figures are only shown for the reunified Germany, all 

figures before that are only for West Germany. Only from 2004 onwards, 

when the baptised in 1990 are the reference, are the same reference figures 

available. In this respect, the differences between confirmations and baptisms 

up to 2004 are somewhat greater than shown here, since the numbers of bap-

tised persons in the GDR would have to increase the reference number of 

baptisms overall. However, no reliable figures are available for the GDR. In a 

separate count for 1990 (in the Church Handbook for 1990) according to west-

ern and eastern dioceses, baptisms in the eastern dioceses account for 2.27 

per cent of all Catholic baptisms in Germany (6,815 of 299,796 baptisms) and 

first communions for 2.48 of all first communions in Germany (6,680 of 

269,033 first communions) - including the former West Berlin. 

Aware of these uncertainties, the figures of three West German dioceses (Hil-

desheim, Cologne and Regensburg) are recorded and presented, for which 

these methodological uncertainties do not play a role. 

In the core area for which the figures are available for all three rites (baptismal 

years 1975 - 2001, first communions 1984 - 2010 and confirmations 1989 - 

2015), it is confirmed with regard to first communions that almost all baptised 

children are led to first communion. There are even more children taking part 

in First Communion, which shows (in the years 1992 to 1998, which is partic-

ularly evident in the figures for the diocese of Regensburg - Table 3) the im-

migration of Catholic labour migrants - especially from Poland - who arrived 

in Germany with their baptised children, who lead them to First Communion 

in a correspondingly Catholic manner. 
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The difference between the baptisms (cohorts from 1957 onwards, green col-

umns) and the corresponding figures for First Communion (from 1969 to the 

1980s, light purple columns) in which (especially in the years 1970 to 1976) 

more than 100,000 baptised children are not led to First Communion in each 

case is remarkable. That is more than a quarter of the baptismal cohorts in 

each case. One hypothesis would be that Catholic parents, who largely belong 

to the younger generation, are expressing their social protest in this way - the 

Catholic "68ers", as it were. 

The number of people leaving the church in Catholic Germany corresponds to 
this. The years 1970 - 1974 are the first 'wave' of Catholic church resignations 
(with the peak of 176,954 resignations in 1974). And the parents who left their 
church will not lead their 9-year-old children to First Communion either.
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Three dioceses 

In a presentation for the three dioceses of Hildesheim, Cologne and Regens-

burg, it can be seen overall that confirmations are lower than baptisms over 

time, but the differences are considerable. (The upward and downward 

swings of the curves refer to the variations in the year of birth which do not 

fit exactly).

 

For Regensburg, a comparatively small diocese with a rather stable Catholic 

milieu, Catholic immigration is evident not only in the first communions, but 

correspondingly also in the confirmations of the years 1992 to 2001, which 

are more numerous than in the baptismal cohorts. However, this peculiarity, 

that Catholic immigration is stronger in a relatively small diocese than in other 
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dioceses, becomes clear from the figures of the diocese of Hildesheim and 

especially the archdiocese of Cologne. 

In the Archdiocese of Cologne, the average difference for the 33 years shown 

is 50 per cent, i.e. over the years, only half of the baptised Catholic children 

went to confirmation and thus - as explained at the beginning - did not 'com-

plete' their baptism and thus did not confirm their church membership. 

For the diocese of Hildesheim, this difference amounts to an average of about 

41 per cent, while for all dioceses it amounts to about 26 per cent, although 

with a tendency for this proportion of young, baptised Catholics who have not 

been confirmed to increase. 

In other words, a quarter of baptised Catholics have - in the years mentioned 

- not confirmed their church membership and have thus cancelled it or let it 

lapse. 

However, it is not possible to give further figures because there are no de-

tailed studies on this question. However, it can be assumed that among Cath-

olics who left the church in later years, a high proportion of women and men 

could be found who have not been confirmed. 

The issue is well known 

The assumption that this topic and its problems are well known to the func-

tionaries of the Catholic Church in Germany can be confirmed by two exam-

ples. 

In the "Kirchliches Handbuch" (Church Handbook), in which a wealth of cur-

rent statistics on the Catholic Church in Germany are regularly published, the 

'Passagerites' from baptism to funerals are also explained one after the other. 

There is a graph for all-time series, except for confirmations. 

In the annual statistical overviews of the German Bishops' Conference on 
"Facts and Figures", as an example for 2013/2014 (on page 14 - 15) in the triad 
"Baptisms-First Communion-Firmation", the baptisms (with graphic), the First 
Communion (with photos of two girls with white dress and candles) are pre-
sented in more detail, but the Confirmation without graphic or picture. 
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The text reads: "Four to six years later, these children have the opportunity to 

renew their baptismal promise at Confirmation and to strengthen their faith 

and their connection to the Catholic Church. In 2013, 167,255 young people 
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were confirmed. According to the statistical survey, this means that seven out 

of ten children made their First Communion will be confirmed." The numbers 

are correctly named, but without the correct reference - the confirmands did 

not express a personal baptismal promise at infant baptism that he/she would 

now renew - and the unconditional unity of the rite of initiation as a member 

of the Church (baptism and confirmation) is not named. 

_______________ 

First publication (26.9.2017): 

https://fowid.de/meldung/wer-ist-kirchenmitglied 

 


