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I CORINTHIANS 11:23-26  HOLY COMMUNION

On this Maundy Thursday each Holy Week, we remember Jesus and his disciples in the upper room: how He washed their feet; how He shared the Passover meal with them; how He added two new symbols to that meal – the bread and the wine – and how he told them of his coming death.  

This afternoon, I’d like to look at these two symbols Jesus introduced – the bread and wine, and revisit their meaning for us.

 I wonder if any of you can remember the first time you took Holy Communion? It would probably have been at your confirmation, if you were brought up in the Anglican Church, which means it would have been in your teens.  For most of us, that is quite a long time ago, so we have been taking part in this sacrament for decades. As with anything we do which becomes comfortably familiar, there is always the danger of ‘switching off’ during the service or at the least becoming blasé about it. Today, I want to revisit the foundations of our Sacrament of Holy Communion – and pray that we may partake of this sacrament today in fresh wonder of what it means for us.

In John 6:51, Jesus says, “I am the living bread that came down from heaven. If anyone eats of this bread, he will live forever. This bread is my flesh, which I will give for the life of the world." 

Jesus is of course not speaking literally here – he’s talking to his disciples about eternal life.  But we read in the next verse that the Jews reacted rather violently to what Jesus said. “How can this man give his flesh for us to eat???”  They were horrified.

A fair enough question!  People brought up in the church perhaps don’t give that concept much of a second thought. They’re used to it.  But put yourself in the shoes of someone with no church background!  

I came to faith in Christ without any Christian background at all.  I knew NOTHING! I was 15.  I’d never been to church in my life, until after I committed my life to Christ. My first experience of the communion service was only a couple of weeks later, and was fascinating, to say the least.  Not that I participated in communion then, as I hadn’t been confirmed, but I remember my reaction to the prayer of consecration.  The service was unfamiliar and rather scary – a bit like a scene from Star Trek!  There was this book that was supposed to have the service in it, but every second prayer seemed to not be in it! Then there was this guy out the front in a dress – a cassock and surplice, I later discovered it was called – which I’d only EVER seen in the movies, and here he was intoning something about eating the flesh of Jesus Christ, and drinking his blood.  My first reaction?  You really want to know?  It was “YUK!!!”  

My subsequent reaction was that it must be okay somehow, because it was part of this holy thing called church. And in time, I learnt what it was all about – but I can certainly relate to the Jews reaction to Jesus’s statement.

After their reaction, Jesus said again, “I tell you the truth – unless you eat the flesh of the Son of Man and drink his blood, you have no life in you.  Whoever eats my flesh and drinks my blood has eternal life, and I will raise him up at the last day.”

Jesus is not actually speaking directly here of the Eucharist, or Holy Communion – though his words do foreshadow it. He’s actually talking about eternal life – living forever. In the same way that we need to eat food, and drink water to sustain physical life, so we have to eat and drink spiritual food to sustain our spiritual life. 

For the Jews, meat of some description (that is, the flesh of an animal) and wine were large part of their staple diet. Jesus then draws a parallel from that to the food that will sustain us spiritually.  He says it is his flesh - given for us on the cross to pay for our sins -  that is the food.  And it is his blood, that flowed from the wounds in his hands, feet and side, that is the drink. 

But the difference is that when Jesus speaks of us eating his flesh and drinking his blood he is speaking metaphorically. It is spiritual food and drink that Jesus is talking about and it is ingested by FAITH. – This simply means believing and trusting that Jesus’s death effectively paid for our sins, and it means living lives that reflect or prove that we believe this.  This is what Jesus means by eating his flesh, and drinking his blood.  It is spiritual eating and drinking that takes place through our belief and trust in Jesus.

Shortly before Jesus was arrested, we know that he met with his followers in a room in Jerusalem.  He knew he was about to die.  He knew that once he had physically left this world, his followers would walk a very difficult road.  He had promised them that he would shortly return to them in the form of the Holy Spirit, to fill them with his love and his power.  As they gathered together around the meal table, Jesus gave them something else that would strengthen them in their journey as his followers. 

He instituted a ceremony that then and now- in a very powerful way – makes us especially conscious of Jesus’s presence. It is a ceremony that enables us to more intentionally be aware that by faith we eat Jesus’s flesh and drink his blood, and so are sustained spiritually. And because of that, this ceremony enables us to ‘feast’ as it were, on this spiritual food.

Most of us enjoy eating, don’t we?  It’s a very satisfying thing, as well as being crucial for our physical health.  But there are also times when this enjoyment of eating provides us with even greater satisfaction.  Those are the times when we enjoy the company of friends and family around a meal table. Times when special preparations are made, when we enjoy each other’s company and the food is particularly yummy. Real times of celebration!
We’ll be doing just that when after the service, we head off to the Bowling Club to share a Chinese meal together! 
Holy Communion is also a celebration – though in a slightly different way.  It’s a celebration we enjoy in faith, as we gather around the Lord’s table.  

In our everyday walk with Jesus, we ‘eat his flesh and drink his blood’ as we go about our lives as Christians.  It happens as we live out our faith, as we pray, as we talk to others about him.  

However, at Holy Communion, this celebration that Jesus instituted, we find ourselves at a spiritual “feast” – in much the same way as we find ourselves at a physical feast when we are invited to a special dinner, or party.

It is a “feast” because we become ESPECIALLY conscious of the presence of Jesus, and of the wonder of his life, death and resurrection.

· At Communion, we experience Jesus’s presence in the gathering of his people.  “Whenever two or three are gathered in my name, says Jesus, I am there in the midst of them.”  Have you ever noticed that at times of communal worship, God’s presence can feel especially real?  I remember a Christian rally I attended in the Homebush Sports Centre some years ago.  I was part of a crowd of over 6000 people, lustily singing God’s praises. It was amazing.  It sent tingles up my spine! At Communion, we can be particularly conscious of God’s presence because it is magnified in each other.

· At Communion, we also experience the presence of Jesus in a special way as the words of the Gospel are read out.  The prologue to John’s Gospel reminds us that Jesus is the living word of God. The Gospels record his spoken words to us. That’s why we stand at that particular point in the service.  It’s a sign of reverence for Jesus who is the Living Word.  He is in a way present in those words as they are read out.

· At Communion, we experience the presence of Jesus as his Word is proclaimed through the hymns, the prayers and the sermon.  How often have we had one of those experiences where we feel God has spoken to us personally during a service?  Where he has touched us at a point of need? As we listen to his word explained and proclaimed – his is there in a powerful way.

· And of course at Communion we experience the presence of Jesus in VERY powerful way through the bread and the wine.  As we listen to the Prayer of Consecration, we re-affirm the wonder of God’s love for us in sending Jesus to die for our sins, and in raising him to life.  The bread and wine become powerful symbols for us of Christ’s broken body and shed blood As we listen to these words, and as we together eat the bread and drink the wine – we are “feeding on Jesus in our hearts, by faith, with thanksgiving.”  
For these reasons, sharing together around the Lord’s table becomes a ‘feast’ – as we experience in so many rich and wonderful ways, his very presence among us.   

In a few moments as we share together around the Lord’s table, take a moment of silence at the altar rail to ‘tune in’ to God’s presence within you, around you and in each other. Be especially conscious that Jesus is among us, so that we can experience afresh the wonder of this spiritual celebration.  
Let’s pray….

