“Communion and Community”

1 Corinthians 11:17-34

November 30, 2008

Read 1 Corinthians 11:17-34

We wrap up the series “Messiness in the Church” with a look at communion. The words of this passage are familiar; these are the “words of Institution” that we use as part of the communion litany each month. Though they may be familiar words, the context into which they were written may not be as well known.

We are wrapping this up at the same place where we started: division is the issue. Paul’s description of the problem is fairly self-explanatory: some members were coming to worship early, eating their fill and not worrying about others going hungry; some members were drinking wine to the point of being drunk without paying attention to others who were getting nothing. To borrow a phrase, in Corinth there was no apostle, all the people did what was right in their own eyes.  

To this point, the recurring – if not redundant – theme has been Paul’s exhortation that there be no divisions among believers. Whether it is pride, privilege, discipline, rights, freedom, or social custom, Paul insisted that believers be together, believers belong together, and that believers are to build up one another. Individual growth and development cannot be separated from the larger community of faith.


This is how Paul ultimately arrives at the point of addressing how the Corinthians celebrated the Lord’s Supper. It is the culmination of his answer to the rhetorical question posed in chapter 1, “Is Christ divided?” The Lord’s Supper is a celebration of our unity in the grace of Christ expressed in the tangible breaking of bread together and drinking of the cup together. It is different than ordinary meals.  It is not repetition for the sake of repeating; it is not mere ritual. There is meaning and significance in the shared meal. 

The Lord’s Supper is one of two sacraments we have in the church. The two are: baptism and this meal. The two sacraments are established because the risen Jesus commanded them. In Matthew 28, the Great Commission, after the resurrection, Jesus told the disciples, “Go, therefore, and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father, and the Son and the Holy Spirit, and teaching them to obey all that I commanded.” Thus, we have baptism. In the gospels – and then again here, Jesus established the Lord’s Supper, commanding, “Do this in remembrance of me.” 

The Westminster Confession (which is part of our Constitution, part of how we define who we are and how we are together) describes the sacraments this way:

Sacraments are holy signs and seals of the covenant of grace, immediately instituted by God, to represent Christ and his benefits, and to confirm our interest in him: as also to put a visible difference between those that belong unto the church, and the rest of the world; and solemnly to engage them to the service of God in Christ, according to his Word.

There is in every sacrament a spiritual relation, or sacramental union, between the sign and the thing signified; whence it comes to pass that the names and effects of the one are attributed to the other.

The grace which is exhibited in or by the sacraments, rightly used, is not conferred by any power in them; neither doth the efficacy of a sacrament depend upon the piety or intention of him that doth administer it, but upon the work of the Spirit, and the word of institution, which contains, together with a precept authorizing the use thereof, a promise of benefit to worthy receivers.
In the Lord’s Supper, we “do this in remembrance of me.” What do we remember? We remember that Jesus’ body was broken for us – all of us. We remember that Jesus’ blood was shed for us – all of us – that the new covenant would be established and that our sins would be forgiven. Both of those are individual things. We also remember that the Lord’s Supper is a Passover Supper, in which the blood of the lamb marked the houses over which the Angel of Death would pass prior to the Exodus from Egypt. It was the signature act of God’s creating his people and drawing them up out of slavery. It was God’s doing, claiming a nation of his own.
Divisions based upon our status, power, money, knowledge or whatever within the community of faith is wrong. You are not your own, you were bought with a price, Paul has written several times. Because you are not your own, you do not have the authority, luxury, or ability to decide who calls Christ Lord. All Christians stand equally at the foot of the cross.


At the same time, Paul made it clear that the communion table is not for everyone. It is to be celebrated when believers get together. The meaning is to be made clear, so that each one can examine their own conscience before participating. Joining in the celebration of communion expresses a witness for Jesus; if the person has not received Jesus as Lord and Savior, then sharing in this meal actually works as a judgment against them. 

Did you know that? It is part of the communion litany, but I am not sure that anyone listens during those words. They are so familiar, they have become like a commercial where the disclaimer language is spoken rapidly. Familiarity tends to lead us to complacency – as if communion were a normal thing. Yet Paul makes it clear that celebrating the Lord’s Supper is not something to be taken for granted: look at the consequences of acting frivolously. God takes our behavior seriously; so should we.

Again, the point is unity in Christ. It is not a meal of hospitality for those who do not believe. It is not a quaint ritual to memorize and go through the motions. It is not a magic spell; though there is mystery in it. There is power in the witness.

Most of us are old enough to remember life in the old Cold War era.  I grew up knowing that there were two major superpowers in the world: the United States and the Soviet Union. I remember watching the Olympics and thinking about the evil empire that included both the Soviet Union and East Germany. Dr. Young, our pastor, began a sister-congregation relationship with a congregation in the East Germany part of Berlin. He was able to travel there, and their pastor was able to travel to the United States. In the mid-1970’s, I remember going to a presentation at the church where the East German pastor (a woman, at that!) spoke about conditions on the other side of the Berlin Wall. She talked about the reality of being followed, of being excluded from privilege, of the harsh realities of being a faithful Christian behind the Iron Curtain. She told stories of people attending church and taking communion despite the costs associated with doing so. “The government is unable to stop them – it could arrest them, it could imprison them, but they have stopped doing those things because the people will not stop.” The government concluded that such practices were harmless; how they overlooked the power of God expressed in the prayerful unity of God’s people. The act of sharing in the Lord’s Supper was a testimony of God’s power over the rulers and kingdoms of this earth. 

A hospital chaplain named Pat was making his rounds one summer morning when he was called to visit a patient admitted with an undiagnosed ailment. John, a man in his sixties, had not responded to any treatment; medical tests showed nothing; psychological tests were inconclusive. Yet he was wasting away; he had not even been able to swallow for two weeks. The nurses tried everything. Finally they called the chaplain's office.
When Pat walked into the room, John was sitting limply in his bed, strung with IV tubes, staring listlessly at the wall. He was a tall, grandfatherly man, balding a little, but his sallow skin hung loosely on his face, neck, and arms where the weight had dropped from his frame. His eyes were hollow.
Pat was terrified; he had no idea what to do. But John seemed to brighten a bit as soon as he saw Pat's chaplain badge and invited him to sit down. As they talked, Pat sensed that God was urging him to do something specific: He knew he was to ask John if he wanted to take Communion. Chaplain interns were not encouraged to ask this type of thing in this public hospital, but Pat did.

At that John broke down. "I can't!" he cried. "I've sinned and can't be forgiven."
Pat paused a moment, knowing he was about to break policy again. Then he told John about 1 Corinthians 11 and Paul's admonition that whoever takes Communion in an unworthy manner eats and drinks judgment to himself. And he asked John if he wanted to confess his sin. John nodded gratefully. To this day Pat can't remember the particular sin John confessed, nor would he say if he did, but he recalls that it did not strike him as particularly egregious. Yet it had been draining the life from this man. John wept as he confessed, and Pat laid hands on him, hugged him, and told John his sins were forgiven.
Then Pat got the second urging from the Holy Spirit: Ask him if he wants to take Communion. He did. Pat gave John a Bible and told him he would be back later. Already John was sitting up straighter, with a flicker of light in his eyes.
Pat visited a few more patients and then ate some lunch in the hospital cafeteria. When he left he wrapped an extra piece of bread in a napkin and borrowed a coffee cup from the cafeteria. He ran out to a shop a few blocks away and bought a container of grape juice. Then he returned to John's room with the elements and celebrated Communion with him, again reciting 1 Corinthians 11. John took the bread and chewed it slowly. It was the first time in weeks he had been able to take solid food in his mouth. He took the cup and swallowed. He had been set free.
Within three days John walked out of that hospital. The nurses were so amazed they called the newspaper, which later featured the story of John and Pat, appropriately, in its "LIFE" section.  The act of sharing in the Lord’s Supper was a testimony of God’s power over sin. (http://www.sermonillustrations.com/a-z/c/communion.htm)


There are many stories of miraculous healing and release from bondage by confession. In addition, I have received phone calls requesting visits from people who are ill to the point of death. It is a blessing and it is among the times when the presence of God is most vividly experienced. The most common request in this circumstance is for me to bring communion. It is an act of hope of victory over death; there is a peace that literally passes all human understanding that goes with celebrating this meal. The act of sharing in the Lord’s Supper is a testimony of God’s power over death.

Celebrating the Lord’s Supper is not about us, it is about Christ. It is about Christ who is Lord, who is Savior, who is victor. It is about Christ who is more powerful than human governments, more powerful than sin, more powerful than death. It is about Christ who is able, who is the one who has called us together. In communion, Christ seals us in his grace. And, in Christ, we have unity; there is no room for division. 
Community: no division

One-ness in Christ for the purpose of worship and glorifying God is not always that difficult to illustrate. We have seen several good examples of it here at Chula Vista Presbyterian in this last week. 

Last Monday, we had the memorial service for Phyllis Sanders. It was a special time celebrating her life, enjoying some amazing music, and hearing the testimony of her faith and her life from several different sources. That was good, but that’s not what I want to talk about. When things go well in a worship service, I often hear the compliments. 

But on Monday morning, it was something that took place outside the sanctuary that had the greatest impact on me. I did not even realize it was going on until after the fact: Dan Fitzsimmons was a one-man hospitality crew. Cars poured into the parking lot, one after another after another. It was not long before people were getting anxious about where or how they were going to park. Dan managed to get more cars into our lot than there are spaces; by a margin. 

The impact was dramatic. Instead of coming into the sanctuary frustrated and angry, people came in having had the experience of a genial, friendly person welcoming them, helping them, and making sure that they got where they needed to go. Dan got them ready for worship.

Here’s the beauty of it: I am giving it a bigger theological spin than I believe Dan ever would; having seen him go about things around campus, my impression was that Dan thought to himself, “This needs to be done. I’m here. I’ll do it.” Yet with a servant’s heart, he gave of his time and his talent so that the people of God could glorify God. That is what it means to be the body of Christ together.


Dan’s efforts led to the second illustration of one-ness in Christ. After the benediction, the bagpiper (and to digress: at my memorial, I want a bagpiper), began to play Amazing Grace. He started the recessional of people out the back. Carolyn cue’d everyone to sing. By the time the first verse concluded, the bagpiper was out the door. The sanctuary was still filled – and dare I say it? Filled with the Holy Spirit – and the song continued on. No hymnals, no director; but it wasn’t a problem. Verse three began and the pianist who had accompanied some of the choir material sat down and joined in – in the right key. After the third verse, he modulated the key and we sang joyously, “When we’ve been there ten thousand years, bright shining as the sun; we’ve no less days to sing God’s praise than when we’d first begun.” Tears were streaming down many of the faces of those in the congregation. If you had not known better, you would have thought you had been in a revival. In fact, you had.

When God’s people engage in worshiping him, together; when God’s glory is revealed in the midst; when the Holy Spirit fills a place and touches hearts; you go away transformed. It was fascinating to hear everyone talk in the reception downstairs about how uplifted they were. 

Conclusion

So, as we wrap up this series on why there is such messiness in the church, as we begin Advent in remembering what God has done in bringing order out of chaos, the message is simple: there are no divisions in Christ. Trust in him, love one another and build each other up. 

Communion and community: “for as often as you eat this bread and drink the cup, you proclaim the Lord’s death until he comes.”


Amen.

8:45 Prayer

10:00 Invitation to offering
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