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John 6:35-51 







The Mystery And Grace Of Holy Communion

PART 1  -- What is a sacrament and where does it come from?

The sacrament of Holy Communion.  This sounds very religious and serious.  The words themselves sound like Church, serious Church.  The sacrament of Holy Communion.  In the United Methodist Church, and for most Protestants since the Reformation, there are two sacraments – Holy Communion and Baptism.  
Holy Communion is a sacrament.  Here, receive it every month.  Some of us receive it more often.  I enjoy Holy Communion with a group my clergy friends every Monday morning.  Some other Christian denominations enjoy Communion every week in their worship services, or more often.  John Wesley encouraged his Anglican friends to participate in Holy Communion as often as possible.  We are told that Wesley himself communed an average of 4 to 5 times a week.

We have several names for this event in our lives.  Sometimes we call it Holy Communion, or just Communion, sometimes we call it the Eucharist or The Great Thanksgiving, or the Lord’s Supper, or the Lord’s Table.  We choose the name depending on what we are trying to emphasize about its meaning, for there are several dimensions to this experience.  
Holy Communion is most definitely Holy – but we’ll get to that in a moment.  It is a communion in two senses.  It seems evident from Scripture that every time this holy event is practiced with Jesus or later with the early Church, it was intended to be a communal experience, meaning we do it together.  It is always a shared experience.  
Holy Communion is communal also because in this event we are communing with God.  This perhaps is the core experience we enjoy.  When we receive the gift of the bread and the cup, we enjoy the presence of the living Christ.  We’ll talk more about what that means next week.

We also call it the Eucharist, because we are saying thanks to God.  During communion we remember and say thanks.  We recall what God has done and is doing, and will do, and we can only say thanks.  It is a great thanksgiving.

We call it the Lord’s Supper because in reminds us of the Last Supper with the First Church on the Passover night that Jesus was betrayed.  On that night Jesus demonstrated how the bread and the wine are like his own body and blood.  Keep in mind this demonstration with the bread and wine was a radical departure from the normal Passover meal celebration familiar to Jews of his day.  On this strange and new night Jesus’ disciples surely wondered, “Why is he talking about his own broken body and his own blood, as if he is the Passover lamb??”
This morning’s conversation is the first of three about Holy Communion.  Next week we’ll ask the question: What happens when we receive communion?  In the third we will talk about grace, and how God’s grace is experienced here.  Today, our first question is more basic:  What is a sacrament and where does it come from?

This is a huge question:  What is a sacrament?  Let me give you a heads up.  Understanding what a sacrament is will help us understand why we do it – whether we’re talking about Communion or Baptism.
Let’s look at the word.  Our word sacrament comes from the Latin “sacramentum” which means literally a consecrating, or to make sacred, to make holy.  It’s interesting that there is a close relationship between the word sacrament and the word sacrifice.  The early Latin versions of the Bible used this word sacrament when translating the Greek word “mysterion”, or mystery, because how something or someone is made holy is a mystery known only to God – because only God is the source.  

Communion, as a sacrament, is holy and sacred, and it is a mystery to us because this is something God does for us, and gives to us.  We do nothing.  We do not make communion holy and sacred.  God does.  This is crucial to understand.  Everything about the sacraments of baptism and communion is a gift of holiness from God.  Holy Communion is a gift from God to the Church.  

Unfortunately, some in the church over the centuries have reduced communion and baptism to be just like any other part of worship, like singing a song, or giving a testimony about what we believe, as if it’s about something we do, as if it’s about something we have chosen.  But the core power of a sacrament is that this is something God does for us and gives to us.  

Holy Communion, because it is a holy and sacred gift from God, can only be received.  This is why I try to remind you each time to hold out your hands and receive the bread – as a gift.  This is not something we take, instead we receive it like a gift.  As a gift of holiness – because this is a gift we cannot fully understand -- we call it a mystery.  When it comes to God’s gifts for us, there are a lot of mysteries, of course.  We cannot fully grasp why or how God blesses us.  We know only that when it comes to God’s blessings, we didn’t do it, we could not have done it – it could only be a gift from God.  
One of the things that makes Communion special is that this gift carries an outward sign for us.  In fact, many theologians have defined a sacrament as an outward sign of an inward grace.  The outward sign – which are the bread and the juice we receive – these are made holy in our worship context by God.  They are an outward sign of the inward grace we receive.  This is why we sometimes refer to communion as a means of grace.  We’ll talk more about what that means in two weeks.

The root idea of a sacrament – and this is true for communion or baptism – the core idea is that when we participate we are receiving a gift from God, a gift of grace.  Holy Communion is a gift from God for the Church.  A gift of inward grace provided through an outward sign, because God has made it holy.                    

It is true we do communion because Jesus told us to – he said “Do this, to remember me”.  But it is so much more than an act of obedience.  This is a precious opportunity to receive more of God’s grace.  Who wouldn’t want that?

All of this background about the sacraments, helps me understand why our gospel passage is so important this morning.  Think about it.  What is the most awesome gift we have received from God?  Christ Jesus.  Jesus Christ is the perfect sacrament.  The perfect and complete, and mysterious, gift from God.  Over the next three weeks we are going to be looking at John 6:22-58 in several ways.  This morning I want you to notice a recurring theme.  Starting in verse 48, for example, Jesus repeats a marvelous announcement:  Jesus says,  “I am the bread of life.  Your forefathers ate the manna in the desert, yet they died.  But here is the bread that comes down from heaven, which a man may eat and not die.  I am the living bread that came down from heaven.  If anyone eats of this bread, he will live forever.”
Jesus calls himself the bread of life.  At this point, the reader is not sure what the bread of life means.  In fact, today, after centuries of practicing communion we might tend to be more confused than the disciples of that day because we have been doing communion with physical bread for so long – so we are quick to make that connection between the spiritual bread and the physical bread.  But save that for next week.  Today, I want you consider this question:  Where does the bread come from?  It comes from heaven, as a gift from God – whether we are talking about the manna, like the daily bread that kept the Israelites alive day by day, or the spiritual bread who is the Christ – one thing we know for sure -- the bread of life is from God that came down from heaven.  This is a gift.  Only.  
Next week we’ll talk a bit more about the connection between the living Bread and this bread on the Table.  For now, we hear the good news that it is all from Heaven, a gift from God.  Grace.  Pure grace.  Grace alone.  For us to enjoy.  For us to seek out whenever possible.  Holy Communion is a sacrament, a holy gift from God for the Church to enjoy.  When we participate in holy communion we receive a piece of God’s holiness, a piece of God’s grace.  And so, we are invited – any time – to enjoy God’s grace gift for us.  We are invited now.  Who wouldn’t want that?

The Lord be with you.              
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