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The Mystery And Grace Of Holy Communion, Part II
What happens during Holy Communion?
Luke 22:7-23; John 6:51-58; Luke 24:13-35

_______________________________

What happens during Holy Communion?  The truth is, I can’t tell you.  What happens during Holy Communion?  It’s a mystery to me.  I cannot answer the question.  The experience of Holy Communion is much more than I can describe completely.  My human attempts to put this experience into words will only begin to answer the question.  Holy Communion is a multi-dimensional, many-layered physical and spiritual experience – I can only begin to describe what happens. 
And I will try.  This morning, for starters, I’ll try to answer the question in three ways using the three Gospel lessons we just heard.  Next week we will continue – in fact next week will be an extension of this week.  We will talk about communion as a means of God’s grace.  We’ll talk about all the ways we experience God’s grace in Holy Communion.  
But this week we ask, What happens during Holy Communion?  Three things for now.   

1. We gather to remember.  

2. We receive the body and blood of Christ.  

3. Our eyes are opened and we recognize Jesus.

During Holy Communion, we gather to remember.  In our Luke 22 passage we heard about the traditional Passover meal story we often call the Jesus’ Last Supper.  There Jesus had gathered the Twelve – and notice that Judas is there,  Judas participates.  During this traditional meal Jesus breaks tradition.  He passes the bread and the cup around, and as he does he calls the bread his body, and then he tells them – “Do this in remembrance of me.”  We gather, and we remember.  
We are told to do this in order to bring Jesus to mind again.  To “re-mind”.  To bring Jesus back into our minds, back into our thoughts.  This is not a memorial in the sense of only recalling someone who is gone.  This is a re-mind in order to re-enlighten our minds now – to bring to mind now the Christ.  This remembering is less about us trying to honor Jesus by remembering him like a memorial service.  Rather, it is about us being transformed in our minds – like Paul tells us in Romans 12 that we should “be transformed by the renewing of our minds.”  
This act of gathering and remembering is a gift from God to renew our minds.  To cause us to set, or re-set, our minds on Jesus.  This is gift from God is like a divine re-boot for our minds.  Consider what happens when we re-boot our computers or modems.  We re-establish an effective connection.  Here, with Holy Communion, we gather to remember, to re-boot our minds.
Second, during Holy Communion we receive the body and blood of Christ.  The Gospel writer John is quite graphic about this.  In John’s Gospel Jesus explains that he is the living bread, and the bread is his flesh.  The religious leaders heard this and grumbled.  Of course they did!  We would too!  “How can this man give us his flesh to eat?”  I think this is a great question.  Jesus sensed their confusion and speaks in more direct terms – though it is not much easier to understand:  He says, "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.  For my flesh is real food and my blood is real drink.  Whoever eats my flesh and drinks my blood remains in me, and I in him.”  There, that clears it up.
Right.  As you know, the Christian Church has argued about this for centuries.  We’ve asked, “How could this be?”  Let’s be honest, we have our differences in the Church.  In case you do not know, our Catholic friends interpret this passage more literally.  They have concluded that the substance of the bread and the wine they use for Holy Communion is literally changed into the body and blood of Christ.  While this change is not one that is evident visually, the bread and the wine during Communion become the actual body and blood of Christ.  We remain respectful of their faithful and literal interpretation, but we do not agree.
With the formation of the Orthodox Church, and still later with the Protestant Reformation in the 16th Century, we saw a few changes in the way we think about the bread and the wine during Holy Communion.  A typical Protestant view is that the bread and the wine do not change in substance into the literal body and blood of Christ.  
As an aside, I will tell you that some Protestants do not believe anything really changes during communion – that the bead and the juice are only symbols and the event here at the Table is only a worship experience to memorialize the death of Jesus.  
United Methodists do not hold to that narrowed view.  Our understanding in the United Methodist Church is that something indeed changes.  Something major and significant changes here as we participate in the bread and the cup.  
So, for us, what does happen?  Let’s turn to the liturgy in the hymnal for a bit of clarification.  I acknowledge that our liturgy is not Scripture, but it is our best human attempt to capture what we believe Scripture says is going on here.  
This is a good time to remind you what we learned last week about the sacraments.  The sacrament of Holy Communion is a gift from God to the Church.  It is an outward sign of an inward grace.  In a sacrament, God’s promise of grace is realized.  So, trusting in God’s promise during the liturgy we ask God to bless the bread and the wine.  Look on the back of the insert in the bulletin.  This prayer is in the middle of the Great Thanksgiving, right after we proclaim the mystery of faith.  Look at what we ask God to do.  Look at how we ask God to make the bread and wine holy – and more -- and to make the entire experience holy for us.

Here is what we ask God to do.  “Pour out your Holy Spirit on us gathered here, and on these gifts of bread and wine.  Make them be for us the body and blood of Christ, that we may be for the world the body of Christ, redeemed by his blood.  By your Spirit make us one with Christ, one with each other, and one in ministry to all the world, until Christ comes in final victory, and we feast at his heavenly banquet.  Through your Son Jesus Christ, with the Holy Spirit in your holy Church, all honor and glory is yours, almighty Father, now and forever.”

We ask God to make the bread and the wine be for us the body and blood of Christ.  In this experience, as we participate, these elements become for us the body and blood of Christ.  When we enjoy Holy Communion, we experience the real presence of Jesus.  
But there’s more.  Notice what else happens.  God changes us.  God continues this awesome work of holy-making.  First God makes the bread and the wine become for us the body and blood of Christ, but what then?  ... “that we may be for the world the body of Christ, redeemed by his blood.”  
God changes the bread and the wine for us as we participate, and God also changes us.  Which should not surprise you.  We change when we are in the presence of Jesus.
What else happens during Holy Communion?  Third.  During Holy Communion our eyes are opened and we recognize Jesus.  Take a look at the second Luke passage.  This is the story, after the resurrection, about those two fellows on their way to Emmaus.  They run into the risen Jesus whom they do not recognize.  They weren’t expecting to see him -- not there, not anywhere, frankly.  They certainly were not expecting to see a Jesus who is physically, bodily alive again.  And so at first they did not recognize him.  They did not see who he was.
Luke tells us in Luke 24 that after a long conversation along that road, the two men invite their new friend to stay with them for supper.  During this meal, “When he was at the table with them, he took bread, gave thanks, broke it and began to give it to them.  Then their eyes were opened and they recognized him.”  Later, the two men described this experience with the others.  They told what had happened on the way, and “how Jesus was recognized by them when he broke the bread.”

When we enjoy Holy Communion we enjoy yet another opportunity to have our eyes opened and to recognize Jesus.  Maybe you have forgotten what he looks like?  This is our hope every time – that we would see Jesus.  
Maybe for the first time.  This is one of the reasons John Wesley acknowledged that during Holy Communion a person might have their first moment of belief.  In the United Methodist Church, we say this is an open table for the same reason.  When we invite you to this Table, we don’t question where you are in your faith journey – maybe right at the beginning.  That’s OK.  As long as you come with sincerity and a desire to seek Christ.   
What happens during Holy Communion?  At least these three things.  We gather to remember.  We participate in the body and blood of Christ.  Our eyes are opened and we recognize Jesus.                      
So, let’s find out.

Copyright by Jeffrey Y. Harlow (2009).  The Mystery And Grace Of Holy Communion, Part II (Luke 22:7-23; John 6:51-58; Luke 24:13-35)


