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The Mystery And Grace Of Holy Communion, Part III
What is a means of grace and why do I want it?
John 6:56-69 
_______________________________

Finally we are talking about grace.  Without grace, we cannot understand Holy Communion.  Without grace, Communion has no meaning.  Communion is an expression of God’s grace.  Communion is evidence of God’s grace.  Communion is a vehicle for receiving God’s grace.  John Wesley said Communion is a channel that God uses to deliver God’s love to us.  
And so we ask this morning: What is a means of grace and why do I want it?  Two weeks ago we talked about what a sacrament is – an outward sign that God’s promised love is here.  An outward sign of an inward grace.  Last week we talked about what happens during Holy Communion.  At least three things happen during Holy Communion: 1.  We gather to remember Jesus of Nazareth who is the Holy One of God, our Savior.  2.  We receive the body and blood of Christ.  3. Our eyes are opened and we recognize Jesus.

This week, I want to talk about grace, and how Holy Communion is a means of grace.  But what is that -- a “means of grace”?  It’s a funny phrase.  A means of grace is a way to get grace.  A way to receive grace.  Holy Communion is a means to an end – the end is a fresh and renewing encounter with Christ which is always a grace experience.  Holy Communion is never an end itself.  We don’t do Communion for the sake of Communion.  We do it because it gets us something.  We don’t worship Communion, or the bread or juice or this Table or the rail or the moment.  We do Communion only because it is a way for us to receive God’s grace.  It is a way for us to remember, receive, and recognize that we are saved only by God’s grace, the free gift of God’s saving love through Jesus.  Holy Communion is a channel – using John’s Wesley’s word – a channel for more of God’s grace to be poured out to us.

What is so cool about Communion is that it is easy to do, we are commanded to do it, and it is what Jesus showed us how to do.  And if it means I receive more of God’s grace, then I want it.  Holy Communion is a way for me to receive more of God’s grace.
Let’s talk about grace a bit.  We throw this word around a lot but I wonder if we get it.  As Protestants we have been trained to say we are saved by grace – only grace – because if we don’t say it we’re branded as heretics, or we are accused of works righteousness.  But what does it mean?

An easy way to describe grace is that it is God’s gift of love.  A gift.  Freely given.  What we need to keep in mind though is that God’s gift of love is not a one-time gift, as if I get it once in my life and that’s it.  God’s grace-gift, God’s free love keeps on going.  God has been loving all along, God is loving us, and God will keep on loving us – whether we ask for it or not, whether we want it or not, whether we deserve it or not, whether we notice it or not.  That’s grace.
Am I saying that we get saved more than once?  No.  God’s saving act through Christ has happened and is complete.  But God’s saving work in our lives keeps going.  As if we could say, we are being saved.  God’s work of saving was going on long before we knew it, and God’s saving work continues, because God’s gift of love continues to pour out on us over and over.

This helps me understand grace a little bit better.  It’s all about God free gift of love over and over.  The question for this morning is this – how does Holy Communion help me get more of God’s grace?  How is Communion a channel for God’s grace?    

The short answer is, I don’t know.  It is a mystery.  We are promised that the Holy Spirit operates through the sacrament of Holy Communion, and in other ways.  It might help if we think about communion along with some other familiar things we do – other means of grace that we can do.
For example, John Wesley often taught – and you probably know this from personal experience – that when we read Scripture we experience God’s grace.  Reading, hearing, meditating on the words of Scripture is a means of grace.  The Holy Spirit speaks to us and transforms us when we read Scripture.  So we do it.  Reading Scripture is something we choose to do because it is a means of grace.  It delivers God’s love to us.  Scripture reading is a means of grace.
We also know from personal experience that praying is a means of grace.  When we pray – even the simplest of prayers – we receive a blessing from God, a gift of God’s love that touches us.  When we pray the Holy Spirit speaks to us and for us.  So, we do it.  We pray because it is a means of grace.  Prayer – of all kinds – delivers God’s love to us.  Prayer is a means of grace.

Fasting is a means of grace.  You know about fasting?  This is when, for a period of time we discipline our bodies physically, for example by not eating, not for the sake of not eating, but to help us focus on prayer and on our dependence upon God.  When we fast, God blesses us, God delivers love to us.  Fasting is a means of grace.  

Wesley consider conferencing as a means of grace.  He did not mean schlepping to Richmond to stay in a hotel and sit all day through boring meetings.  Wesley was talking about what he called holy conversation among believers.  When we gather for encouragement, or to work out our differences, or to advance our ministries for the Kingdom, or to look back and rejoice over how God has been working – all of this can be holy conversation.  When members of the Body of Christ gather for conversation the Holy Spirit is there to guide us, teach us, show us.  So, we gather.  And when we do it, God delivers love to us.  Conferencing is a means of grace.
Doing works of service can be a means of grace.  There are days when I am, frankly, in no mood to talk to anyone, or see anyone.  There are days when I am so tired of people I just want to hide.  I get in a funk.  But there’s something I’ve learned.  If I get up the gumption to drive over to the hospital to visit someone there, or to the rehab center, or to Roman Eagle to visit folks who are unable to get out.  One short visit with Alma Long and something changes for me.  The funk is gone.  We could give Alma credit because she is so positive.  But there’s something deeper going on.  God’s gives me grace when I go.  I change.  

Is this a reward?  Are we talking about God giving us points for doing these things – reading Scripture, praying, visiting?  No.  We don’t get rewards for doing things we are told to do anyway.  But God blesses us because God wants every opportunity to gush all over us.   When I visit someone else, the gracious surprise is that God delivers love to me.  The Holy Spirit operates through me for others and I become aware of God’s love through me – and that’s a good thing.  Doing works of love or service for others can be a means of grace for me.      
And Holy Communion, although unlike all of the others because it is a sacrament that we do together – in many ways it is the same because it is a way for us to enjoy God’s tangible love.  Holy Communion is a channel of God’s grace onto our lives.  During Communion the Holy Spirit operates on us and through us.  The Holy Spirit transforms us and renews us.  During Communion, the Spirit makes us one with Christ, one with each other, and one in ministry to all the world.  These are good things.   
And so we seek the presence of the living Christ this morning, sure, because we are commanded to do this as a reminder of who Christ is, to renew our minds, but also because we know we will be blessed by the gracious, loving God.  And we want this gift.  Not because of anything about us that makes us special, or worthy, or anything we have done to deserve this, but because God’s love is enormous and steadfast.  God’s love is relentless.  And it was all God’s idea.
We can settle, rest with confidence, in the arms of this God who has been relentlessly loving us from the beginning.  In our Gospel passage this morning Jesus reminds us that even our willingness to receive this gift today is only because God has enabled us.  God always initiates love.  And so we are drawn by God, invited by God, enabled by God to even want this gift.  We come to receive the living presence of Christ.  And we will receive it freely, like a gift.  This is God’s grace for you and for me.

The Lord be with you.          
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