Sermon preached @ Bethesda UMC/Baltimore 8 August 2010

Eleventh Sunday after Pentecost

"Our daily bread"


With this Sunday, we begin offering Holy Communion at all services here at Bethesda.


It is something I've long wanted to do, and last Sunday, on the spur of the moment, I suggested it to many of you and got no objection.



We will shorten the Service of the Table in the Hymnal, which we regularly use on the first Sunday of each month --- we will return to it each first Sunday.   The main thing is to continue what is called The Great Thanksgiving, which identifies the sacrament with Jesus' last meal with his disciples, so that there is never any doubt THIS bread and THIS cup and THIS sharing are about God's coming to us in  Jesus Christ.


The Great Thanksgiving has ancient exchanges between the one who "celebrates,"  or administers, the Holy Meal, and the people who receive and share it.   It is right and reassuring to have such memorized, repeated actions.   They not only remind us we are not the first, nor are we alone, in repeating this meal with Jesus and his first close followers.   They also remind us that God hears, and receives, and enters our "souls and bodies," as the old phrase puts it, not because we feel any particular way, but simply because we do the work.   We make the gesture, we repeat the oft-repeated words and actions that the church has found to be so important over the ages.


It is beautiful to me that at this moment in my life, and in the history of our religion, you have been so open to try this.   Methodists have always revered the Lord's Supper, but not many churches have offered it weekly.   Nevertheless, we have generally been comfortable partaking with other denominations, and have been open towards anyone who wished to receive.   I have made it a principle in my ministry to stand with the most generous strand of our tradition, making no conditions whatever upon anyone who wises to partake, whether infants or unbaptised, or even those who have not "confessed their sins before God and each other," as the rubric states.   I have always assumed that being welcomed was more biblical than being prepared or qualified.    


It is historically important to note that there have been many Protestants who have shared weekly Communion.   The Disciples of Christ, for one, go so far as to specify a LAY person to offer the main prayer at weekly Eucharist, or Holy Communion,


It is also interesting to note that for centuries, through the Middle Ages and until the nineteenth century, Roman Catholics did not offer weekly Eucharist to the general congregation.


In short, we are not breaking new ground here, except for us and for our relatively small part of Christendom.


I can spend the rest of my ministry elaborating on the meaning of Holy Communion, and then come to your former associate pastor, Jack Mote's conclusion that we can't say we have to wait until we're 7 or 8 or some age where we can understand what it means, because none of us fully understands what it means.


Suffice it to say that there is something mystical about being very physical.  This isn't just a concept.   It is bread and cup.   It isn't fancy, but as simple as you can get.   It doesn't come from some special place, but from among us.   It is presented, as are our gifts of money and other offerings:   flowers, Christmas toys, children's school supplies   ---  from the fruits of our common life.   It is received in the same way.   I give what I have, and God comes in what I offer.   I reach out, and I learn also to receive --- a powerful parable, particularly for children and the elderly, both of whom live close to dependency on others.     We come to church to acknowledge we are not fully in control of our lives;  Holy Communion celebrates that as a good thing.   The nourishment we are offered here is plenty:   "Bread for the journey," and a "foretaste" of more good things to come.


So now let us move towards the table, with prayers and affirmation, with gifts and faith, and most of all, with gratitude, remembering today's psalm, which says, "Those who bring thanksgiving as their sacrifice honor me;  to those who go he right way I will show the salvation of God."


Amen.

Arthur Dan Gleckler, pastor
