e Bridge Church

Holy Communion

As we drove home from church, | asked my wife,
‘How was it finally hearing a sermon after months of being in Kids Church with the girls?’
She welled up with tears as she replied,

‘Oh, | don’t even remember the sermon. But | finally took Communion after more than 9 months and my
soul is so full.’

| still dwell on those words to this day. Why? Because my entire Christian life I've been implicitly
taught that Communion isn't that important. And here | was confronted with something totally
different in how beautifully important it was to my wife. And I’'m left wondering, what have we been
missing out on by ignoring such a clear gift from Jesus?

This article by no means seeks to be conclusive or exhaustive. Rather the goal is to help us grasp the
importance of Holy Communion as an irreplaceable gift for our life, worship and communion with
Christ.

What we most often refer to as Communion (or better, Holy Communion) is also known as the
Eucharist and/or the Lord’s Supper, depending on your theological context. Despite being present in
some shape or manner in every Christian church throughout history, as well as finding its foundation
in Scripture, there has been a significant minimisation of the importance of the Lord’s Supper across
much of the church.

Why? Is it because of the broader cultural rebellion against liturgy, tradition, and anything that doesn’t
seem ‘authentic’ or personal? Maybe in the evangelical church it's because of our aversion to anything
that seems ritualistic? Is our contemporary expression of worship so informal that we no longer have
space for formality? Have we just not been taught about it?

The answer is likely a mix of everything and more. It certainly doesn’t help that when we do practice
Communion, we may do it in a way that functions like an optional-add-on to the right kind of sermon.
If there’s a good connection with the message, and the vibe feels right, let’s crack out the communion
wine. If not, that's cool too. Yet, almost every other historical period across every denominational
expression of the church throughout history would be shocked (and frankly many still are!).

The church revolved around the Lord’s Table. Church buildings throughout history were often built
with the Lord’s Table as the central focus point of the physical structure. Why is it that Holy
Communion has been so important for so long to Christians?

Because, unlike any other spiritual practice or feature of church life, Communion is what we call a
sacrament. To simplify a very long explanation we'll just note that both the Roman Catholic and the
Eastern Orthodox churches hold to seven sacraments (though they have different lists of seven),
while the Protestant church (that’s us) holds to two sacraments: Baptism and the Lord’s Supper.

So, what do we mean by a ‘sacrament’? The Anglican ‘Book of Common Prayer’ defines a sacrament as
an ‘outward and visible sign of inward and spiritual grace, given by Christ as sure and certain means by



which we receive that grace.’
Let’s break down that first line to uncover the key realities of Communion.
Outward and visible

Both Baptism and the Lord’s Supper are by definition something you can see-with-your-eyes and
interact-with-your-body. They're not just something invisible and spiritual that happens beneath the
surface. An intrinsic part of their purpose and why they are valuable to the church is that they are
physical, obvious, tangible.

Communion involves taking the bread and holding the cup. It involves chewing, tasting, and
swallowing. We engage with the gospel and we commune with Christ, using our bodies in
Communion and that is part of why it's so special. We're reminded and refreshed in the gospel in a
way that words cannot capture.

Similarly, the meal that Communion rehearses is not only about the food but also the context of the
table. Jesus shared this meal with his friends in the context of a dining table that marks a place of
presence, relationship, hospitality and fellowship. When we ‘come to the Lord’s Table’ we're
embodying and experiencing the same thing. We stand beside our physical brothers and sisters
sharing this meal in a fellowship forged by Jesus.

Signs

Because sacraments are physical, obvious and tangible, they enable us to engage uniquely with a
deeper reality than the immediate symbol we are seeing-with-our-eyes and interacting-with-our-
bodies.

Again, the meal that we rehearse in Communion functioned in the same way for the disciples. Jesus
gave them actual bread and actual wine, but in doing so said, ‘Take and eat; this is my body... This is my
blood of the covenant, which is poured out for many for the forgiveness of sins.” The taste of wine on their
lips carried the weight of redemption, and so too do we find the same as we encounter Jesus in
Communion.

An inward and spiritual grace

This is where understanding the sacraments gets messy, controversial and complex. The different
explanations for what is going on inwardly and spiritually in the sacraments, leads us to radically
different places theologically. For our own purposes, we'll just get the lay of the land to better
understand Communion in our own theological tradition.

To work out what sort of inward and spiritual grace we're being granted when we take Communion,
we ultimately need to first ask,

o What did Christ mean when he said this is my body and blood?
e How is Christ actually present in Communion?
Four main positions flow from these questions (don’t get caught up in 1 & 2, getting the vibe will do):
1. Transubstantiation: this is the position taught by the Roman Catholic church that in the
Mass when the Eucharist is consecrated by the priest, the bread and the blood are

transformed into the substance of Jesus’ actual body and blood. Additionally, the Eucharist
is considered a sacrifice in which Christ is being re-offered once more in the same manner as



the cross for the sins of the living and the dead.

2. Consubstantiation: this position is mostly only held by the Lutheran church, because Martin
Luther formed it in response to Rome. This is a simplification of a complex theology, but
Luther suggested that Rome was right to say that Christ is truly present in the Eucharist in
his body and blood, but not because the bread and wine are transformed into the substance
of his body, but rather because a unique ‘sacramental union’ is created between his physical
body and the bread/blood creating a new substance. Clear as mud right?

3. Memorialism: this position teaches that Christ meant the bread and the wine were meant to
be taken as symbols of his body and blood. As such, he is not actually present in the
sacrament of communion. The purpose of taking Communion is an act of remembrance for
what Christ has accomplished, and a declaration of one’s faith in Christ.

4. Reformed: this position teaches that Christ meant more than just a memorial act when he
said the bread was his body and wine his blood. Christ is spiritually present with his people
in a uniqgue way when they take Communion. Not because something happens to the bread
and the wine, but because of our spiritual union with Christ through the indwelling of the
Holy Spirit, we are partaking of the body and blood of Christ spiritually and are nourished by
its benefits as we do so in faith.

We don't have space to unpack these or pour over the relevant Scriptures. But you'll basically only
ever encounter 3 & 4 within evangelical churches. At The Bridge Church, and in the Anglican church
more broadly, we hold to the fourth which I'm personally convinced is the best explanation of both
Scripture and experience. Bringing us to the last line of our definition, which we'll take in a big chunk.

Given by Christ as sure and certain means by which we receive that grace

Come back to my moment with my wife. She was putting her finger on this ‘sure-and-certain-grace-
part’ when she described the way Jesus filled her soul in Communion. More than just a memorial, we
are uniquely encountering and receiving the presence of Jesus by the Holy Spirit when we take bread
and cup by faith.

As our Prayer Book captures beautifully, Christ invites us in Communion to ‘feed on Him in our hearts
by faith with thanksgiving'. We receive grace from Jesus in a way that no sermon or song can offer
when we take Communion. | wonder if we were to re-prioritise the Lord’s Table, and come with
expectant faith... how might Christ strengthen and deepen us?

To finish, | wanted to give you one of the Lord’s Supper liturgies from our Prayer Book that captures
a theological depth and beauty that will enrich our approach to the Lord’s Supper.

PREPARATION FOR COMMUNION

Jesus said: ‘l am the bread of life. Whoever comes to me will never go hungry, and whoever believes
in me will never be thirsty.’ John 6:35

Jesus also said: ‘Come to me, all you who are weary and burdened, and | will give you rest. Take my



yoke upon you and learn from me, for | am gentle and humble in heart, and you will find rest for your
souls. For my yoke is easy and my burden is light.’ Matthew 11:28-30

At the heart of the Christian life is active trust in the Lord Jesus Christ and his sacrificial death for sin.
In this symbolic meal, originating from Jesus’ Last Supper with his disciples, we express and
strengthen our trust in him, as we eat and drink with our brothers and sisters in Christ.

The Lord’s Supper is an outward and visible sign of the grace shown to us in Christ. As we share bread
and wine together, we are invited to feed on him in our hearts by faith with thanksgiving. We are
faced again with God'’s love for the unworthy and are strengthened by faith in the one whose body
was given and whose blood was shed for us.

Come then with heartfelt repentance and genuine trust in the Lord Jesus, recognising the significance
of sharing in this way. If in good conscience it would not be right for you to participate, please use
this time to reflect on God’s love for us in Christ.

We do not presume to come to your table, merciful Lord, trusting in our own righteousness, but in
your boundless goodness and mercy. We are not even worthy to eat the crumbs under your table.
But you are the same Lord, always rich in mercy. Enable us by faith to eat the flesh of your dear Son
Jesus Christ, and to drink his blood, that we may be cleansed from sin and forever dwell in him, and
he in us. Amen.

THE GREETING OF PEACE

We are the body of Christ.

His Spirit is with us.

The peace of the Lord be always with you.

And also with you.

THANKSGIVING AND COMMUNION

Lift up your hearts,

We lift them to the Lord.

Let us give thanks to the Lord our God.

He is worthy of all praise.

You are worthy, our Lord and God, to receive glory and honour and power, for you created all things
and by your will they existed and were created. Therefore, with all those gathered around your throne
in heaven, we lift our voices to praise you, saying,

Holy, holy, holy is the Lord God Almighty, who was, and is, and is to come.

We praise you especially for your Son, our Saviour Jesus Christ, who by his death on the cross and
rising to new life offered the one true sacrifice for sin, and obtained an eternal deliverance for his

people.

Worthy is the Lamb, who was slain, to receive praise and honour, and glory and power, for ever and
ever!



We thank you, Father, that on the night before he died, Jesus took bread, and when he had given you
thanks, he broke it, and gave it to his disciples, saying, ‘Take and eat. This is my body given for you.
Do this in remembrance of me.’

After the meal, he took the cup, and again giving you thanks, he gave it to his disciples, saying, ‘Drink
from this, all of you. This is my blood of the new covenant, which is shed for you and for many for
the forgiveness of sins. Do this, as often as you drink it, in remembrance of me.’

Therefore Father, we thank you for these gifts of bread and wine, and pray that we who eat and drink
them, in the fellowship of the Holy Spirit, believing our Saviour’s word, may be partakers of his body
and blood.

To Jesus Christ who loves us and has freed us from our sins by his blood be glory and dominion for
ever and ever. Amen.

Come let us eat and drink in remembrance that Christ died for us, and feed on him in our hearts by
faith with thanksgiving.



