On Communion – Part One: Background
Apology

I find it quite hard to talk about Communion. It is an important part of my tradition, and it imposes itself on me as a sacred, mysterious thing. Discussing it in public feels overly intimate – like undressing. I find it hard to disentangle my own feelings, spiritual experiences, what I have been taught, what I have come to think about it, and so on. So what I say here is necessarily fragmentary and vague. Nonetheless I think it is something which we could fruitfully address here. 
I believe that Communion should form the spiritual heart of any Christian community, as I believe that Jesus commanded.

I hope that, over the coming weeks and months, we will develop a practice of Communion which is distinctively ours, though it may borrow from other traditions. 
Tonight’s session will, I hope, lay some very early ground work here, explain some of the history, and sketch some of the theological ideas about it, to enable us to think more clearly about Communion – what it is, what its role should be, and what it can offer us, as a church, and as Christians.
Communion
 19And he took bread, gave thanks and broke it, and gave it to them, saying, "This is my body given for you; do this in remembrance of me." 20In the same way, after the supper he took the cup, saying, "This cup is the new covenant in my blood, which is poured out for you  - Luke 22:19-20

Therefore, whoever eats the bread or drinks the cup of the Lord in an unworthy manner will be guilty of sinning against the body and blood of the Lord. 28A man ought to examine himself before he eats of the bread and drinks of the cup. 29For anyone who eats and drinks without recognizing the body of the Lord eats and drinks judgment on himself. - 1 Corinthians 11:27-29

Communion: also known as Eucharist, the Lord’s Supper, and Mass. The word carries ideas of coming together (com and union both separately suggest this.)
Communion is a deeply mysterious, vexed, important thing. It has many linked layers of meaning. We talk about the Anglican Communion, as a group of churches which are in sufficient agreement to share communion together. People who are not confirmed members of the Roman Catholic church are not supposed to take communion in RC churches – and they are not supposed to take communion in other churches. Similarly with the Eastern Orthodox churches. Communion can be a witness to our divisions, where it should be a witness to our togetherness.

In the protestant and reformed world – a tradition I would suggest Café Church very much finds itself – we tend to have a somewhat more relaxed attitude to it, and extend it to people outside our own tradition(s) – to the extent which it seems ridiculous to suggest that Café Church might want to withhold communion from anyone.
In the early church, however, it was quite a different matter. There was only one “The Church” – so the question was clearer. When people became Christians, they were expected to serve a catechumanate – which could be quite lengthy – during which time they had to leave the building (room / catacomb / what have you) during the communion itself. Only on being baptized – traditionally on Easter Day – could they partake of communion. 
Clearly it was taken seriously.

There is a long history of communion – or, rather, its denial - being used as a weapon. It is singularly unedifying, so I won’t go into it, except to observe that this, in a twisted and ironic way, bears witness to how important Christians have felt it. After all, it’s only worth denying someone something felt to be important.

So, we have established that it has been felt to be important. But we haven’t moved very far towards answering our initial question of what, exactly it is.

The short answer is: I don’t know. There doesn’t seem to be any real agreement about it, other than its importance. There do seem to be two conflicting approaches in the West
, at least, and it seems worth outlining them here.
The first approach is characteristic of Protestant and Reformed churches. I am going use the customary description of “Low Church” for this approach. It is, in short, that the point of communion is to “show forth Christ’s death until he comes in glory”. It focuses on Jesus’ words: take this in remembrance of me. It says: this bread and this cup are nothing but bread and wine. (Or possibly grape juice, or soft drink) are nothing but arbitrary symbols. What is important is that we are remembering Jesus sacrifice. The central thing the church should be on about, however, is the exposition of the Word. Communion is secondary to this.

You can see this in the design of a lot of protestant church buildings – especially those from the Calvinist / Presbyterian tradition, where the focus of the church is the pulpit, where God’s Word is expounded.
The second approach, which is often referred to as “High Church” focuses on Jesus’ words: This is my body, which is broken for you. This is my blood, poured out for many for the remission of sins. Given that, if the bread really is (in some mysterious sense) his body, and the wine his blood, then a great many things flow from it – the least of which is that it should be the central focus of our corporate life as Christians. It becomes a thing in itself – rather than a remembrance, as it is for the Low Church approach.

Again, you can see how this works out in the design of churches. If you visit a High Anglican church, or an RC church, you will see that the altar is at the focus of the church. Often there will be a sort of cupboard in the wall beside or behind the altar, technically known as the Tabernacle, where consecrated bread and wine will be reserved, to be taken out to those unable to get to the service.
There are, I think, issues with both of these approaches. The High approach immediately leads us to ask: How exactly is the bread Jesus’ body? Various answers have been attempted to this. Possibly the most well known is the theory of Transubstantiation, which says that the bread really is Jesus body, and, at the moment of consecration, it stops being bread, and starts being the body of our saviour. The obvious objection (but it still looks and tastes like bread) is met with the response: ah yes, the accidents (that is, the physical attributes) are of bread, but the real nature of it (its essence) is flesh. This, while it sounds pretty weak to our ears, is based on Aristotelian philosophy which draws a sharp distinction between a thing’s appearance (its accidents) and its true nature, arguing, as I understand it, that the one is no sure guide to the other. I am no expert on this theory, to say the least.  But it underlines the problem of “yes, but what is it really?” 

It also tends to what used to be called “Priestcraft” by the reformers – the idea, or, rather, the feeling, that the priest had magic powers. Certainly in High circles, the question of who is entitled to celebrate communion is a very important one.
The virtue of the Low approach is clarity. There is no question about it: the bread is bread and wine is wine, and there is nothing more to be said about it. The value of the exercise is remembering Jesus sacrifice. 

The disadvantage is, I feel, that it doesn’t give enough weight to communion. The synoptic gospels (Matthew, Mark, Luke) give over a lot of their narrative to the Last Supper. John also highlights its importance (c.f. John 6: 53-55.) Paul spent a reasonable amount of time giving instructions to the early church about it. It is clearly something of importance to the Bible. 
Of course, the amount of time spent on a topic isn’t the same thing as the importance of the topic. The key to it, for me, is that Jesus seems to have instructed us to do it. When he said “This is my body”, I take it on faith. If I can believe that Jesus was at the same time both God, the fountain of life and joy at the centre of all that is, and a person – A Galilean peasant of the first century – then at the very least I am committed to believing that he knew more about the underlying order of things than I do.

I think there is a lot more to be said about this topic. Here are a few pointers:

· Communion is a way into sharing in the cross and resurrection with Jesus
· Communion is communing not only with Jesus, and hence God, but with all others who are taking communion now – and indeed all those who have ever taken it in the past, or will take it in the future

· Communion seems to me to be a doorway into something central about the universe, and our place in it. Something beyond words – a mystical thing
· People need rituals, and our modern life has deprived them of it, devaluing everything which can’t be defined in propositional true/false terms. Communion can be a way to satisfy that deep human need for ritual acts and observances. 

· Communion is the act of worship instituted by Jesus. It should be done as well as possible. If it is possible for it to be beautiful, then it should be. It is a richly spiritual act, and I think our practice of it should try to reflect it.

My personal thought is that we in Cafechurch tend to be a pretty wordy bunch – as in our unofficial motto: Cafechurch, we talk about stuff. But we want to move deeper in, and higher up, as Lewis put it. I personally enjoy nothing more than a good wrangle about a really obscure Bible passage.  But I’m aware that there more than enough clear things in there for me to be getting on with. 
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�  I know essentially nothing at all about the situation in Eastern churches, so am unable to address it at all. This is not to deny its importance, merely to accept the reality of my limited knowledge.





