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Many of us approach the Sacrament of Holy Communion primarily seeking to be fed spiritually…and often quite individually and personally…perhaps neglecting to emphasize that “The Lord’s Supper forms the church into a community of evangelism that reaches out to preach, teach, baptize, and make new disciples of Christ (Matthew 28:19-20),” and in danger of forgetting that “Paul understood the sacrament of Holy Communion to form and shape the church for its mission of redeeming the world.”�


The significance of Holy Communion is not limited to any one participating congregation, or to the occasion of the sacramental celebration. Our encounter with the living Christ at the Table is intended to transform us and empower us for the ministry of evangelism. As the church, we must never be content simply to enjoy fellowship with those familiar people who share the Table with us. We are called to engage in the active work of outreach—proclaiming the gospel, bringing sinners to repentance, welcoming all who respond to the good news, and incorporating them into the community of faith.�


United Methodists have inherited a tradition that emphasizes that spiritual benefits are not received for ourselves alone but also to prepare and propel us for the work of evangelism. In our Prayer of Thanksgiving after Communion, we give thanks for what we have received and ask God to “grant that we may go into the world in the strength of your Spirit, to give ourselves for others” (United Methodist Hymnal; page 11).


The Book of Discipline emphasizes the imperative of evangelism: “The people of God, who are the church made visible in the world, must convince the world of the reality of the gospel or leave it unconvinced. There can be no evasion or delegation of this responsibility; the church is either faithful as a witnessing and serving community, or it loses its vitality and its impact on an unbelieving world” (¶ 128).�


John Wesley, our Methodist founder, taught that, “The sacraments are not chiefly ends in themselves; they are means to enable the church to continue Christ’s ministry of redeeming the world. Because all are valued and loved by God, this is a ministry that should reach out to all people, especially those who are oppressed, discriminated against, and rejected. There is an African-American spiritual entitled ‘I’m Gonna Eat at the Welcome Table.’ It includes the line, ‘Here all the world will find a welcome.’” That spiritual and the sacrament itself should lead us to ask intentionally and repeatedly, “Who is absent from the table of our celebrations? What group[s] of people are being neglected? Are we sending messages of rejection to some? Is our congregation inclusive of all races and cultures, all economic and social strata, all sexual identities and forms of family? Are any of these outside the love of God and the need for divine grace?”�


This Holy Mystery, our official United Methodist understanding of Holy Communion, reminds us that, “As followers of Jesus, who ate with sinners and reached out to the marginalized, the church must intentionally concern itself about those who are absent from Christ’s Table—those who feel unworthy, the poor, the unconverted, victims of prejudice, and others who are oppressed or neglected….In ‘The Ministry of All Christians,’ The Book of Discipline asserts: ‘We are called to be faithful to the example of Jesus’ ministry to all persons. Inclusiveness means openness, acceptance, and support that enables all persons to participate in the life of the Church, the community, and the world. Thus, inclusiveness denies every semblance of discrimination’ (¶ 138).”�


“There should be a direct linkage between our partaking of Holy Communion and our living lives of committed Christian discipleship.


‘Meeting with the risen Lord at the heart of worship must never be a dead end! It’s a turnabout, a transformation point for the outward journey into a needy and hurting world. Home is not only where you go for rest, belonging, and nourishment; it is where identity and mission are formed and from which we go to serve.’”�


“The United Methodist Church has a heritage from John Wesley in which ethical discipleship was inextricably related to sacramental worship. From concern by the Holy Club for the imprisoned, through care of the sick by the societies, to Wesley’s own lifelong giving away of most of his money, the early Wesleyan movement sought to ease the suffering of the needy. Wesley made the linkage explicit when he wrote, ‘The Gospel of Christ knows no religion but social, no holiness, but social holiness’ (Preface to Hymns and Sacred Poems).”�


Therefore, while spiritual holiness involves our personal ethical decisions and actions, holiness also involves our work for justice and peace in the world. In his book Eating and Drinking at the Welcome Table: The Holy Supper for All People, William McElvaney issues a powerful call to the church, which might also be heard as an indictment:


“When we eat and drink at the welcome table, pertinent questions call our names and demand to be heard. The lesions of humanity are legion and are ever connected by this sacrament with origins of liberation. What does it mean to offer and receive the body of Christ when multitudes of our neighbors in the world are starving? Or the blood of Christ poured for you and me when so much blood is shed daily on our streets of violence? What are the implications of visually and viscerally remembering the Prince of Peace in a nuclear age? What kind of difference might it make to receive the Lord’s Supper, a meal related to the Passover tradition, in view of the Holocaust and the long history of anti-Semitic elements in Christian theology and practice? In a world unsafe for women [and children], and all too often in the church as well, does the eucharist make a difference?


“What can it mean that we ingest the bread and wine at the table or altar next to one who just this past week was presented with a diagnosis of multiple myeloma? Or experienced the loss of a child? Or the loss of a job due to corporate downsizing? Obviously these are huge and difficult questions, but we dare not extend our hearts and hands to receive the bread and wine of Jesus Christ as though the church existed solely for the benefit of its own members.”�


“Those who partake of Holy Communion are sent from the Table to be in ministry as Christ’s presence in the world. God’s people are sent to work compassionately for healing, reconciliation, justice, and peace. Such work requires prophetic, subversive actions: ‘renounc[ing] the spiritual forces of wickedness, reject[ing] the evil powers of this world, . . . accept[ing] the freedom and power God gives . . . to resist evil, injustice, and oppression in whatever forms they present themselves’ (vows from the services of the Baptismal Covenant, BOW; page 88), claiming and making real the victory of the risen Christ over all evil, sin, and death. Such faithful living in the power of the Holy Spirit answers the prayer in the Great Thanksgiving ‘that we may be for the world the body of Christ’ and the petition ‘your kingdom come, your will be done’ in the Lord’s Prayer (UMH; page 10). Celebrations of Holy Communion are, therefore, a foretaste of the realm of God, when God’s future breaks into our present world. Here the church enacts the words of Jesus, ‘Then people will come from east and west, from north and south, and will eat in the kingdom of God’ (Luke 13:29).”�


“Participation in the Eucharist bears fruit in the world in attitudes and actions of personal and social holiness.


“Communing with others in our congregations is a sign of community and mutual love between Christians throughout the church universal. The church must offer to the world a model of genuine community grounded in God’s deep love for every person. As we eat and drink, we are motivated to act compassionately for those whose physical, emotional, and spiritual needs are unmet.


“Receiving the bread and wine as products of divine creation reminds us of our duties of stewardship of the natural environment in a time when destruction and pollution imperil the earth, and unjust distribution of the planet’s resources destroys the hopes and lives of millions.


“As we gratefully receive God’s abundant grace, we are challenged to accept fully our responsibility and accountability for renewal of the social order, liberation for the oppressed, and the coming of the realm of God.”�


+ + + + + + + + + +


PRAYER


Become to us the living bread by which the Christian life is fed,�renewed and greatly comforted…


Become the never-failing wine, the spring of joy that shall incline�our hearts to bear the covenant sign…


May Christians all with one accord unite around the sacred board�to praise your holy name, O Lord…� Amen.


+ + + + + + + + + +
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