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I. No formality in the Gospels

While they were eating, he took bread, said the blessing,

broke it, gave it to them and said, “Take it; this is my body.”

Then he took the cup, gave thanks, and gave it to them,

and they all drank from it.

He said to them, “This is my blood of the covenant,

which will be shed for many.”   (Mark 14:22-25)

Reflect on these words a minute.

Do you hear what I hear?

There is no real formality on how we are to share the bread.

I mean, Jesus was instituting the sacrament of the Eucharist at the Last Supper, right?

Isn’t that what we believe?

You’d think, you know, Central moment of the Faith, Memorial to his ultimate sacrifice,

      that there’d be some specific, formal direction about what we were to do,


other than to “Do this in memory of me.”

Well, this is Mark’s Gospel, after all – you know, usually short on words and description.

(Nothing like reading a Steinbeck novel.)

If we want the “Law” reinterpreted for the new Christians, we have to go to Matthew.  He and his followers were, after all, writing for the community of early converts from Judaism.

     And nobody knows rules and formalities like the Jews!

Let’s see what that Gospel has to say:

When it was evening, he reclined at table with the Twelve.

While they were eating, Jesus took bread, said the blessing, broke it, and giving it to his disciples said, "Take and eat; this is my body." 

Then he took a cup, gave thanks, and gave it to them, saying, "Drink from it, all of you, for this is my blood of the covenant, which will be shed on behalf of many for the forgiveness of sins.

I tell you, from now on I shall not drink this fruit of the vine until the day when I drink it with you new in the kingdom of my Father.”   (Matthew 26:20, 26-29)

Hmmmmm.  No formal directions there, either.  It’s safe to assume that Luke doesn’t have anything different.

When the hour came, he took his place at table with the apostles.

He said to them, "I have eagerly desired to eat this Passover with you before I suffer,

for, I tell you, I shall not eat it (again) until there is fulfillment in the kingdom of God,

nor shall I drink of the fruit of the vine until the reign of God comes."

Then he took the bread, said the blessing, broke it, and gave it to them, saying, "This is my body, which will be given for you; do this in memory of me."

And likewise the cup after they had eaten, saying, "This cup is the new covenant in my blood, which will be shed for you.   (Luke 22:14-16, 18-20)

John’s Gospel, as we all know, is not a synoptic gospel, and doesn’t necessarily focus on the chronology of events in Jesus’ life, but rather on the meaning and the message of Christ’s life.  So, in regards to the Eucharist, there is the beautiful “I AM the Bread of Life” moment in the Temple at Capernaum.  You know, 

"I am the living bread that came down from heaven; if any one eats of this bread, they will live forever; . . . whoever eats my flesh and drinks my blood has eternal life and . . . abides in me, and I in them."   (John 6:51, 54, 56)

Even St. Paul remarks on the institution of the Eucharist in his first letter to the Corinthians.

For I received from the Lord what I also handed on to you,

that the Lord Jesus, on the night he was handed over, took bread, and, after he had given thanks, broke it and said, "This is my body that is for you. Do this in remembrance of me."

In the same way also the cup, after supper, saying, "This cup is the new covenant in my blood. Do this, as often as you drink it, in remembrance of me."

For as often as you eat this bread and drink the cup, you proclaim the death of the Lord until he comes.   (I Corinthians 11:23-26)

Yet again, no formal instructions.

Therefore… “In the Beginning…” there were no formal directions on how this Bread was to be shared.

Until, of course, these guys came along.

II. Eucharist divine meaning

But to be honest, there really are some beautiful realities about the Eucharist contained within.  And reading them helped me connect with some of our St. Andrew’s friends who, at the time of our discerning, were insistent on including the Eucharist in whatever we were to become.  (So, this is like a Top Ten List of reasons why the Eucharist is so central to the People of God.)

The Eucharist is "the source and summit of the Christian life."  For in the blessed Eucharist is contained the whole spiritual good of the Church, namely Christ himself.

It is given the name, Eucharist, because it is an action of thanksgiving to God.  The Greek words eucharistein and eulogein recall the Jewish blessings that proclaim - especially during a meal - God's works: creation, redemption, and sanctification.
The Eucharist is the sum and summary of our faith: "Our way of thinking is attuned to the Eucharist, and the Eucharist in turn confirms our way of thinking."
The Eucharist is celebrated amid the assembly of the faithful, the visible expression of the Church.  The Church's whole liturgy finds its center and its most intense expression in the celebration of this sacrament.
At the heart of the Eucharistic celebration are the bread and wine that, by the words of Christ and the invocation of the Holy Spirit, become Christ's Body and Blood.  Faithful to the Lord's command, the Church continues to do this in his memory.  The signs of bread and wine become, in a way surpassing understanding, the Body and Blood of Christ.
The inexhaustible richness of this sacrament is expressed in the different names we give it. Each name evokes certain aspects of it. It is called: the Lord’s Supper, the Breaking of the Bread, Holy Eucharist, Holy Communion, the Most Blessed Sacrament, the Holy Sacrifice, and the great memorial of the Lord's Passion and Resurrection.
And the Number One reason why the Eucharist is so beloved…

It is by this Holy Communion that we unite ourselves to Christ and to one another, and it is by this Holy Communion that we are made sharers in his Body and Blood to form a single body.

I also like what my oft-quoted favorite author, Chris Glaser, has to say about the Eucharist:

Communion may be experienced as an intaking of the qualities of Christ.  The disciples desired to incorporate Jesus' qualities by symbolically ingesting his body and blood.  And unlike the sacrifices in the temple that could only be eaten by the priests, Christ’s sacrifice feeds us all.
III. The hierarchical church vs. the priestly people

So how did something so beautiful, so meaningful, get corrupted?

Again, these guys – popes, bishops, St. Augustine… you know, that “ilk.”

And corrupt only in the sense that this Most Beautiful Sacrament has been relegated to the “Good Old Boys” network and to only those who have been given permission to perform the magic powers of Holy Orders.

As we all know, the hierarchical church commands that it is only ordained men who can transubstantiate.


(Two-four-six-eight, time to transubstantiate…)

It’s in here – it’s in this book.  (Like when it’s on the Internet, you know it has to be true.)

“Only validly ordained priests can preside at the Eucharist and consecrate the bread and the wine so that they become the Body and Blood of the Lord.”

But, oh the knowledge one can find within the contents of this book.  (I feel a little like a rebellious Harry Potter.  Or is it Joanne Powell?)

For it is also in this book that I found

“Those who have been raised to the dignity of the royal priesthood by Baptism participate with the whole community in the Lord's own sacrifice by means of the Eucharist.”

That’s a fairly powerful – and empowering – statement.  “The dignity of the ‘Royal Priesthood’ by Baptism…”
And like the synoptic Gospels and St. Paul, the statement itself contains no formal direction on the manner in which we, the priestly people, are to “participate.”  (It only does that elsewhere in the book.)

And so my bishop, Nancy Murray, and I, and many of us here, I suspect, would ask Jim Lang and the members of the hierarchy:

Why must consecration be relegated to only the validly ordained?

What would happen if the priestly people were to consecrate the Bread and Wine?

They don’t want that.  All hell would break loose!

       (A disaster of biblical proportions.  Old Testament proportions, real wrath of God

        type stuff.  Rivers and seas boiling, forty days of darkness, the dead rising from their

        graves.  Human sacrifice, Dogs and cats living together.  Mass hysteria...)

No, more likely, all Heaven would break loose.

       We might then start to embrace our priestly calling.

       Our faith might then deepen and our love for one another grow.

IV. So, what is it that we are doing here?

So, what is it that we are doing here?

What happens to the bread that Kathleen so lovingly bakes for us Nomads outside the walls of St. Andrew’s?

Is it merely bread – or does it get consecrated?

So what if it is merely bread that we break together and share with one another?

And so what if some of us see it as transformed?

One thing is certain… it IS consecrated – holy – by our presence here as an assembly of the faithful, the visible expression of the Church; and by our Baptism into God’s royal priesthood; and mostly by our love and respect for each other.

I can remember commenting to Ronnie about how carefully chosen her words were in writing the “Breaking of the Bread” prayers for these liturgical services.

Part of her answer was in recognizing that we may not all be at the same place right now.  I think it is her prayer that someday we would grow to that common place, and grow quickly.

And anyway, her “new” prayers were refreshing to me, refocusing this central part of the liturgy onto the Communion, the Sharing, the Community building; taking away the focus on that transubstantiation thing, at least for the time being.

So here we stand two Sundays a month – and at our monthly gatherings at Erwin Methodist – without an ordained priest, and we’re Breaking Bread.

Is what we share Eucharist?  Is it the Body of Christ?

Is that still a personal decision, or must it be a communal decision?

Do we even need conformity or consensus in order to have Communion?

I’m not going to tell you what to believe – as I’m sure most of us wouldn’t.  That’s a job for the hierarchy, and most of us purposely choose not to take on that role.

Most of us can honestly respect what the other believes, respect the spirituality of the individual – and the gifts each brings to the community – the gifts we share in Communion.

For we truly do recognize that WE are the Body of Christ.

