Second Sunday before Advent 10am
If you were here three weeks ago you might remember that I spoke about this service of Holy Communion, and what the various parts of the liturgy mean, and why we do the things we do here now, because several people had been asking about it. However I only got half-way through an explanation in the time I had, and I promised to finish things off this morning, so that is what I had better do now. 
Three weeks ago we got as far as the Prayers of Intercession, which mark the end of the Liturgy of the Word and so I am going to start now with the Peace, which follows straight after the prayers, and which stands at what the start of the Liturgy of the Sacrament. It’s page 175 in the black books if you wish to see where precisely we are. Now ‘sacrament’ is one of those words (like ‘paradox’ or ‘existentialism’) that one secretly hopes one doesn’t get asked to explain too often becomes it is slightly elusive and requires a certain amount of intellectual effort to pin down. I seem to remember from my own confirmation classes when I was a child that the correct answer to the question of what a sacrament is was something along the lines of “an outward and visible sign of an inward and spiritual grace”, but I also remember thinking at the time that this wasn’t entirely a clear answer. But I guess the word ‘sign’, if we extract it from that rather cumbersome theological phrase, is helpful to us, and we do generally understand how something physical can point to other things that are deep and meaningful. Think of the remembrance poppies we have all been recently wearing, and how a simple red flower expresses so many different things: gratitude, suffering, loss, concern, responsibility, resolve etc. Sacraments are physical things, or actions, that speak of  and represent realities beyond themselves, realities that are important and profound. In a sense they compliment and work alongside words, which are maybe our main means of communicating with each other. When we greet someone we might use words and say “hello”, “good to see you” or whatever, but we might also use a physical action, like shaking their hand or even hugging them, to enhance what we have just said, or even to replace the words. One could say that that action is sacramental.
And as Christians we believe that God has given us several special actions and things that help us in our communication with him, and the two main instances here–the two sacraments that are spoken of by Christ himself–are baptism (which takes and then transforms washing and water) and Holy Communion (which takes and transforms eating and food) and that second sacrament of course is the focus of this service now. As I was hinting a moment ago with my example of the handshake accompanying words of greeting or welcome, the Liturgy of the Sacrament in this service accompanies and enhances the Liturgy of the Word – God as it were now gives us a second avenue of approach to him, based on our physical nature and our receptiveness towards physical things, that compliments (and extends) the intellectual and word-based emphasis of the first-half of this service. 
And so the Liturgy of the Sacrament starts with the Peace, which can be regarded as a sort of preparation for the second half of the service. As we prepare to physically encounter God in the sacraments of bread and wine, we first of all physically encounter each other by sharing the peace together. And this might involve the act of shaking our neighbour’s hand, if we feel that is helpful in this regard, and signifies our sense of community and friendship and reconciliation with one another. And many people, of course, do see it this way. But I know that not everyone agrees with this, and I can appreciate why from one perspective it can seem contrived and insincere, so this act is not compulsory, and we should perhaps try to be sensitive towards each other in this regard.
And after the peace the bread and wine that are used in the eucharistic rite, along with the money we offer for the work of the Church, are brought up to the altar by representatives of the whole congregation. Indeed this act of offering also symbolises our own self-offering to God and our willingness to be used in his service. St Augustine once said to the newly confirmed “There are you upon the table, there are you in the chalice” We must think of ourselves as a crumb of that bread that is offered, and a drop of wine in the chalice that is placed on the holy table.
And then next is the great eucharistic prayer, which recalls that very first celebration of Holy Communion at the Last Supper when Jesus shared bread and wine with his disciples and told them to keep doing likewise after he had left them, as a remembrance of him and what he was doing for them and for their salvation, and as a way even of participating in his own life. To help us obey that instruction and to perform the memorial of his sacrifice, the Church gives us eight options of Eucharistic prayer to use, each of which explore and emphasise different facets of God’s work of salvation of us and of his creation – we regularly use 2 or 3 of them here, but perhaps we should avail ourselves of more of them. All of the prayers though use Jesus’ original words at the last supper when he said “This is my body which is given for you. Do this in remembrance of me” and likewise with the cup. And all of the prayers also include an invocation of the Holy Spirit – God’s own transforming life – to be with us as we participate in the Eucharist: “Grant that by the power of your Holy Spirit… these gifts… may be to us the body of blood of our Lord Jesus Christ”  (You might be interested to know that theologians call this bit of the prayer the ‘epiclesis’, which means in Greek, the ‘calling down’). Now you might be aware that historically there has been huge discussion about what actually happens to the bread and wine in the prayer of consecration, and how Christ is actually  present in them. Technical words like ‘transubstantiation’, ‘real presence’, ‘symbolic’, ‘extrinsic’ and ‘intrinsic’ have all been used in the debate, and divisions have been painfully sharp. But in recent times, thankfully, this issue has been somewhat alleviated by emphasising more the work of the Holy Spirit in the consecration of the bread and wine, and in agreeing that there is something irreducibly mysterious about what is happening to them. An Ecumenical statement was agreed by all the main-stream Christian Churches in 1982 which spoke of ‘Christ’s real, living and active presence’ in the elements, and that seems to have been universally welcomed. As a statement of the significance and meaning of what happens to the bread and wine, as opposed to the mechanics of it, that does just fine for me.
Now by the end of the Eucharist Prayer, having performed 2 of the 4 essential actions involved in this sacrament – the taking of the bread and wine at the offertory (number one), and the blessing of them in the eucharistic prayer (number two) – we then move on via the Lord’s prayer (that definitive prayer for the Christian disciple) to the third action, the breaking of the bread  (“We break this bread to share in the body of Christ…” the president says) which reminds us of Christ’s ultimate act of love towards us when his body was broken for us on the cross. This third action associates us with that sacrifice, and commits us to a way of life which can be costly for it means a readiness to be broken for love’s sake. For me, there are echoes of Jesus’ earlier words in the Gospel at this moment, “Unless a grain of wheat falls into the earth and dies, it remains alone… (John 12.24).
And then on to the final and fourth physical action of the sacrament of Holy Communion, the act of sharing the bread: “draw near… receive… eat and drink… feed…” is the invitation God now gives us. And as we journey up to the altar rail, and as we kneel there together, there are between us no barriers of sex, age, class or colour, no order of precedence. We are in miniature what we ought always to be: a family, centred on God, members of one another. This is a foretaste of the Kingdom of God. St John Chrysostom writes of this moment; “…Christ merges himself in us in order that we may be all one single thing, as one body, joined to one head.”
And finally, it is quite natural that, after all have returned from the altar rail and received a blessing or the bread or wine, we thank God in prayer for what he has given us, and set our hearts towards the week ahead and what will be in store. “Send us out in the power of your Spirit to live and work to your praise and glory” we ask God, before receiving a final blessing. And last of all, as we face outwards to the world that we are imminently returning to, we are reminded again of the commission that was given to each one of us as we were baptised: “Go in peace to love and serve the Lord”.
It is time for me to stop, and I know I have rushed through large parts of this service hardly doing them justice, which perhaps was inevitable in the time available. But do feel free to collar me over coffee or whenever if you want to know more and discuss it further. I hope we can all see how special and precious our liturgy is, and how through our minds and hearts, through Word and Sacrament, God gives himself to us in these 70 minutes every week… and indeed how we may use our experiences here to help us, likewise, give ourselves to him.
