[image: ][image: ]

(Phil 2:5-11 CEB)
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VIDEO DISCUSSION QUESTIONS (10 Minutes)

1. Elaine describes how the household dinner table has become an expression of the Lord’s
Supper. How is this understanding of Communion similar to or different from your under-
standing and experience of Communion?

2. What is the meaning of the open Table in United Methodist Communion practice?

3. Has Communion ever been a healing experience (emotionally, spiritually, or physically) for
you or someone you know? Is there a connection between our healing and becoming God’s
“one loaf” gift of love for others (see Isa 58:8)?

PRACTICAL APPLICATION (10 Minutes)

As the meeting comes to a close, review together the Communion liturgy and baptismal vows that are
in the United Methodist Hymnal. Offer a prayer of commitment that draws language from either or both
of these liturgies. You may wish to use a symbolic action such as making the sign of the cross on one an-
other’s hands with water or, if possible, participate in the Lord’s Supper with each other.

LOOKING AHEAD AND CLOSING PRAYER (5 Minutes)

Have the class share joys and prayer concerns, and invite them to be in prayer for each other over the
coming week. Invite someone to close in prayer.
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The Lord’s Supper

‘We gather in the kitchen where a feast is spread across the counter—warm, homemade bread and jam from residents
of the Bruderhof house, vegetables from the Community Supported Agriculture (CSA) farm next door, meatloaf from
friends who live in another community house a few miles away. And for a special treat, homemade ice cream and cook-
ies. There are usually at least a dozen of us, sometimes twice that many. Tonight we gather at Spring Forest, the inten-
tional community where I live in Hillsborough, North Carolina, to share a meal and pray with others who live in or are
interested in intentional communities in the area.? We gather as a loose network of communities once a month but stay
in touch in various ways between times, helping each other with life and ministries such as refugee resettlement.

As we eat the bread and raise a toast we remember that this is how the Lord’s Supper took place in the early church.
The bread and wine were part of a real supper, with diverse guests from different houses gathered under one roof. Mem-
bers of my community, Spring Forest, love the liturgical tradition of Holy Communion, of which we partake monthly at
the United Methodist congregation where we worship. Nonetheless, we experience our own dinner table as an expres-
sion of the Lord’s Supper too. Grace is given to us through sharing food and drink. Christ speaks to us as we talk about
‘how we encounter God in our work, our lives, and our spiritual journeys in recent days. We strategize and pray about
ministry matters in our various houses. We feel the longing of God’s heart as we discuss and pray about current events
in our nation and world. Closing the evening in benediction, we remember that we are called into fellowship as the body
of Christ in order to be given as bread and wine to our neighbors. Our monthly experience of “dinner church” doesn’t
preclude belonging to and participating in established congregations, nor does it negate our appreciation for the sacra-
ments administered in traditional ways. It does, however, bring home to us with clarity the missional meaning of the
Lord’s Supper. We take Christ’s life into ourselves so that we can bear Christ’s life among our neighbors.

The Lord's Supper is one of two sacraments in Methodist traditions, the other being baptism. Sacraments are special
means of grace that are “outward signs of inward grace.” When we are baptized we “renounce the spiritual forces of
wickedness [and] reject the evil powers of this world.” We accept our call to “resist evil, injustice, and oppression in
‘whatever forms they present themselves.” We commit ourselves to Jesus Christ “in union with the church which Christ
‘has opened to people of all ages, nations, and races.”* Baptism is the ritual that marks our entry into a life of Christian
discipleship. Long after our own baptism, each time we witness the baptism of others, we renew our own commitment
to Christ through the words of the baptismal liturgy.

The meaning of the Lord’s Supper is closely linked to the meaning of baptism. The connection becomes obvious
when we look at the Communion liturgy. Each time we partake of the Lord’s Supper we confess and renounce our sin,
state our intent to follow Jesus, and commit ourselves to live in union with Christ and his mission. During the epiclesis
(or the invocation of the Holy Spirit) we pray:

Pour out your Holy Spirit on s gathered here, and on these gifts of bread and wine. Make them be for us the body
and blood of Christ, that we may be for the world the body of Christ, redeemed by his blood. By your Spirit make us
one with Christ, one with each other, and one in ministry to all the world, until Christ comes in final victory, and we
feast at his heavenly banquet.”

In his beautiful meditation Life of the Beloved, Henri J. M. Nouwen draws from the metaphor of the bread and wine
of the Lord’s Supper to describe four movements in the Christian life.° We are taken, blessed, broken, and given. We are
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gathered into community, something like a multigrain loaf. God kneads us into one loaf and then blesses us, forgiving

us of our sins and setting us on a path of healing and reconciliation. At the benediction God “breaks” theloaf of our
comm it pieces by sending us forth to embody ‘the world. nunities of faith, we be

The Scriptures show s that God loves us dearly (see 1 John 3:1). Just as God spoke to Jesus at his baptism, God
speaks to us today: You are my dearly loved child. In you I am well pleased. God’s love binds us to God forever. In the em-
bodied prayer of Holy Communion we remember, we celebrate, and we commit ourselves to full participation in the
mission of God.

John Wesley believed that Christians should partake of the Lord’s Supper s often as possible. In his sermon “The
Duty of Constant Communion,” Wesley argues that sharing at the Lord’s Table enables us to leave our sins behind and
live as holy people. He makes a strong argument that daily Communion was the way of the early church and thus should
be the pattern of contemporary Christians. Most of the sermon is a rebuttal of the usual excuses Wesley’s contempo-
raries gave for avoiding Communion.

To prepare for the Lord's Supper, he teaches, Christians should truly wish to follow the commandments of God and
to receive all the promises of God. One of the notable aspects of Methodist faith and practice is the “open table” or the
practice of inviting any and all who wish to partake. The liturgy issues this invitation: “Christ our Lord invites to his
table all who love him, who earnestly repent of their sin and seek to live in peace with one another.”” Wesley believed
that even if persons didn’t know Christ, they could come to know Christ’s salvation in the act of Holy Communion if
their hearts longed to know him and they came to the Table with that hunger.

In her memoir, Take This Bread: A Radical Conversion, Sara Miles tells the story of her extremely unlikely conversion
while walking unexpectedly into St. Gregory of Nyssa Episcopal Church and to the Communion Table.* Miles, a cynical
forty-six-year-old war correspondent, experienced exactly what Methodists believe the Lord’s Supper can do when the
Table s open to all. The Lord’s Supper became the means of grace that welcomed Miles into the Christian faith and re-
vealed her new vocation to her. At the Table Miles underwent a Damascus Road® experience in which God showed her
that the real meaning of Christianity s to feed the hungry, both spiritually and literally.

The Lord’s Supper s a potent, embodied prayer through which we align ourselves fully with God's work of making
all things new. Each time we eat the bread and drink the cup we say yes to all that Christ is and all that he invites us to
be, together. One of the earliest hymns of the church focuses on the union of the church with Christ in his way of being
in the world:

Adopt the attitude that was in Christ Jesus:

Though he was in the form of God,
he did not consider being equal with God something
to exploit.

But he emptied himself
by taking the form of a slave
and by becoming like human beings.

When he found himself in the form of a human,
he humbled himself by becoming obedient to the
point of death,

even death onacross.

Therefore, God highly honored him
and gave him a name above all names,

so that at the name of Jesus everyone
in heaven, on earth, and under the earth might bow
and every tongue confess that
Jesus Christ is Lord, to the glory of God the Father.
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The Greek word for “emptied himself” is kenosis. It means to give oneself to others. This hymn is one of the most
important passages of scripture for the church today, calling the church to repent of the ways in which we have not
loved our neighbors and have not taken the role of servant among our neighbors. Too often our posture toward those
who are not in the church is one of censure, judgment, or animosity. We do not see such attitudes or behaviors in Jesus
in the Gospel narratives. The reason that we bend our knees and confess that Jesus Christ is Lord is not that Jesus and
his followers will take the world with violence or will shame and terrify the world into submission. Rather, the world
comes to trust in Jesus's love when it experiences the church living in the way of Jesus, the way of kenosis. Participating
in the Lord's Supper can help us do that.

Charles Wesley’s Communion hymn “O Thou Who This Mysterious Bread”'? s his prayer that the risen Christ will
be revealed in the Lord’s Supper in the same way he was with the disciples on the walk to Emmaus (Luke 24:13-35).
Although the resurrected Jesus walked and talked with the two disciples, they were unable to recognize him because
their perception was blinded by grief over his death. Only when he agreed to stay and eat with them and then blessed
the meal were their eyes opened. “Weren't our hearts on fire when he spoke to us along the road and when he explained
the scriptures for us?” they asked each other afterward (Luke 24:32 CEB). Propelled by overwhelming joy, they left that
same evening, hurrying back to Jerusalem to tell others the good news of Christ’s resurrection.

Through all the means of grace, especially the sacrament of the Lord’s Supper, John Wesley urges Christians to open
ourselves to receive the blessings that God offers and to commit ourselves to obey all of God’s commands. The word obe-
dience isn't popular in the church today, especially because historically it's been misused by those in power to oppress
and subjugate women, children, people of color, and ethnic minorities, all in the name of God. However, the word obe-
dience comes from the Latin oboedire, which means “listening that leads to action.” As we partake of the Lord’s Supper,
may we come with open hearts and minds, listening and ready to receive what God so lovingly offers. At the Table, in
the bread and cup, may we hear Jesus who says to us, I am here for you. Are you here for me?

Reflection Questions for Chapter 3: The Lord’s Supper

1. This chapter describes how the household dinner table has become an expression of the Lord’s Supper. How is this
understanding of Communion similar to or different from your understanding and experience of Communion?

2. Reflect upon Henri Nouwen's image of the church as a loaf of bread that is “taken, blessed, broken, and given.” How is
your congregation already serving as bread for your neighbors? What are some ways your congregation could grow
in this regard?

3. What is the meaning of the open table in United Methodist Communion practice?

4. Think about the meaning of “obedience” that is presented in this chapter. Describe a time in your life when you

experienced perceiving God's invitation to change or action, and you or your church “listened your way into action.”
What happened? How were you changed?
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INTRODUCTION

Two of the most visible means of grace for Methodists and Wesleyans are sacraments: the Lord's Supper and bap-
tism. “Sacraments are special means of grace that are ‘outward signs of inwardly received grace.” The meaning of the
Lord's Supper is closely linked to the meaning of baptism. The Lord’s Supper is a way to remember what happened at
baptism. When we participate in the Lord's Supper, we confess and renounce our sin, state our intent to follow Jesus,
and commit ourselves to live in union with Christ and his mission.

This session will help your class

1. recognize why participating in the Lords Supper is indispensable for experiencing God's love;
2. identify the barriers that prevent us from experiencing the blessings of God's love; and

3. experience the Lord’s Supper.
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GATHERING (5 Minutes)

Invite participants to read in unison the lyrics from the Charles Wesley hymn “O Thou Who This Mysterious
Bread” (The United Methodist Hymnal, no. 613).

0 Thou who this mysterious bread didst in Emmaus break,
return, herewith our souls to feed,
and to thy followers speak.
Unseal the volume of thy grace,
apply the gospel word;
open our eyes to see they face,
our hearts to know the Lord.

Invite participants to reflect silently on those words for a minute. After the silence, have them turn to a person next
to them to share what words, phrases, or ideas resonate with them.
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REFLECTIONS ON THE READING (10 Minutes)

The author introduces us to Henri Nouwen’s image about Holy Communion. Read aloud: “We are
taken, blessed, broken and given. We are gathered into community, something like a multigrain loaf. God
kneads us into one loaf and then blesses us, forgiving us of our sins and setting us on a path of healing and
reconciliation. At the benediction God ‘breaks’ the loaf of our community into many pieces by sending us
forth to embody Jesus in the world. As communities of faith we become the Communion bread that God

gives to the world.”
Invite the class to break up into two or three groups, and have each group reflect together on one of the
following statements in this chapter:

+ “We are taken, blessed, broken, and given” (p. 17).

+ “The real meaning of Christianity is to feed the hungry, both spiritually and literally” (p. 19).

+ “The sacrament of the Lord’s Supper [is the way] to receive the blessings that God offers” (p. 21).

Ask each group to describe the meaning of these statements, perhaps restating the meaning in their
own words or explaining how the statement describes a means for grace. Then have each group share their
explanations with the other.

‘When all the groups have shared, ask the whole class to reflect together on the following questions:

1. What are the obstacles that often prevent us from experiencing the blessings of the
Lord’s Supper?

2. What can we do to overcome these obstacles?

VIDEO SEGMENT (15 Minutes)

Video segment featuring Elaine A. Heath, author of Five Means of Grace, in conversation with theology
professor Joerg Rieger.




