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A brief introduction…
Holy Communion, the Lord’s Supper,
the Eucharist, the Mass, the Breaking
of Bread – whatever the name, it’s
been a special meal for Christians
the world over, ever since that very
first night Jesus said ‘do this in
remembrance of me’.
It’s a beautiful and mysterious thing, which draws us close to
Jesus - in a way that few other moments or parts of Sunday
worship do. Perhaps that’s why, over the years, Communion
has attracted so many different emphases and
understandings. Some have been more helpful than others,
and some more important than others!
What this booklet tries to do is explain how Communion
became so important, what it’s about. I’ve tried to unfold the
mainstream Christian and Anglican approach to Communion,
guided first by the Bible and then by wise teachers of the
church through the years. Of course there’s more to be said,
but my hope is that a short overview will enrich your own
enjoyment and understanding of this precious gift that Jesus
gave us.
It is a work in progress, so if there’s anything in it that isn’t
clear or you think ought to be in it, please let me know!
And if you want to dig deeper, there are a couple of
suggestions for more reading at the end…
Rick Stordy – July 2015
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Where does Communion come from?
•
Jesus: It goes back
to Jesus. He instituted
the meal we call Holy
Communion, the night
before he died: it's
referred to in Matthew
26:26-20, Mark 14:2225, Luke 22: 18-20 and 1
Corinthians 11:23-26.
• The feasting God: But actually, in many ways it goes back
further still. In the Bible, God loves sharing a good meal
with his people! Feasting in God's presence was something
that happened in the Old Testament, at special times, like
with Moses at Sinai: Exodus 24:9-11, or as part of the regular
worship of Israel every year: Deuteronomy 14:23, 26. You
could even say it goes back to Eden, where Adam and Eve
lived in God's presence, and ate the fruit of the garden (the
ones they were meant to eat!).
As we know, though, the early communion between God
and people was broken. Jesus died to mend it; and to opne
up that great day in the new creation when God's people
will feast with him face to face once more: Matthew 26:29;
Revelation 19:9.
• Passover: A particular meal that underlies Communion is
the Passover. The Last Supper that Jesus held with his
disciples was a passover meal. It was remembering God's
rescue of his people by the death of another (a lamb), and
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freeing them from slavery. In a stunning and provocative
act, Jesus took the elements of that meal and said now they
were no longer about a lamb dying for their Exodus, but
about his death and so many could be free.
• As if they were there: one thing worth noting is this. When
they celebrated Passover, the Jews saw themselves not just
as going back in the their minds to something that
happened long ago, but as if they were actually part of the
events of that night. Not just a commemoration, but a
sharing in the great rescue.
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What is a ‘sacrament’?
Most Christians call Communion a sacrament. But what's that
about?
'Sacrament' comes from the Latin
'sacramentum' - which meant a
sacred oath of loyalty that a Roman
soldier would swear. The early
church thought it was a good word
for those actions that Christ
commanded of us as marks of our
loyalty to him. Churches of a
stronger Protestant inclination prefer to call them 'ordinances'
or 'means of grace'.
Perhaps the best short explanation is that a sacrament is that
it is
• an outward visible sign (e.g. water; or bread and wine)
of
• an inward invisible grace (e.g. washing, immersing into
Christ; or all the benefits of Jesus death on the cross)
It involves an action that we do and partake in that brings
God's grace into our lives in a visible, tangible way.
In the Thirty-Nine Articles (1563) of the Church of England (the
original statement of our basic beliefs, now found in the Book
of Common Prayer of 1662), Article 25 puts it beautifully:
6

Sacraments ordained of Christ be not only badges or
tokens of Christian men's profession, but rather they
be certain sure witnesses, and effectual signs of grace,
and God's good will towards us, by the which he doth
work invisibly in us, and doth not only quicken, but
also strengthen and confirm our Faith in him.

In other words, they're not just about what we do: they're
something God gives to us, and uses to change us. In some
ways like the hug of a loved one who wants to show their love,
they are a physical touch from God.
Is it like magic then?
That begs the question: does this mean Baptism and
Communion do something to us, even if our hearts are not
right? What about a person who is baptised but not really
following Jesus? Or an enquirer who's not yet a believer, but
who comes and receives Communion?
Article 25 suggests that the physical symbol isn't enough,
without faith on the part of the person receiving. Rather as in
Bible times with the rite of circumcision: it wasn't real unless it
showed what was happening inside, a heart-commitment to
God (see 1 Corinthians 7:19). But when the symbol is received
with faith, something happens and we actually share in
Christ's death for us (1 Corinthians 10:16), as if we died with
him and now share his resurrection life .

7

How many sacraments?
The Church of England holds that there are just two
sacraments that Jesus commanded (Article 25), namely:
1. Baptism; and
2. The Lord's Supper (or Holy Communion or Eucharist or
Mass).
Roman Catholics teach that there are five further sacraments:
confirmation, penance, marriage, ordination and extreme
unction (last rites: anointing just before death).
Protestants can’t accept this because they aren't described in
the Bible as commanded by Jesus, in the way baptising and
sharing the Supper are.
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What’s the meal actually for?
Communion is like a jewel, with many facets; or a lake with
many depths. Here's some of them:
!
A reminder of past mercy:
Because we are fragile, forgetful
creatures, Communion gives us a
very precious reminder and
encouragement, reminding us of
Christ's death: the supreme place of
tender mercy and costly love.
! A present sharing: it brings into the present all the benefits
of Jesus’ self-giving on the cross. These include
o justification (being declared innocent by God),
o sanctification (being made holy and pure in God's
sight),
o adoption (becoming God's beloved children),
o union with Christ (an intimate sharing like that of
husband and wife) and
o reconciliation (friends with the God we had turned
our backs on and who gave the most precious thing
he had - his Son - to forgive us).
As the bread and wine become part of us, so does Jesus and
all he has for us.
! A regular assurance and nourishment: the repetition of
this message reassure us that Jesus has not changed - all
he won for us is still ours! We still have innocence, holiness,
adoption, oneness (communion) with Jesus and friendship
with the God the Holy Trinity. As we receive the elements of
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bread and wine, the Spirit pours the grace of the cross into
our lives again and again. Truly we have food for the
journey.
! A communal experience: one bread, one body - we can't
do communion on our own, we need each other for this.
Like any family meal, the very act of eating together both
witnesses to our unity and actually increases it.
! A promise of future celebration: we look forward to the
return of Jesus, and the great banquet to come. Any party
we share now is only the vaguest echo of what a wonderful
celebration that’ll be.
! A scandalous welcome: it's all about receiving - we are
undeserving, bringing nothing. The open table, where all is
given to us, reminds us of the Jesus who sat down and ate
with the disreputable and the outcast. No one is good
enough to be here; and yet no one is too bad either. That’s
both liberating and humbling!
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What happens to the bread and wine?
Because of past misunderstandings of just what it involves,
it's worth stressing that Communion is not a ‘magic’ thing
where something ‘spooky’ happens to bread and wine.
" Some (e.g. Roman Catholics today) say that we just take
Jesus' words 'this is my body' literally: the bread and wine,
in their substance, actually become Jesus's body and
blood – the substance of the elements actually becomes
the body and blood of Jesus: ‘transubstantiation’ is the
technical term.
" Others would say that they symbolise this - the change is
not in the bread and wine, but in the worshipper who
receives them with faith. That was the historic view of
the Prayer Book Communion service:
'the Sacramental Bread and Wine remain still in their very
natural substances, and therefore may not be adored...
and the natural Body and Blood of Christ are in Heaven,
and not here' (Communion service rubrics)
'the Body of Christ is given, taken, and eaten, in the
Supper, only after an heavenly and spiritual manner. And
the mean whereby the Body of Christ is received and
eaten in the Supper is Faith' (Article 28)
But even if there's nothing magic, we mustn't fall into the
opposite extreme, and behave as if this was just another meal.
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Communion is still a real gift of God's grace, which does
something to us as we receive it in faith. The Holy Spirit uses
it to unite us to our Lord and each other, and to be blessed by
him. In it, Jesus gives us himself and changes us.
We therefore treat it with a mixture of expectancy, respect
and awe. A lack of this was a problem for the church in
Corinth (1 Corinthians 11:2-30) - a sinful attitude and behaviour
towards others (at Communion) led to God's immediate
judgment.
One way the church has tried to learn from this is by asking –
sometimes preventing – those who are living in open
disobedience to Christ or his commands not to receive
communion. To this day, it is possible to be asked to refrain
from coming to the table, or for our Bishop to forbid someone
from doing so.
So the Lord's Supper is holy and to be approached with a
reverent and obedient heart. Yes, we may not be perfect, but
we still approach it with a love for the Lord and a longing to
please him.
It is truly a wonderful meal, a place where Christ comes to
meet with us.
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How do we approach Communion?
If Communion is a special means of
God's grace, then it’s worth considering
carefully how we receive it.
That means a number of things for the
way we share the elements of bread
and wine. We do so…
1. Thoughtfully: Paul told the Corinthians to examine
themselves before sharing Communion. We are to ensure
we are in good relationship with Jesus and with each
other (what he calls 'discerning the Body' 1 Corinthians
11:28 – meaning both Christ’s body signified by the bread
AND his body that is our Christian brothers and sisters). It
used to be common for Christians to be encouraged to
take special time in prayer before coming to church and
then of course in the moments leading up to communion.
I wonder if that's something we need to recover?
2. Prayerfully: this is a moment of communion firstly with
our Lord; pray for yourself and the rest of the church
family.
3. Reverently: it’s a precious time of receiving from the One
who loved us like no other. It’s appropriate that we act
with dignity and a mixture of solemnity, joy and
adoration. Parts of the service may be joyful and loud;
others will be quiet and reflective.

13

4. Lovingly: that means caring for those we share the
elements with. First and foremost, we need to be in good
relationship with them. We also want to make sure that
the way we sing, pray, talk or remain silent is respectful
and encouraging for them as we gather round the Lord’s
table together.
5. Sensitively: taking care to remember that others may not
express their love for the Lord the way we do. Some
folks love to go back to their seats and turn round for a
good chat with their neighbours; others need a time of
quiet for them to meditate and talk to their Lord after
receiving the meal. It’s best that we avoid too much noise
and allow those who want to be silent to be able to do so.
It’s not that long a wait till coffee and tea and a good
catch up…!
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I’d like to know more!
If you want to think a bit more about Communion, a couple of
very helpful and readable books are:
Steve Motyer,
Remember Jesus
(Christian Focus)

Tom Wright, The Meal
Jesus Gave Us (SPCK)

There are some wonderful songs and hymns that help us at
Communion. If you want to reflect on them, these are a great
place to start – check out the words or music by Googling
them!
Alleluia, sing to Jesus (W. C. Dix)
Before I take the body of my Lord (John Bell)
Behold the Lamb who takes our sins away (Keith
Getty/Stuart Townend)

Broken for me, broken for you (Janet Lunt)
Here is bread, here is wine (Graham Kendrick)
We come as guests invited (James Walsh/Timothy DudleySmith)
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