PAGE  
2

St Michael and All Angels

Sermon: Tim Long  
   THE NINETEENTH SUNDAY, 7 AUGUST 2005
WHAT IT MEANS TO BE A EUCHARISTIC COMMUNITY

Introduction

Last year a group of parish leaders met to look at a very challenging video from Willowcreek. Listening to that leader’s talk forced us to distinguish what in his message was applicable to all Christians and what was specific to that particular church’s understanding of itself. In other words, we had to ask ourselves, Who are we as Anglican Christians? We came to the insight that we are a eucharistic community, and we’ve been exploring ever since what that means. Various people have asked me to share something of that exploration with you, so that is what I want to do.

We described ourselves in this way as a eucharistic community because of the centrality of the eucharist to us. Whenever we gather together to worship God we share together in the eucharist even though there are other forms of service in our prayer book. Why do we make the eucharist so absolutely central? What is so special about it?

We say that the eucharist is central because Jesus himself instituted it so that in the eucharist we are connected to Jesus in a particularly direct way. It is, in fact, because of this direct connection that we call the eucharist one of the two dominical (ie. major) sacraments of the church, the other being baptism, which Jesus also commanded and which is thus also linked directly to him. In eucharist and baptism we act in obedience to God-in-Christ, in short.

Dominant Symbols
Let’s begin by understanding the shape and form of the eucharistic liturgy. It is about the work of Christ and, historically, has focused on two dominant biblical symbols to draw worshippers into fellowship with Christ and participation in his work. In both cases these symbols operate like the background to a scene in a painting – ie., not noticed unless looked at carefully but exercising at the same time a powerful influence on shape and meaning.

First Symbol: From the Temple

The first symbol is the Old Testament temple. This has been by a long way the dominant symbol through the church’s history which, one sense, is surprising because it’s not the symbol Jesus himself uses. However, it has become dominant for a variety of reasons, one of which is that it brings to the centre Christ’s sacrifice on the cross, the Temple being the place where worshippers performed the sacrifices laid down in the Jewish Law. In terms of this dominant symbol, then, the primary understanding of the eucharist has been sacrificial: as Christ sacrificed his life for us we come to sacrifice ours to him. Hence we conclude each service by saying together, Father Almighty, we offer ourselves to you as a living sacrifice… By participating in this eucharist we are saying, ‘My life is yours, Lord, not mine’. We’ll explore this more later.

Unfortunately this image has had many significant negatives. For example, Temple worship creates a huge distance between clergy and laity which disempowers laity. You have all heard the term, “To hear mass” which literally describes the sad truth that the laity came merely to listen to what the clergy did, rather than to participate themselves. You can see this distance reflected in traditional Catholic and Anglican church architecture with the choir area separating the clergy from the laity physically, often even using a screen. St Michael’s is an example of that kind of architecture. This separation is compounded by the sanctuary’s being set apart as the exclusive preserve of the clergy. Even today there are many Anglican churches where no lay person would dare to put a foot in the sanctuary.

In terms of this Temple symbol, which gives such an overpowering role to the clergy, it is through the clergy that we participate in “the real presence of Christ”. In traditional eucharistic theology it is in the epiclesis, the special moment of consecration in the eucharistic prayer, said by the priest alone, that bread and wine become for us the body and blood of Christ and thus connect worshippers in the most direct way with Christ’s suffering, death and resurrection.

In fact, it is in this transformation of bread and wine into the body and blood of Christ which constitutes what theologians call “the real Presence” which is at the heart of what makes the eucharist so special and different from any other form of service for Anglicans. This doctrine was articulated in the Middle Ages and goes by the name of transubstantiation. In its original form it states that through the prayer of the ordained priest the bread and wine undergo a profound change of substance, though not of accidence – that is, in its appearance to our sensory perception no change happens, but in its essence the bread and wine undergoes this profound change.

Thus the meaning of the eucharist is located in the office of the priest. Since the liturgical movement in the Catholic church, starting at the end of the nineteenth century and culminating in the great gathering called Vatican II which finished in 1962, and under the impact of the Charismatic Movement which started shortly after Vatican II we have followed the Catholics in seeking to redress the many negative consequences of this kind of exclusive focus on the ordained priest – our Liturgy 75 and 89 were produced with the intention of carrying through this reform. Our Diocesan Vision is intended to take the work of redressing the imbalance between clergy and laity even further.

However, we should also note the strengths of this image. Perhaps its greatest strength is that it is linked to Christ’s sacrifice on the cross, so it has a profound christological base. Further, it creates a sense of awe in the worshipper and deepens the kind of mystery we associate with worship – incense is one of the symbols we use obviously associated with the temple. There is perhaps something quite attractive about the inaccessibility of the sanctuary and the added holiness given to the office of the priest who alone may go there. We feel that we are in touch with what Rudolph Otto called “the numinous” which also, however, remains beyond us. Yet further, we like having specially-holy priests to mediated between ourselves and Almighty God. Perhaps (I’m not sure this would qualify as a strength) we like the passivity allowed to the laity by the focus of this symbol on a mediatory priesthood. It relieves us of the burden of having to draw close to God ourselves.

Through history, however, the problems associated with this symbol have proved thoroughly debilitating. The problem we have at present is that we are caught between a commitment to “the ministry of all believers” and a largely-unarticulated adherence to the medieval model of “the real Presence” of Christ which stands in the way of that inclusive understanding of ministry in that what makes the eucharist special, what gives it its sacramental character, what makes Christ really Present to us is still located in the office of the ordained priest. It is significant that a clergy-dominated church used the Temple image, which originated in a priest-dominated Temple, to entrench its dominance. It is a lack that work on our Vision in this Diocese has not included thus far any reflection on the theology of the eucharist.

Second Symbol: From the Table

However, the second symbol I pointed to does, if we follow its implications, lead us directly into our Diocesan Vision. This symbol comes directly from Christ who instituted the eucharist at the “Last Supper”, which was precisely a “supper”, a family meal. The theology underlining the eucharist as family meal thus comes directly from the New Testament and takes us to a fundamentally different understanding of the way in which we experience “the real Presence” of Christ.

First the symbol of a family meal highlights koinōnia, which refers to lives shared deeply, thus highlighting our relationships with one another in the eucharistic gathering as the locus of Christ’s “real Presence”. In other words the liturgical statement: We who are many are one body for we all partake of the one bread so the sacramental Presence of Christ must be matched by the actual unity we have with one another. This means that what is special to the eucharist involves the whole congregation, priest and people – both are to live out the unity they celebrate and renew in the eucharist. Note that it is exactly this koinōnia that Paul points to in 1 Cor 11 when he discusses the meaning of the eucharist for the life of the Christian community. There he clearly says that practices in the community which manifestly demonstrate disunity make a mockery of the eucharistic gathering. 

An important strength of this symbol, then, is that it allows no separation between ritual and life. Under the Temple symbol the validity of the sacrament lay in the office of the priest, not in his (as it was exclusively until recently) holiness or lack of it, nor did the congregation’s life-style affect the sacrament’s validity in any way. This is why Christianity became so ritualistic and devoid of power – ‘debilitated’ to recall a word I used earlier. Under the influence of the table symbol the lifestyle of the whole local Christian community directly impacts on the validity (or, better: the truthfulness) of its sacramental gathering.

In terms of koinōnia there is no single moment at which the “real Presence” of Christ is revealed. Because Christ’s Presence is known in the congregation’s koinōnia it is known in the “language” of the liturgy, that is, not merely in the words, but in all the ways in which the liturgy expresses the congregation’s fellowship – words, music, gestures, actions, symbols etc. The “real Presence” of Christ is revealed in the congregation’s “language, from beginning to end. This carries with it a further implication which is that the way the congregation “speaks”, how its fellowship is expressed, that is, at any one time, is constitutive of the validity (effectiveness would be a better word) of its sacramental worship. This means that the language of each eucharistic service is important because it reveals the presence (or absence) of koinōnia. Where, for example, there is long-term unresolved conflict in a parish its eucharistic “language” will deny the sacramental nature of the eucharist; it will be a “real absence” of Christ rather than the “real Presence” it ought to be.

Does this table symbol mean that transubstantiation in now obliterated, that there is no need for a special, ordained priest to preside at the eucharist? Well, a number of considerations may be germane at this point. First, transubstantiation is not really a biblical concept at all. True, it articulates rather a literalistic reading of Jesus’ words at the Last Supper but the New Testament’s premier theologian, Paul, takes eucharistic theology in a quite different direction as we have seen. So does John who in his version of the Last Supper gives exclusive priority to Jesus’ great act of service. John thus also places lifestyle before ritual. In truth transubstantiation reflects the rather abstract theology of the later church where the New Testament typically exhibits an everydayness and concreteness in its approach to the eucharist and its antecedents in Jesus’ Last Supper. This doesn’t mean that transubstantiation is wrong but just markedly different in approach to the Bible – the product of later attempts to understand and articulate the way in which Christ is present in the eucharist. Even though not biblical it is powerful which is why it has gripped the imagination of the church despite attempts to unseat it. The Roman Catholics have become so convinced of its truth that it has become part of Catholic dogma, the body of that church’s official teaching. Its power lies in the way it marries what we do in receiving the eucharist with the doctrine of being filled with the Holy Spirit.

Secondly, in answer to the concern that if the eucharistic family is an egalitarian gathering what need does the church have for priests – the spectre of lay presidency of the eucharist is often raised at this point. Such concerns reflect more the insecurities of clergy than they capture the meaning of priesthood – again look at the Ordination Service. On a practical level, a worshipping community will always need certain people to be set apart through ordination to lead the people of God at worship and in other areas. Certainly while it is true to say that in terms of the table symbol the church could move towards lay presidency of the eucharist it is by no means necessary that it should do so. A family-gathering is commonly presided over by the father or mother so there is nothing in this symbol to prevent the church continuing to set apart priests to lead the eucharistic community. 

That said, it is also necessary to separate leadership of the community from the (some say) quasi-magical power to transform the elements into something else. Nowhere, in fact, in the ordination service is this what ordination is all about. The ordination service is based squarely on scripture in its vision of ministry, whereas, as we’ve seen, the traditional emphasis on the way the ordained priest presides over the eucharist is a product of a later, much more speculative and abstract theology. 

In summary, then, the better symbol is the table symbol for a host of reasons. This symbol does not deprive ordained priests of their leadership of the eucharistic community but it does refocus the meaning of that leadership back to the vision of ministry leadership in the ordination service and away from the speculative, abstract theology of eucharistic leadership we have inherited from the Middle Ages.

Conclusion

I am not arguing that the temple symbol should be obliterated. Even if it were desirable to do that – and I’ve indicated some real strengths in it – this symbol has entered too deeply into our consciousness for obliteration. It is essential, though, that we recover the almost-lost symbol of the family meal because, for the reasons I’ve argued, this symbol is more truly sacramental than the temple symbol. By this I mean that it connects with Jesus more directly and thus fits the definition of “sacramental” I offered at the outset. The “Real Presence” of Christ under the rubric of this symbol is more congruent with Jesus’ life, ministry and teaching than in the transubstantiation doctrine which is associated with the dominant priesthood of the temple model.

Secondly, the symbol of the family coheres with Jesus’ summary of the Law, which links worship of God with love of neighbour as the ground of our faith. The table symbol brings this connection right to the fore, and in so doing is abolishes the separation between ritual and life which the temple model creates space for. Furthermore, this connection between worship and life captures perfectly the emphasis of our Diocesan Vision. On all these counts, then, it is essential that we recover this symbol and live according to its trajectory of meaning.
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