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INTRODUCTION

It doesn’t take long in a conversation about someone’s experience of another Church before the subject of Holy Communion arises.

An Anglican priest will tell of how he (probably still ‘he’ in this instance) was invited to concelebrate with a Roman Catholic priest while on holiday in the Dordogne. Or someone will recount how they went to a youngster’s First Communion, and ‘did not like to go up to the altar’ themselves. Or at the wedding of an Inter-Church family, the couple concerned received Holy Communion together, but the extended families did not. So the stories go on.

Outside the precincts of the Churches, and beyond the sacraments and services of the various streams of Christianity, Christians share a common life. In this generation (some would say more than in any age since Constantine) Christians are aware that what they have in common far exceeds what divides them.
Yet still what is held in common may be eclipsed by what divides; and a gospel of reconciliation may be overshadowed by the experience of what keeps people separate. Christ, who through his brokenness on the Cross brings the world into a renewed relationship with the Father, is proclaimed by a broken body, his Church seemingly unable to surmount its own woundedess in order to transform the world. The Church fails to unite at the table of the Lord; the Church also fails to celebrate sufficiently the fellowship it has, and to seek more and more ways in which that fellowship may be enriched for the good of all.

These pages cannot be a satisfactory exploration of eucharistic theology. That is not their purpose, even if such a thing were possible. The aim is rather to see how our understanding and experience of ‘communion’ can be broader and deeper and richer. That may make the brokenness of the body at the table of the Lord both harder to bear and easier. And so we may be hopeful, not least because as Charles Wesley wrote (quoted towards the end of this book) ‘For us Christ uses all his powers, And all he has, or is, is ours’.

Bill Snelson

May 2006
FRONT COVER: AN ECUMENICAL ICON

MARTYRS AND WITNESSES TO THE FAITH

IN THE TWENTIETH CENTURY
After these things I looked, and behold, a great multitude which no one could number, of all nations, tribes, peoples, and tongues, standing before the throne and before the Lamb, clothed with white robes, with palm branches in their hands.

A crowd of martyrs joyfully move towards Christ, led by Mary. Below, according to the vision of the book of Revelation (5.11), the angels stretch the banner saying ‘the great tribulation’.
Within the great basilica of barbed wire, the Church of the East and of the West are united. Outside: the city with broken walls, and a broken world: Christians of Armenia, Algeria, India and Lebanon. In a desecrated church men and women are killed while they pray. In the centre an Albanian priest is killed for having baptised a child.

The Russian Orthodox Church is represented on the lower left, the Churches of the West on the right – Archbishop Romero and Father Puglisi. Above are representations of the Anglican Ugandan Archbishop Janani Luwum, seminarians of Hutu and Tutsi descent in Burundi, the Patriarch of Ethiopia Abuna Petros, the martyrs of Spain and Mexico, and Zeferino, the gypsy killed in the Spanish civil war.
On the left, Romanian Catholics, Orthodox and Baptists memorise and recite the Bible. A single man in the cell is a reminder of the prisoners in China. Maximillian Kolbe exchanges his life for an unknown prisoner.

+ + +
The icon is chosen as the cover for Enriching Communion because it speaks of at least four themes explored in the book: The Communion of Saints, a servant community (The Community of Sant’Egidio), the brokenness of the world, and the longed-for unity of Christ’s Body.

The icon is in the Church of Saint Bartholomew on Tiber Island, Rome, a place entrusted to the Sant’Egidio Community and dedicated to the memory of the martyrs of the 20th Century.

IN MEMORIAM

CANON MARTIN REARDON 1932-2005

When Martin Reardon retired as General Secretary of Churches Together in England in 1997 he passed on an inheritance of goodwill, trust and confidence among the Churches. This has shaped the ecumenical scene of today as much as the many documents and reports to which he contributed. His deep theological grasp was coupled with a wry sense of humour. He was generous in his praise, unstinting in his affirmation, wise in his counsel. Martin was someone who exuded an interior unity, a shalom, which made him an effective and inspiring minister of reconciliation. He laboured with unclouded vision and unstinting effort for the truly enriched communion of the one, holy, catholic and apostolic Church.
David Carter wrote in The Tablet soon after Martin’s death in January 2005:

For those of us who worked with him in the 1990’s, Martin Reardon was the face of Anglican ecumenism, unfailingly patient, irenic and kindly. His achievement as the first General Secretary of Churches Together in England, from 1990, was immense, setting the tone and ethos of this new ecumenical instrument which was, unlike the preceding British Council of Churches, to enjoy full Roman Catholic participation as well as increasing participation from the ‘black-led’ churches.

Martin had a full and varied career as an Anglican priest, including parochial work, a spell at the then highly prestigious Lincoln Theological College and a term at the Board of Mission and Unity of the Church of England. In the 1980’s, he was a member of the international Anglican-Reformed theological dialogue commission which produced one of the best dialogue reports ever, God’s Reign and Our Unity. He was also a member of the committee that produced the Porvoo Common Statement, leading to the creation a new communion involving the Anglican churches of the British Isles and six Baltic and Scandinavian Lutheran churches.

 At the heart of all Martin’s ecumenical commitment and endeavour was his partnership with his Roman Catholic wife, Ruth. They met and married when they were both studying in Leuven at the ancient Belgian Catholic University, Martin spending a year as a young Anglican priest-scholar, able to take advantage of the traditional openness of the Belgian Catholic Church at a time of great ecumenical expectation. In 1968, they founded the Association for Interchurch Families to give support to other inter-church families. The Association has drawn attention to the key role of inter-church families in ecumenism and has helped develop the understanding of the role of such partnerships as domestic churches in which the couple are doubly linked by the sacraments of baptism and marriage.
Martin was an excellent theologian and in the forefront of a group of internationally-renowned ecumenists and theologians calling attention to the centrality of ecclesiology in the ecumenical quest. Accordingly, as General Secretary of CTE, he initiated the Called To Be One Process, which called upon church authorities and the new county ecumenical bodies alike to reflect upon their understanding of church and, in particular, the bonds of communion that held them together and made them ‘tick’. A group of ecumenists mandated by the denominations assisted him and Mary Tanner, the other outstanding Anglican ecumenist of this era, in digesting the material submitted and writing a report which contained a whole series of interesting challenges to the churches for future reflection and dialogue. For me, as a raw, and as yet under-experienced Methodist ecumenist, this was a marvellous learning experience. One saw the sheer breadth of Martin’s mind and appreciation of the Church Universal. He knew the writings of the great classical theologians. He equally believed it was important to consult the sensus fidelium as it developed in response to the ecumenical stimulus.
Martin was appointed OBE for services to ecumenism and, together with Ruth, awarded the Cross Pro Ecclesia et Pontifice by Pope John Paul II and the Silver Cross of St Augustine by the Archbishop of Canterbury.

David Carter is a Methodist Local Preacher, Associate Lecturer with the Open University and Secretary of the Churches’ Theology and Unity Group.
1 
THE BACKGROUND
All Christians cannot receive bread and wine together at the Eucharist, the Holy Communion, the Mass, the Lord’s Supper, the Breaking of the Bread. Christians do not all partake of the one bread. Christians are separated at a point which is very deeply spiritually significant to many of them. Inter-communion – the full fellowship at the table of the Lord – is still to be realised. Communion is ‘impaired’. That is the bad news.

The good news is that Communion exists, though it is impaired. Christians acknowledge one another as Christians. The walls of separation do not reach up to heaven. People on both (or all) sides long that the walls should come down and that the Church shall at last be one. They pray that they may be bound together with bonds that cannot be broken. They are aware that there is much that does hold them together, that there is a significant common life between them – a common life which signifies the great communion that is to be.

The task in these pages is to look at the common life which already exists and to explore how that communion may be extended and enhanced. The exploration takes place against the background of Christians not being able fully to share bread and wine. That is why some attempt is made here to sketch in the background of the Eucharist and where it stands in the priorities and spirituality of various traditions and ages in the Church. No attempt is made to expound or explain the disciplines of the various Churches which, one way or another, mean that Holy Communion cannot be fully shared: that ground is fully covered elsewhere.

The aim here is to look at ways in which communion can be shared, outside or beyond the Eucharist. The work was requested by the 2003 Forum of Churches Together in England (CTE), a meeting which embraces the range of church life in England, across the Churches and denominations, local, regional and nation. A staging point on the journey of discovery was the CTE Enabling Group in September 2004, which

· affirmed the search for a unity of the Church which will enable all the faithful to share the one table.

· encouraged exploration into the meaning of the ‘Eucharistic event’ in our various traditions.

· affirmed other forms of sharing of communion (koinonia) which exist among Christians.

· requested further study and further efforts to articulate and explain the issues.

That Enabling Group also looked at a carefully-framed question, When you cannot receive Holy Communion at a Eucharist because of the disciplines of the Churches, what is your deprivation about?
 Some of the emotions were described as follows:

Sadness not deprivation

Longing after God

Birthday party games, but not tea

Invited to a meal, but I can’t join in

Pain of someone else being unable to participate

Denial of existing level of communion

Loss of community

Exclusion
Separateness

Lonely

Pain of separation within marriage

But it was asked whether the question was legitimate. Some felt that they were being told they should feel deprivation when they did not; others that though the experience was painful, there was strength to be drawn from it, and that the experience was of encounter with the brokenness of Christ crucified.

In these pages, the pain is acknowledged, the broader context is examined, and the communion which exists between Christians is affirmed in the hope that in the affirmation there may be an enrichment which brings us closer to God and to one another.

In 1998 The Nature and Purpose of the Church said this:

The apostolic tradition of the Church is the continuity in the permanent characteristics of the Church of the apostles: witness to the apostolic faith, proclamation and fresh interpretation of the Gospel, celebration of baptism and the Lord’s Supper, the transmission of ministerial responsibilities, communion in prayer, love, joy and suffering, service to the sick and needy, communion among the local churches and sharing the gifts which the Lord has given to each.

These pages try to look at the Church as a Communion enriching its common life through permanent characteristics such as proclamation, faithfulness to the Word, prayer, worship, service and the affirmation of the sacramentality of the whole of life, in fellowship with the saints. Baptism and Eucharist are permanent characteristics; the pain of separation at the Eucharist is acute and is a spur in the search for unity. But there is much, very much, in common – and that is cause for celebration, and in the celebrating a means of further enrichment.

2
ENRICHING COMMUNION: WHY IT MATTERS

The title of this study moved to being ‘Enriching Communion’ after starting out as ‘Sharing Communion’. The reason for the change was that ‘sharing communion’ is a tautology, repeating the same thing again: it might equally be expressed as ‘sharing sharing’ or ‘communing communion’. It all hinges on the use of the New Testament word koinonia, which translates as sharing, fellowship, communion, community, participation.
Koinonia is the fellowship of the Holy Spirit in 2 Corinthians 13.13, and the participation in the Body of Christ in I Corinthians 10.16. It is our fellowship with the Father and with his Son, Jesus Christ, in I John 1.3; and in I John 1.7 it is the fellowship we have with one another, if we walk in the light, as he is in the light. In Romans 15.26 it is the contribution for the poor among the saints at Jerusalem. In 2 Corinthians 8.8 it is the privilege of sharing in this service to the saints, and in 2 Corinthians 9.13 it is the generosity in sharing with them and with everyone else. In Philippians it is the fellowship of the gospel (1.5), the fellowship of the Spirit (2.1) and fellowship in the sufferings of Christ (3.10).

Clearly here is a definitive experience of the early Christians, not only in the common life they have with one another (Acts 2.42) but also and especially sharing in the life of God. The life of God is itself the life of communion, a common life of Father, Son and Spirit: the Christian shares that common life of God, and shares God’s common life within the community of Christians. It is in being together in a common life, as God is together in a common life, that the Christian is most God-like, is closest to what he or she is called to be. The common life is not an optional part of being Christian. It is integral. The call is therefore to enrich that communion, in the Christian’s relationship with and within the life of God, Father, Son and Spirit. Christians are thereby enriched, to enrich one another as Christians by living in communion, and to be enriched by one another. Every experience between Christians of impaired communion, less than a full fellowship with one another and less than full participation in the life of the other, is a denial of the life of God.

John Zizioulas (Metropolitan John of Pergamon) wrote in 1994 of St Paul’s use of the phrase ‘the church of God’:

The genitive ‘of God’ shows clearly that the identity of the church derives from her relation with the triune God. This relation has many aspects to it. In the first place it means that the church must reflect in her very being the way God exists, i.e., the way of personal communion. The demand that we should ‘become as God is’ (Luke 6.36 and parallels) or that we should be ‘partakers of the divine nature’ (2 Peter 1.4) implies that the church cannot exist and function without reference to the Holy Trinity, which is the way God is. The fact that God reveals to us his existence as one of personal communion is decisive in our understanding of the nature of the church. It implies that when we say that the church is koinonia, we mean no other kind of communion but the very personal communion between the Father, the Son and the Spirit. It implies also that the church is by definition incompatible with individualism; her fabric is communion and personal relatedness.

Communion matters because it satisfies the needs of humankind for relationship, since we are made in the image of a God who is a God of relation: humankind yearns for communion because that is how we are made. Enriching communion is ‘what it’s all about’. Barriers to communion are offences to God.
Communion with God carries a moral imperative – fellowship with God requires fellowship with one another, participation in their life, commitment to them. As that commitment becomes mutual and the participation is reciprocated, so our understanding and experience of communion are enriched, and we discover more about the unfathomable communion within the Trinity. As our mutual love for one another develops, so we know God more clearly, love God more dearly, and follow God more nearly, day by day.

It is ironical that the Holy Communion of the body and blood of Jesus Christ is not fully shared. The cup of blessing which is blessed and the bread which is broken, are participation in the life of Christ, a life freely given. Christians from most (if not all) traditions will long for a time when this communion is fully shared and all are enriched by the knowledge and experience that they are one bread, one body. Christians will also be aware that communion is not confined to the Eucharistic celebration with bread and wine.
Communion enriches by building up one another in faith, in the life of God, enabling one another the more fully to participate in the life of God. In communion, we make one another more fully alive.

How, then, is communion to be enriched, so that we can become as God is?

3
CHANGING TIMES

Only in recent times has the desire for those of different Churches to share Holy Communion become a major item on the ecumenical agenda.

Both frequent celebration of the Eucharist and regular reception of Holy Communion at the Eucharist need to be seen in an historical context.
Common Free Church practice is now to hold Holy Communion services once a month (or perhaps once a month in the morning and once in the evening) – this is more frequent than even twenty years ago. There is the tendency too to have the Lord’s Supper as a main service, rather than ‘tacked’ on to an ‘ordinary’ service which gave the appearance of an optional extra.
In the post-war Church of England the Parish Communion Movement placed emphasis on ‘The Lord’s Supper on the Lord’s Day’, and in many parish churches the Eucharist replaced Matins, with a contemporaneous decline in Evensong. Then in the 1960s many Churches of the Anglo-Catholic tradition which had a pattern of an early Sunday morning Holy Communion at which the congregation received Communion, and a later-morning High Mass at which the congregation by-and-large did not, changed to a Parish Communion pattern, perhaps followed by breakfast and thereby responding to the need for fasting beforehand.

The Roman Catholic Church went through a similar transition. It had by no means been unusual to attend the Mass and not to receive Holy Communion. In 1905 Pius X had encouraged ‘frequent and daily communion’. Pius XII mitigated the Eucharistic fast, introduced the ‘dialogue’ Mass and the vernacular in the sacred liturgy, and in his 1947 encyclical Mediator Dei wrote of the Liturgical Movement: ‘With more widespread and more frequent reception of the sacraments, with the beauty of the liturgical prayers more fully savoured, the worship of the Eucharist came to be regarded for what it really is: the fountain-head of genuine Christian devotion.’

The increased ‘popularity’ of the Eucharist is described by Eamon Duffy:
Whatever the event – the start of a school year, a youth rally, a conference, a social-club outing, a study day – someone will suggest it should be accompanied by a Mass in church, on the beach, round the dining- or the coffee-table. The once abundant repertoire of para-liturgical rituals, devotions and sacramentals, by which Catholics mark, bless or dedicate key events, has dwindled, and the Mass has become for most of us the one-fit focus of the sacred.

In parallel to the changes within denominations there has been a growing similarity between the denominations in liturgy, architecture, hymnody and the ‘staging of the Eucharist’. An untrained eye will observe fewer differences, and the trained eye may detect more difference in liturgical practice within a denomination than between denominations: formality and informality know no boundaries. In all likelihood people mercifully oblivious of ARCIC or Methodist-Roman Catholic Reports or Joint Lutheran-Catholic Statements will encounter elements of convergence or new ways of expressing eternal truths within liturgies. It is not surprising that they ask – why can’t I receive Holy Communion here?
The Liturgical and Ecumenical Movements of the 20th Century are yoked together. The post-war years have seen also an increase in goodwill and an openness to experience the worship of other denominations. Stemming from the 1980s there has been a growing appreciation of the other’s traditions, and a desire in ecumenical gatherings, as well as locally, to experience the worship of other churches rather than to have an allegedly bland ‘ecumenical mish-mash’. So the question about the reception of Holy Communion has become more acute. As relationships have deepened, so the sense of deprivation at not sharing a common table has become more painful; there has been frustration, confusion and annoyance. The England of the third millennium is secular and multi-faith; for many the separations are between faith and no-faith, or between Christianity and other religions; Christians are all ‘on the same side’ and accentuated divisions between them seem irrelevant to the world they are living in. And that is without considering post-modernism and relativism.
The pain was always acute for inter-church families, but before the lessening of prejudice and the growth of common-valuing there were fewer inter-church families, and questions about denominational allegiance and loyalty were settled differently.
Churches need to remember their own practices before they react strongly to what they experience from others. Within the Free Churches, the ‘Open Table’ invitation to all those who ‘love the Lord’ has to be seen against an historical background of ‘society tickets’, ‘class tickets’ in Methodism
 or, in Presbyterian Scotland, ‘Communion tokens’. It was in 1972 that the Church of England agreed a new rule or canon, Canon B 15A, which allowed baptised and communicant members in good standing of Trinitarian churches to receive communion in the Church of England. If such a person were to receive communion over a long period the minister should ‘set before him or her’ the normal requirement for communicant status in the Church of England (Episcopal confirmation). The Free Churches and the Church of England leave to their members’ conscience whether they may or should receive Holy Communion in other Churches.

The Orthodox Churches and the Roman Catholic Church have disciplines which relate both to people of those Churches, and to the reception of Holy Communion by others. Roman Catholic discipline is not intended to be dismissive of the fidelity of other Churches or to deny the grace mediated through their sacraments. It needs to be understood in the light of Ut Unum Sint (1995):
‘All those justified by faith through Baptism are incorporated into Christ. They therefore have a right to be honoured by the title of Christian, and are properly regarded as brothers and sisters in the Lord by the sons and daughters of the Catholic Church’.

With reference to the many positive elements present in the other Churches and Ecclesial Communities, the Decree adds: ‘All of these, which come from Christ and lead back to him, belong by right to the one Church of Christ. The separated brethren also carry out many of the sacred actions of the Christian religion. Undoubtedly, in many ways that vary according to the condition of each Church or Community, these actions can truly engender a life of grace, and can be rightly described as capable of providing access to the community of salvation.’

It is worth recalling also the Roman Catholic Church’s requirements for the worthy reception of Holy Communion, including being in a state of grace, observance of the Eucharistic fast, and not being under ecclesiastical censure.

Orthodox disciplines are similar. Though Roman Catholic discipline allows Roman Catholics to receive Holy Communion in Orthodox Churches, Orthodox Churches do not offer this hospitality, and do not permit Orthodox Christians to receive Holy Communion in other Churches.

4
EUCHARIST AMONG TODAY’S PRIORITIES

In the Creed, the Church confesses itself to be apostolic. The Church lives in continuity with the apostles and their proclamation. The same Lord who sent the apostles continues to be present in the Church. The Spirit keeps the Church in the apostolic tradition until the fulfilment of history in the Kingdom of God. Apostolic tradition in the Church means continuity in the permanent characteristics of the Church of the apostles: witness to the apostolic faith, proclamation and fresh interpretation of the Gospel, celebration of baptism and the Eucharist, the transmission of ministerial responsibilities, communion in prayer, love, joy and suffering, service to the sick and the needy, unity among the local churches and sharing the gifts which the Lord has given to each.

Thus ran the 1982 ‘Lima’ document, Baptism, Eucharist and Ministry. Eight years later, Responses to it observed that a number of Reformation and Free Churches found ‘the general direction of this report has been greatly determined by churches with a strong liturgical tradition emphasising the sacraments and the ministry.’ 

The Baptist Union of Great Britain commented, ‘the model of visible unity assumed and the nature of consensus sought make inadequate allowance for the diversity arguably compatible with living in communion with one another’.

One of the many linkages within Baptist, Eucharist and Ministry is that between the safeguarding of the Eucharist and the nature of the Ministry of the Church(es): that is one of the reasons why apostolic order is so important in some traditions.

But apostolicity comes in other forms as well, and some Churches place a greater stress on other elements of the apostolic communities - apostolic faith, proclamation, fresh interpretation of the Gospel … communion in prayer, love, joy and suffering, service to the sick and the needy, unity among the local churches and sharing the gifts which the Lord has given to each.
In the search for enriching communion, distinct from the Eucharist, these aspects will be important: for some they ‘constitute the Church’ as much as for others the Eucharist constitutes the Church. This may be hard to grasp for those with a strong Eucharistic spirituality. It may be hard to grasp for clergy and ministers who view their own distinctiveness and have lived years in an identity which is largely defined by their presidency at the Eucharist – both in their day-to-day living and praying, and in their understanding of who and what they are. The Eucharist may constitute the Church as experienced and built up by them: it may not constitute others’ Church. The view is different at the front facing across the altar from what it is in a pew at the back.

One comment on the BEM text was that it ‘appears to regard certain periods of history as normative for the faith’ and ‘is heavily inward-directed rather than mission-oriented.’
 What is the place of the Eucharist in the ‘mission-shaped Church’ of the England of the 21st century? The Church of which the view may be different whether at the altar or in the pew is a Church different again when it is in a café, work place or community hall. Theological questions concerning Eucharist and Ministry have a different feel and assume a different priority in a church-plant where fidelity to the apostolic faith is being worked out for the first time. What defines a fresh expression of church? asks the Fresh Expressions website: it continues ‘A fresh expression of church is intended as a community or congregation which is already (or has the potential to grow into) a church in its own right. It is not intended to be a half way house or stepping stone for someone joining a Sunday morning congregation.’
And yet, history holds a special place for the Eucharist. For many it has constituted their Christian community, has been their consolation and delight, their duty and their joy, and has held them in communion with the Church universal in time and space. Pastors have celebrated the Eucharist to make the holy people of God, as Dom Gregory Dix wrote in 1945:
For century after century, spreading slowly to every continent and country and among every race on earth, this action has been done, in every conceivable circumstance, for every conceivable human need from infancy and before it to extreme old age and after it, from the pinnacles of human greatness to the refuge of fugitives in the caves and dens of the earth.
Men have found no better thing than this to do for kings at their crowning and for criminals going to the scaffold; for armies in triumph or for a bride and bridegroom in a little country church; for the proclamation of a dogma or for a good crop of wheat; for the wisdom of the Parliament of a mighty nation or for a sick old woman afraid to die; for a schoolboy sitting an examination or for Columbus setting out to discover America; for the famine of whole provinces or for the soul of a dead lover; in thankfulness because my father did not die of pneumonia; for a village headman much tempted to return to fetish because the yams had failed; because the Turk was at the gates of Vienna; for the repentance of Margaret; for the settlement of a strike; for a son for a barren woman; for Captain so-and-so, wounded and prisoner-of-war; while the lions roared in the nearby amphitheatre; on the beach at Dunkirk; while the hiss of scythes in the thick June grass came faintly through the windows of the church; tremulously, by an old monk on the fiftieth anniversary of his vows; furtively, by an exiled bishop who had hewn timber all day in a prison camp near Murmansk; gorgeously, for the canonisation of St. Joan of Arc – one could fill many pages with the reasons why men have done this, and not tell a hundredth part of them.
And best of all, week by week and month by month, on a hundred thousand successive Sundays, faithfully, unfailingly, across all the parishes of Christendom, the pastors have done this just to make the plebs sancta Dei – the holy common people of God.

5
THE ‘SACRAMENT OF UNITY‘ ?

O thou, who at thy Eucharist didst pray
that all thy Church might be for ever one,
grant us at every Eucharist to say
with longing heart and soul, ‘thy will be done.’
O may we all one Bread, one Body be,
through this blest Sacrament of unity.

William Harry Turton, 1881

The Eucharist has nourished, comforted and inspired generations of Christians. It has provided a foretaste of the heavenly banquet prepared for all peoples. It has been at the heart of Christian experience, and has symbolised the unity of the Church.
We break this bread to share in the body of Christ.

Though we are many, we are one body,

because we all share in one bread.

Common Worship – Holy Communion

As the grain once scattered in the fields

and the grapes once dispersed on the hillside

are now reunited on this table in bread and wine,

so may your whole Church soon be gathered together

from the corners of the earth
into your kingdom.

Common Worship –

Prayers at the Preparation of the Table

Yet the Eucharist may not be quite the unitive action that it seems.
What separates those who received Holy Communion from those who do not? Do communicants believe more firmly than non-communicants? Do they live more holy lives? In those Churches which place great importance on being confirmed or having been prepared for a first communion, whether someone is a communicant or not may depend on which school they attended when they were teenagers, or who had been their peer group forty years ago, rather than on how certain they are in their Christian faith today. So also in some parts of the Church the Eucharist has been socially divisive – communion for the middle classes. And, of course, denominationalism has been influenced by sociological factors, and attitudes to the Eucharist have been allied to denominations.
Tissa Balasuriya claims that the prayers offered by the faithful were conducive to internalizing the relationships that were being built up within the emerging societies of 19th and 20th Century technologically-developing Europe.
It is therefore understandable the working classes in the European countries began to keep away from the Sunday Eucharist, for they did not see in the ceremony anything they were hoping for in their struggles against the human exploitation by their Christian overlords. For the Eucharist had become a means of helping the affluent people of the world.

The divide cuts across families, creating artificial distinctions. In a marriage, one partner is communicant and the other not, often because of historical accident rather than current belief. In a family, children may become communicant because of the way they have connected with the Church (through children’s club, church school, Scouts, etc) and the parents will be unused to Eucharistic worship and embarrassed by it. Is ‘a blessing’ too far or not far enough?

In the Church of England, generations (albeit now in decline) have had familiarity with and indeed fondness for Matins and Evensong, and now find themselves outside the fold of the Eucharistic community, and made to feel archaic second class citizens. The Church of England a generation ago moved towards the Sunday Eucharist as the norm, towards Family Communion for all ages, towards ‘Junior Church’ for the children of the Eucharist-attending parents. Sunday schools faded, non-Eucharistic worship declined, those remaining declared themselves content with the worship that was being provided because they were being satisfied and nourished. Is implosion too strong a word to describe a disconnection from the majority of the people of England?

Admission to Holy Communion has been related to age – with children only recently being admitted in some traditions; and presidency at the Eucharist has for most of the history of the Church been restricted to ordained males.
So, alongside the vision of unity at the Eucharist are the pains of disunity and separation – within churches as well as between them.

Among Christians who are close to one another the pain of disunity at the Eucharist is acute, and most acute among inter-church families, usually affected by Orthodox or Roman Catholic disciplines. Those attending united services between different Churches, religious movements, communities such as L’Arche, inter-denominational and ecumenical bodies, residential meetings and so on – they all encounter separation at the point at which they long for unity. The grain remains scattered in the fields, the grapes still dispersed on the hillside.
Monsignor William Steele writes of his experience from the point of becoming Ecumenical Officer in the Diocese of Leeds.

From then on real and lasting friendships began to grow, and a practical/experiential knowledge of other churches began to grow as well. At every level, from the Local Ecumenical Partnership and local ‘Churches Together’ Group to ARCIC, I began to be enriched by the communion that grows imperceptibly through regular (and often boring) meetings, working together at common projects, praying together, socialising together, travelling together, regularly attending the worship (including Eucharistic worship) of other traditions. I became, in a living and not just theoretical sense, aware of the Christ who lives in others and in their churches.

How did my experience of Eucharistic communion relate to all this? In the quite frequent experience of being present at Eucharists other than RC, and at the RC Mass with colleagues present, I now felt sad and frustrated that I could not receive, or offer, Holy Communion. I will not pretend that this pain was intense (it should have been, but it wasn’t) but it was nevertheless real.

What was the cause of this sadness? Above all it was sadness and frustration at our divisions, and no little anger at the apathy that is content to continue with these. It was also sadness that my friends and colleagues were hurt and sometimes felt a sense of rejection because I could not receive or give the Sacrament. There was a sadness, too, and a sense of frustration that so many of my friends and colleagues simply could not accept, and in some cases even understand, the RC discipline. To many of them we were simply wrong. I felt sad that my Church was so often put in the position of ‘the bad guy’ at ecumenical meetings.

Billy Steele goes on to reflect up the feeling of being in harmony with those of other Churches:
I have sometimes experienced with my friends in other traditions a degree of ‘togetherness’ in Christ, a sense of sharing common Christian faith and values – being ‘in Christ’ together in fact – that I have not always experienced at RC gatherings, or indeed at the RC Mass.
He writes of living alongside other Catholics at a stage in his life when the Catholic Church was going through turbulent and self-questioning days.

I found ‘my face did not fit’ in that community, at least not for its most influential people, most of them my fellow priests. The rights and wrongs of this are irrelevant here, but the point is that it deeply affected my experience of the RC Eucharist in that place, for the first, and thankfully the only, time in my life. I could not help carrying that experience of ‘not belonging’ into the Mass, where I was receiving Holy Communion and indeed concelebrating.

But even in that painful ‘boundary’ situation my experience of communion with my fellow RCs had another dimension altogether than friendship and congeniality in Christ. That other dimension was the pure ‘non-ecstatic’ awareness that we were, with all our pathetic weaknesses and immaturity of faith and charity, in the same family of the Roman Catholic Church… What was the value of that ‘non-ecstatic awareness’? Was it any more significant than awareness of belonging to the same club or organisation? I think it must have been, because it was what led to my decision in conscience to receive and to concelebrate, in spite of feeling almost hypocritical. It was a painful ‘boundary situation’ that is helpful to me to revisit in our present discussion.
Through increasing contact and friendship and worship with Christians of other traditions, Billy Steele ‘became very much aware of the depth of faith and prayer in many of them. I now knew experientially what before I had only known intellectually and in theory, that we were indeed one in Christ, and that I was thereby in real communion with the church traditions that had mediated Christ to them’.

And yet, I experienced the difference as well. There was a dimension missing, painfully missing, that was present (when not much else was present) [in the ‘non-ecstatic situation’]. Our communion was a real and living thing, but because of that missing dimension I did not experience our communion as complete… The effect of this was conviction that sharing Eucharistic Communion would have been false, acting a part – literally ‘hypocritical’. What was not false, and was a means of grace, was being actively, prayerfully present at my friends’ Eucharists, united in our worship of God, and praying for the barriers (in me, in them, in our Churches) to come down, trying to be open to the Spirit at work in their faith and Eucharist. To take that real but incomplete part in their Eucharist was for me what Catholics traditionally mean by a ‘spiritual (Eucharistic) communion’.

Why am I so convinced of the rightness of the RC discipline (which I believe to be far more than mere discipline) yet equally convinced of my oneness in Christ with my colleagues? Why is it that the more aware I am of the Christ in other Christians, the more I am aware of the wisdom of Christ in my own Church’s understanding of the inseparability of ecclesial and Eucharistic communion?

6
EUCHARIST IN A HUNGRY WORLD

The Last Supper was one of many meals in which Jesus shared. He sat and ate with the outsiders, the rejects of his day, with sinners and tax collectors. It was his most subversive and radical activity, for which he was most criticised. Jesus expressed his solidarity with the poor and marginalized people of his day by eating with them. Jesus gives and receives hospitality to all and from all; as visitor, often he is seen to become the host.

Hospitality is a key characteristic of the Kingdom or Reign of God as Jesus understood it. He shared a vision of the Kingdom of God which leaves us with the challenge of how we can achieve it. He sat down to eat with people, with multitudes who came from east and west, north and south. In John 6, before sharing food he asks his disciples to ‘make the people sit down’. The word translated as ‘sit’ is often better translated as ‘recline’ - get right down. The picture is of people reclining against each other, as they eat. There is intimacy and engagement. No one is being considered dirty, polluted or to be avoided. Where we read in English that Jesus sat down to eat with harlots and tax collectors and with Pharisees, he is to be pictured reclining with his company. There is real sense in the word recline: that people are beside each other, that barriers are broken, there are no privileged places, no top tables, no positions of power, and people are relaxed in each other’s company.

Jesus has left an example for his community. Practise hospitality. Eat with each other. Eat with the most vulnerable ones. Eat with ‘the stranger’. Your lifestyle should be one of hospitality and solidarity, not hostility and segregation.
The meals that Jesus ate point to an inclusive community in which all are valued and from which no one is excluded. The celebration of the Eucharist should be interpreted in the light of all the meals, not solely the Lat Supper.
Our first challenge as followers of Jesus is to achieve the intimacy of ‘reclining’ and eating together as equals before God at the Eucharistic table. The Eucharist insists that there be food at the Table, and that all shall eat equal amounts, none shall have too much, none shall have too little, none shall have to eat scraps thrown off the table. The Eucharist challenges exclusion: no one shall be excluded on the grounds of ethnicity, colour, gender, sexuality, age, ability, creed. The Eucharist is a foretaste of the heavenly feast of God: it is a picture of people coming from the east and west, north and south eating together.

The Eucharist is more than eating together: all who eat at this table are awakened to work and pray for equality and end of hunger and the embrace of all. Those who eat at this table cannot eat broken bread without taking responsibility to do something about brokenness in people, the brokenness in the body of Christ, the Church universal, brokenness in neighbourhoods and in relationships.

Saint John Chrysostom challenged those who shared in the Eucharist and recognised Jesus Christ in the breaking of bread to recognise him also in all the brokenness around them:
Would you honour the Body of Christ? Do not despise his nakedness; do not honour him here in Church clothed in fine clothes and then pass him by unclothed and frozen outside. Remember that he who said, ‘This is my body’, and made good his words, also said, ‘You saw me hungry and gave me no food, and, ‘in so far as you did it not to one of these, you did it not to me.’

Yet still we live in a world of plenty in which the rich die from overeating while 30,000 people die every day from hunger and where there are those who do not have as much food in a day as others receive at the Eucharist: a small piece of bread and a sip to drink.
The world continues to be one in which we build and beautify the churches where the Eucharist is celebrated, when the primary need is for food; and Christ is adored in the sacrament but not followed in service or sacrifice.

7
THE EUCHARIST AS EVENT

Fifty years ago, in Roman Catholic and High Anglican practice, it was quite usual to attend the Eucharist and not to receive Holy Communion. The Sunday routine for many was to attend an early celebration of the Eucharist, at which they received Holy Communion, and to return later in the morning to a High Mass, at which the celebrant, and maybe a few elderly, received.

In Orthodox and Roman Catholic traditions it is not unusual for members of the Church not to receive Holy Communion – because of disciplines of fasting, or the wish to be well-prepared. Whereas some Protestant traditions might express the importance with which they regard Holy Communion by infrequently holding the service, other traditions – whilst celebrating the Eucharist frequently – will actually receive the bread and wine with less frequency. Phrases such as ‘going to Mass’, or ‘hearing Mass’, suggest that presence at what is going on has importance and validity, without reference to the receiving of Holy Communion.
Some Christians, in some streams of spirituality, are more in tune with attending a Eucharist at which they cannot receive the elements, than a non-Eucharistic service (at which there is no distinction between communicant and non-communicant). Other Christians, when for reasons of a Church’s discipline they cannot receive Holy Communion, feel diminished, or at least irritated.

There is a very strong stream of tradition which identifies significance in the Eucharist going beyond the reception of bread and wine: more than breaking bread, fellowship meal, or food for the soul. Taking hymnody as a major carrier of theology and devotion, we find, for example
‘One Offering, single and compete’

With lips and heart we say;

But what he never can repeat

he shows forth day by day.’

William Bright (1824-1901)

The brothers John and Charles Wesley held a doctrine of Eucharistic sacrifice. Whilst numerous of their hymns allude to ‘communing’, or ‘the table spread’, or ‘the ordinance we taste’, with a focus on the reception of the Eucharistic elements, the emphasis is on an offered, sacrificial event in these examples:
With solemn faith we offer up

and spread before Thy glorious eyes
the only ground of all our hope,
that precious bleeding sacrifice,
which brings Thy grace on sinners down,
and perfects all our souls in one.

Charles Wesley (1707-1788)

and

Victim divine, thy grace we claim

while thus thy precious death we show;

once offered up, a spotless Lamb,

in thy great temple here below,

thou didst for all mankind atone,

and standest now before the throne.

Thou standest in the holiest place,

as now for guilty sinners slain;

thy blood of sprinkling speaks and prays

all-prevalent for helpless man;

thy blood is still our ransom found,

and spreads salvation all around.

We need not now go up to heaven

to bring the long-sought Saviour down;

thou art to all already given,

thou dost e'en now thy banquet crown:

to every faithful soul appear,

and show thy real Presence here.

Charles Wesley (1707-1788)

The Wesleys’ understanding of the Eucharist as implying a sacrifice has not been espoused in Methodism without controversy, but has been revisited in the context of the international Roman Catholic-Methodist dialogue. His presence makes the feast notes ‘Methodist fears about the language of sacrifice being used to imply that Christ was ‘still being sacrificed’, while recording that Methodists were happy to talk of ‘pleading the sacrifice here and now’ and to talk of ‘the sacrifice of ourselves in union with the Christ who offered Himself to the Father’.
These two offerings, Christ’s and ours, are joined together in the one sacrifice of praise and thanksgiving. The latter coheres with recent Roman Catholic emphasis on the unity of the whole Christ, Head and members. Methodists would be willing to concede that the supreme occasion for the celebration of this conjoined sacrifice, Christ’s and ours, is Holy Communion.’

Considering ‘the Eucharist as event’, Archbishop Vincent Nichols helpfully highlights these elements:

· An event of grace, always God's initiative, through which God reaches out to heal, to form community, and to seek our service.
· A historical event, linking us to the defining historical moments of the life, death and resurrection of Christ and linking with the memory of Jewish faith and ritual – the Passover and the Feast of the Atonement.

· A cosmic event. Made present in the action of the Mass is the action by which we are reconciled to God.

· An ecclesial event. 'It is the Eucharist which makes the Church.’

· A community event. 'It is the Eucharist which makes the Church.'
· A lasting event. The presence of Christ, in the consecrated elements, is abiding and not temporary.
The rich, multifarious understanding (or search for understanding) of the Eucharist is reflected in the liturgy and ritual. The staging of the Eucharist appealing to all the senses reinforces the ‘mystery’ we encounter – that in itself is a communal experience, a sharing of common life. Even when bread and wine are not shared in common, many can still say, ‘It is good, Lord, to be here!’
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FELLOWSHIP IN THE WORD

The unity of the Church is to be found both in the sacraments and in the preaching of the Gospel.
The Confession of Augsburg (1530) says this:

It is also taught that at all times there must be and remain one holy, Christian church. It is the assembly of all believers among whom the gospel is purely preached and the holy sacraments are administered according to the gospel. For this is enough for the true unity of the Christian church that there the gospel is preached harmoniously according to a pure understanding and the sacraments are administered in conformity with the divine Word. (VII:1-4)

Christians share a rich communion around the Word, as they do also around the sacraments.
The Gospel - the good news of Jesus Christ - constitutes the Church, drawing together believers into fellowship with one another, making up the Body of Christ. Without the Gospel there is no Church, without the Gospel there is no treasure to be kept in an earthen vessel.

Yet the Gospel is also preached and interpreted and lived by successive generations of Christians, within the ages-long Tradition of the Church and guided by the Holy Spirit. The Gospel stands within the Church, and is ministered by (some would say, ‘and guarded by’) the Church. In Acts 2 devotion to the apostles’ teaching and the ‘common life’ go together.

The communion of the Church gathers around, and is gathered by, the Gospel.
This communion may be enriched. Faithful reading of the Scriptures benefits from being undertaken in common with others, in the home, in Bible Study groups and faith-sharing groups, in worship meetings, discussions and so on. A myriad of resources are produced to aid study and reflection.

What was recently written in a teaching document of the Bishops’ Conferences of England and Wales, and Scotland, stresses the value of the community gathering around the Word of God, healthily balancing the ‘one-fit focus of the sacred’ of which Eamon Duffy complains on pages 19 and 20, above.
Liturgies of the Word are also celebrated apart from the celebration of the sacraments. Such is the case when, due to the absence of a priest, celebration of the Eucharist is not possible. Liturgies of the Word in such circumstances, with the possible reception of Holy Communion, maintain the contact of the community with Christ, the Word of life, and confirm the communion of the local community with the universal church. Liturgies of the Word are also celebrated to provide additional occasions for people to come together in order to receive Christ, the Word of the Father. Such celebrations, in church, in schools, in homes, or in other places where people gather, allow us to be nourished and strengthened by the gift of God’s word for our daily living of the gospel.

The Gospel is to be shared and preached. The common life of Christians is enriched also in joint mission and evangelism. When that mission and evangelism are undertaken by Christians from more than one local church, they are the more powerful, because what is being commended is not membership of a local church, an added person in the congregation, but the good news of Jesus Christ.

When evaluations take place of evangelistic initiatives (such as the recent Soul in the City) a recurring comment is that Christians from different backgrounds have discovered a real and vital fellowship with one another, and that this – additional to any sharing of the gospel with others – has been a positive outcome of the experience.
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FELLOWSHIP IN SERVICE
The Church is the community of people called by God who, through the Holy Spirit, are united with Jesus Christ and sent as disciples to bear witness to God's reconciliation, healing and transformation of creation. The Church's relation to Christ entails that faith and community require discipleship in the sense of moral commitment. The integrity of the mission of the Church, therefore, is at stake in witness through proclamation and in concrete actions for justice, peace and integrity of creation. This is a defining mark of koinonia central for our understanding of the Church. 

Christians enrich their communion with one another through their intense engagement with the world in which they are placed, in their common discipleship and their shared values. Their service precedes their fellowship, diakonia precedes koinonia.

Many are the occasions when Christians from various traditions collaborate on matters of social concern: compassion, peace, justice, integrity of creation. A shining national example would be Housing Justice, formed from the Catholic Housing Aid Society and the Churches National Housing Coalition. Harnessing energies both national and local have been the Jubilee 2000 and Make Poverty History Campaigns, involving groups beyond the churches, but giving to the Christians a sense of common purpose and common life. The Churches Together project surrounding the Bicentenary of the Abolition of the Slave Trade Act in 1807, set all free, is a further example of common cause crossing denominational boundaries naturally and unselfconsciously. Local justice and peace groups have a similar experience.

In towns and parishes, there is an almost endless list of situations in which Christians from a range of churches and theological perspectives come together: the pastoral care of institutions from Residential Homes for the Elderly to Reception Centres for Asylum Seekers, Drop-in Centres, Credit Unions, Hospital visiting, care of the homeless. Communion is expressed and enriched; for some this will be definitive in their spirituality, their identity and their understanding of what ‘Church’ is. It has been called ‘hidden ecumenism’ and ‘koinonia-generating involvement’.
Another area of enriching communion is the setting which is not explicitly religious or arranged by the churches: the work place, for example. Those with Gospel values and who are prepared to be known as people of Christian faith may find they have a close bond in an environment which is harshly secularist or materialist. In office, factory floor, school staff room, there may be a deep, hardly articulated, common life. Sometimes the common life is enriched by ‘fresh expressions’ of Church – groups meeting for prayer, study or faith-sharing – without formalised or clericalised leadership. These are not retreats from the world, but oases enabling Christians to engage with the world and to be servants of the world more effectively.

Christian service to the world is no better expressed than as being ministers of reconciliation, as a reconciled community.
… the Church is not an end in itself; it is God's gift to the world. Service belongs to the very being of the Church. Therefore, the Church of God exists only in relation to the common destiny of humanity and all creation.

Service in and for the world is a definitive aspect of The Salvation Army. It is seen sacramentally:
My life must be Christ's broken bread,

My love his outpouring wine,

A cup o'erfilled, a table spread


beneath his name and sign,

That other souls, refreshed and fed,

may share his life through mine.
Albert Orsborn (1886-1967)

In service, in hidden ecumenism, communion with God and communion with one another are intertwined: and we are enriched.
10
FELLOWSHIP WITH THE SAINTS

In 1998 ten statues of martyrs of the twentieth century were unveiled on the West Front of Westminster Abbey: Maximilian Kolbe, Manche Masemola, Janani Luwum, Elizabeth of Russia, Martin Luther King, Oscar Romero, Dietrich Bonhoeffer, Esther John, Lucian Tapiedi, Wang Zhiming. Roman Catholic, Anglican, Orthodox, Baptist, Lutheran, and Evangelical are represented here, to be numbered with the great cloud of witnesses by which we are surrounded. The Abbey makes a great declaration that the martyrs belong to the whole Church, not to a section of it. The ‘Ecumenical Icon’ of the ‘Martyrs and Witnesses to the faith in the Twentieth Century’, reproduced on the cover of this book, tells a similar story.

Pope John Paul II wrote in 1995 in Ut Unum Sint of the deep communion which exists with those who have given their lives for the faith:

In a theocentric vision, we Christians already have a common Martyrology. This also includes the martyrs of our own century, more numerous than one might think, and it shows how, at a profound level, God preserves communion among the baptized in the supreme demand of faith, manifested in the sacrifice of life itself. The fact that one can die for the faith shows that other demands of the faith can also be met. I have already remarked, and with deep joy, how an imperfect but real communion is preserved and is growing at many levels of ecclesial life. I now add that this communion is already perfect in what we all consider the highest point of the life of grace, martyria unto death, the truest communion possible with Christ who shed his Blood, and by that sacrifice brings near those who once were far off (cf. Eph 2.13).
While for all Christian communities the martyrs are the proof of the power of grace, they are not the only ones to bear witness to that power. Albeit in an invisible way, the communion between our Communities, even if still incomplete, is truly and solidly grounded in the full communion of the Saints - those who, at the end of a life faithful to grace, are in communion with Christ in glory. These Saints come from all the Churches and Ecclesial Communities which gave them entrance into the communion of salvation.
When we speak of a common heritage, we must acknowledge as part of it not only the institutions, rites, means of salvation and the traditions which all the communities have preserved and by which they have been shaped, but first and foremost this reality of holiness. 

One of the advances of the last half century has been the willingness of Churches to recognise that the heroes of the faith (whether or not they are called ‘saints’) can be appreciated, valued and revered across the Christian traditions: their integrity and fidelity are exemplary for the whole Church. The saints on earth and those in heaven are marked by the same Spirit, are a single Body, and the communion of saints has eschatological significance.

Yet there is pain within the communion: the witness of some saints has been against other members of the single Body, and martyrdom was inflicted by some Christians upon others. Some glorious deaths were caused by the attitudes and actions of inglorious Christians or church authorities. Conversation is taking place in Oxfordshire about how all the county’s martyrs can be commemorated together – whichever ‘side’ they were on in Reformation times. 1n 2004 the Tower of London saw an ecumenical service honouring John Fisher, who along with Thomas More, had been executed there in 1535. Tribute was paid to ‘the generosity of spirit and imagination’ which lay behind the commemoration.

When the saints and martyrs are valued, there is a greater sense of the catholicity and the heritage of the Church. Denominations and Churches do not start on a particular date, or with a particular event – their history stretches back, before the divisions and separation: that is one lesson that is being learnt. The harder one is to acknowledge the holiness within a tradition from which we are separated: to do that is to enrich the communion of which we are all a part.
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FELLOWSHIP IN PRAYER

They devoted themselves to the apostles' teaching and to the fellowship, to the breaking of bread and to prayer.

Acts 2.42

Prayer was at the heart of the fellowship of believers in the New Testament. It still is. In terms of enriching fellowship, the focus in these pages is not so much on private prayer as on prayer which is undertaken consciously and explicitly as part of a fellowship, and as such builds up a common life among those who are praying.

The preface to the Roman Catholic Daily Office Book, under the title of ‘The Office in the Church’s life’, says:

The community character of prayer
The example and command of the Lord and his apostles to persevere in continuous prayer are not to be considered a mere legal rule. Prayer expresses the very essence of the Church as a community. When the community of the faithful is first mentioned in the Acts of the Apostles, it is described as gathered together in prayer ‘with several women, including Mary the Mother of Jesus, and with his brothers’ (Acts 1.14). ‘The whole group of believers was united, heart and soul’ (Acts 4.32). Their common brotherhood was based upon the word of God, prayer and the Eucharist.

The private prayer of the members of the Church is offered to the Father through Christ in the Holy Spirit, and as such is always necessary and to be commended. Community prayer, however, has a special dignity since Christ himself said: ‘Where two or three meet in my name, I shall be there with them’. (Matt.18.20)

Some people are greatly helped and supported by knowing that they are incorporated into a fellowship of prayer through their use of one or other of the official Daily Offices of the various Christian traditions. Some are not helped so much. One person’s rhythm and regularity may by another be felt to be formal and mechanistic, and insufficiently open to spontaneity. And some find their attempts to achieve a regular pattern of prayer frustrated by the morning family rush hour or the evening scurry.
So prayer networks and meetings for prayer are also significant builders of community and fellowship. First, there are some explicit and formulated ‘communities’:
The Community of Aidan and Hilda describes itself as ‘a dispersed, ecumenical body of Christians who seek to cradle a Christian spirituality for today that renews the Church and heals the land. It welcomes people of all backgrounds and countries who wish to be wholly available to the Holy Trinity, and to the way of Jesus as revealed to us in the Bible. In the earthing of that commitment members draw inspiration from Celtic saints such as Aidan and Hilda.’ Among other resources available to its members, it offers PALM, a Prayer and Listening Ministry where community members (‘Voyagers’) can ask other voyagers to pray with them and share.
The Iona Community has almost 250 Members, mostly in Britain, and over 1500 Associate Members and around 1400 Friends worldwide. It is an ecumenical community of men and women from different walks of life and different traditions in the Christian Church; its members share a common Rule which includes daily prayer and reading the Bible, mutual accountability for their use of time and money, and regular meeting together.

The Northumbria Community consists of Companions dispersed around the United Kingdom and the world, with a mother-house near the Holy Island of Lindisfarne. The community is a conscious attempt to find a practical modem expression of a new monasticism: its rule speaks of availability and vulnerability. It offers on the Internet a daily prayer round of Morning, Midday and Evening Prayer and Compline.

Among other examples of dispersed communities, mention could be made of Tertiary Orders, of which the Franciscans may be the best known.

The Community of Sant’Egidio is less well-known in England; it is described here in some details because it explicitly brings together several of the themes of previous chapters. It began in Rome in 1968, on the initiative of Andrea Riccardi. He gathered a group of high-school students, like himself, to listen to and to put the Gospel into practice. The first Christian communities of the Acts of the Apostles and Francis of Assisi were the initial reference points. The small group immediately began going to the outskirts of Rome visiting the slums, then crowded with many poor people, and they began an afternoon school. Since then the community has increased. It is now in more than 70 countries in four continents. There are about 50,000 members as well as many more who are permanently co-operating in service to poor people and in the various activities of Sant’Egidio without being part of the community in a strict sense.

The defining features of the Community are: Prayer, which is an essential part of its life in Rome and throughout the world; Communicating the Gospel, the heart of the life of the Community, which extends to all those who seek and ask for a meaning for their life; Solidarity with the poor, lived as a voluntary and free service; Ecumenism, lived as friendship, prayer and the search for unity among Christians of the whole world; and Dialogue, a way of peace and co-operation among the religions, and also a way of life and as a means of resolving conflicts.

These examples of ‘community’ come from a very broad spectrum of religious traditions. Features they share are a firm basis is prayer, mutual commitment and accountability, and an empowering sense of common life.
As explicit instances of developed and worked-through forms of koinonia, they stand as a beacon and encouragement. Nonetheless, many more Christians experience an enriching communion within fellowships of prayer as part of their local worshipping congregation, or among churches in a neighbourhood, or in their work place. A Google search for the specific phrase ‘Prayer Fellowship’ produces 80,000 results.
Increasingly, prayer fellowships and networks are expanding onto the web, with a wider cyberspace presence. Possibilities abound to post prayers on websites, or to become part of praying web-based communities. In 2004 the Diocese of Oxford instigated an Internet Church; its website says ‘I-Church will seek to build a community through prayer and a common commitment to a way of life.’

The community character of prayer is reinforced by the promise of Jesus that when two or three are gathered in his name, He is in the midst of them (Matthew 18.20). It is agreement in prayer (the word used by St Matthew is symphonesosin) – rather than the number of people praying – which is welcomed by the Father. It is constitutive of community, a symphony of people whose fellowship is evident not only with each other, but with Christ in their midst who is himself the only mediator between God and humankind.
Some elements of prayer are concerned with entering more closely into the heart of God; some elements are about carrying one another’s burdens; some are about casting all our cares upon the God who cares for us all. Prayer is quite clearly about enriching our communion with God and with one another, and at the same time being enriched ourselves.
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FELLOWSHIP IN WORSHIP

For Christians who are in communion with one another in some sense, that they cannot receive Holy Communion together – for whatever reason – is most painful at the Eucharist. It is important therefore to look at ways in which the communion that is shared is expressed at the Eucharist. Is it possible to value these expressions in and for themselves, not as some kind of second-best substitute, but as signifying the full communion of all humankind within the life of God, the communion that is to be.

Foot-washing

Within some Black Majority Churches, foot-washing is considered to be an important element and continuity of the Eucharistic celebration. ‘Feet-washing’ is the more frequently used term, because both feet are customarily washed. Not uncommon is a monthly celebration of Holy Communion at which the feet-washing is an automatic and integral part.
Janet Murray of the Joint Council of Anglo-Caribbean Churches recalls from her childhood:

The Lord’s Supper and feet-washing was a solemn and joyous occasion. After the communion, spontaneous singing of hymns and choruses was the norm, while the appointed ladies prepared the basins and white towels for the occasion. The men sat on one side of the church and the ladies on the other side. The first person at the end of the row began the feet-washing and everyone followed in turn until each group was finished. One of the congregation’s grass-roots songs which vividly comes to mind is:
‘Together we eat, together we drink,
and together we wash one another’s feet;

some people say – we have no need;
but we’re doing the Lord’s command.’

She continues to reflect:

In later years, when I became a communicant I participated in the foot-washing tradition. From my experiences it was automatic, exciting, and an unquestionable command for a significant element of post Communion celebration.
Over the years, having shared fellowship widely, the realisation of tensions within denominations and traditions became quite obvious. On the one hand some upheld the biblical text claiming that the foot-washing holds the same authority as the Eucharist. On the other hand, another train of thought maintains that since there is only one scripture reference to this, the tradition stands somewhat limp, in spite of the revered authority of the Apostle John. Additionally, some biblical exegetes argue that the Eucharistic celebration held continuity in the primitive church down through the linkages of the early Church fathers, whereas ‘foot-washing’ is absent from the historical pages.

Some traditions reserve foot-washing to the liturgy of Maundy Thursday. The optional rubric in a Church of England Services for Lent, Holy Week and Easter says:

Where it is customary… the President, with a basin of water and a towel, kneels before each, pours water over the uncovered foot and touches it with the towel.

The emphasis is on love, service and humility. (‘No servant is greater than his master, nor is a messenger greater than the one who sent him. John 13.16, and ‘A new commandment I give you’. John 13.34.)
The command is Jesus is, ‘Now that I, your Lord and Teacher, have washed your feet, you also should wash one another's feet. I have set you an example that you should do as I have done for you’ (John 13.14-15). Here the emphasis is in mutuality, washing one another’s feet.
Foot-washing holds a very deep significance within L’Arche, an international federation of communities for people with learning difficulties, and assistants. L’Arche is rooted in the Churches, and as an inter-denominational community experiences particular pain in the divisions of the Church and the disciplines which prevent all members sharing the Eucharist. Against this background, foot washing has taken on a sacramental aspect, expressing the unity which each member has for the other.
Jean Vanier, the founder of L’Arche, spoke of the wide, mutual and profound symbolism in a homily at the 1998 Lambeth Conference:

Jesus insists and says we are called to wash each other's feet. Obviously this is symbolic. Jesus is saying that we must be, all of us together, servants of one and other - serving each other, empowering each other. So, the washing of the feet is symbolic. It is something about service; something about communion; something about mutual forgiveness, togetherness, and oneness. But at the same time Jesus insists so much about the washing of the feet, about touching the body, that I believe that this symbol is also sacrament. It is something very special. It is not just to talk with people, but to recognise that their body is the Temple of God. Recognise that the Spirit of God is living in them. Recognise that their body is precious. I believe that Jesus insists on the washing of feet because our bodies are precious, Temples of the Spirit.

We want to be in communion - one with another. We love each other. We may have divergences in vision, divergences in theological questions. This is normal. We come from cultures and backgrounds that are very different. Each one of us, we have our character traits. We have the wound in us. We have our fragility and our need to prove that 'I am better than you'. So Jesus is saying something about communion - how to be with each other with words that our not flowing from our woundedness, our darkness, and our need for power and superiority, but from a desire for oneness. And oneness is not exclusion of difference. Oneness is not fusion. Saint Paul says we are all different. It is the recognition of difference. But that doesn't mean to say that we crush difference.

The Peace

The exchange of a ‘kiss of peace’ is common at the Eucharist of many traditions. In the Roman Rite it follows the Lord’s Prayer which follows the Canon of the Mass, in other liturgies it comes at the Offertory before the Canon. Both positions can claim ancient precedent: the former has the connotation of ‘leave your gift at the altar, go first to be reconciled with your brother or sister, and then come and offer your gift’ (Matthew 5.24); the latter the peace and unity of the Kingdom in which we pray that our trespasses may be forgiven as we forgive those who trespass against us. Peace, unity and reconciliation in a new community are the themes.

The Peace, (re-)introduced in various liturgies from the 1970s onwards, has not been without its critics. At best it is the expression of a reconciled and redeemed community celebrating its common life. At worst it is a lurching, groupy self-indulgence of the like-minded. At its saddest it offers strangers a welcome and affirmation the warmth of which is only matched by the cold indifference towards them after the service has finished: the hospitality of the Peace does not always last as far as the coffee.

Blessing at the Time of Communion

The last generation has seen the development in the Eucharist of the custom of blessing at the time of communion those who for one reason or another do not receive the Holy Communion. It is said that Cardinal Hume’s reception of a blessing from the Archbishop of Canterbury at the Inter Church Process’s Swanwick Conference in 1987 really put the practice on the map. The blessing is offered to all. A document from L’Arche community regards it as
an expression of the relationship the churches have to each other at this moment in time. It is an action in which the churches, kneeling together before God, acknowledge and affirm publicly their committed relationship. Blessing confirms the grace of unity received and is an expression of hope. It is an acknowledgement of what exists and an acknowledgement that in division we are called to a repentance that is full of hope. It is an expression of real but partial communion. It recognises the partial communion in which the churches are.

Blessing seems particularly appropriate to this stage of the journey where commitment is being expressed as covenant. It is an ecumenical gesture of respect, friendship, desire for healing and reconciliation. It is thanksgiving and prayer for unity. One might add that there is an innate human need to bless and to be blessed.

Blessing at the time of Communion is not confined to ecumenical situations: it is certainly common now in a number of traditions for children in the years before they receive bread and wine. As a custom therefore it stands on its own merits, not solely as a substitute for ‘real communion.’ Having said that, it needs to be noted that there is some uncertainty about the nature of the ‘blessing’ – it is not, for example, a personalised anticipation of the Trinitarian blessing at the end of the Eucharist; it is more of a private prayer for the recipient to be strengthened in their live of discipleship, supported by the whole company of believers.

One Bread One Body sees the blessing at the moment of Communion as a way of affirming the spiritual communion which exists between Christians:
In many Catholic churches, those unable to receive Holy Communion are strongly encouraged to go forward for a ‘blessing’ at the same time as others go forward for the sacrament. They join the same procession to the altar, expressing the real though still imperfect communion that already exists between Christians. In much the same way, a Catholic in a mixed marriage who joins his or her spouse at the Eucharistic celebration of another denomination can express the partial communion between Christians by going forward for a blessing when Communion is distributed, where this is the custom of that Christian community. This idea of ‘spiritual communion’ is an important part of our Catholic tradition which we should not lose. Reciprocal acceptance of a ‘blessing’ by Catholics and other Christians at each other’s Eucharistic celebrations is something which we encourage as a sign of the degree of unity we already share.’

Antidoron

Orthodox Churches confine the distribution of the eucharistic elements to faithful Orthodox believers, and some Orthodox will not come forward for Communion if they have not prepared themselves properly to receive the elements. All believers, Orthodox and non-Orthodox, are welcome to come forward for the blessing at the close of the Liturgy and receive some of the blessed bread (called antidoron). The antidoron is not the bread which has been consecrated; it is bread that has been blessed by the priest to be received by all as a sign of fellowship. Sometimes (allowing for different local customs and cultures) the antidoron might be shared by one member of the congregation with another.

Artoklasia

Within some Orthodox Churches, the artoklasia service is celebrated on special occasions at the end of Vespers, sometimes at the end of Matins, even at the end of the Liturgy. It may precede a vigil or a pilgrimage. Five round loaves of bread, some wine and a measure of oil are blessed and shared. The loaves recall the feeding of the five thousand, as does the main reading.

Agape

‘Love’ is the translation of the New Testament Greek work agape. It also applies to a fellowship meal or love feast, which occurred in the life of the early Church in association with the Eucharist. Whilst the Eucharist has been a constant part of the Church’s life through the centuries, the agape has featured only at certain times and in certain places. As a simple, ritual meal in the context of which hymns were sung, scripture read, and testimonies shared, it was instituted by John Wesley following the Moravian pattern. It is within the Moravian Church that the love feast most commonly survives.

Allowance is made for the agape in Lent, Holy Week and Easter, linked to Holy Communion on the Monday, Tuesday, Wednesday or particularly Thursday of Holy Week. The commentary envisages a meal which is informal, quiet, well-ordered, as an expansion of the Ministry of the Word and as a preparation for, and clearly not to be confused with, the Ministry of the Sacrament.

The agape was more common and popular a generation ago than it is now. There has been confusion in the minds of some whether it was a Eucharist, or in what sense it could be said to be Eucharistic. Its origin and ‘validity’ (a word used in Lent, Holy Week and Easter
) lie in its connection with the Eucharist, not in it being a Eucharist, and distinctive features of the Eucharist are not present. It is a celebration of God’s love; Christ – the one who is present when two or three are gathered together in his name – is known among those who share the meal; it is a way in which communion can be enriched across denominational boundaries, provided there is clarity and honesty.
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SACRAMENTALITY OF THE WHOLE OF LIFE

Within the family of Churches in England there are two which use the language of sacraments to refer to the whole of life, rather than specifically to Baptism and Holy Communion. (That is not to suggest that other Churches do not affirm the sacramentality of all life.)

The Salvation Army and the Religious Society of Friends (Quakers) would both stress the possibility of direct communion with God, unmediated by person or symbol. Quaker Advices and Queries says that it is possible to worship God alone, ‘but when we join with others in expectant waiting we may discover a deeper sense of God's presence. We seek a gathered stillness in our meetings for worship so that all may feel the power of God's love drawing us together and leading us’ (Para 8). Quakers make no distinction between sacred and secular – no time, place, action or person is more, or less, sacred than any other. As a Quaker, Chris Cook, says:

Although Quakerism often presents itself as a set of things we do not do or believe, there is in fact a positive version. We do have clergy - every one of us is called to be a priest. We do have holy communion, all day every day, at every meal and in every act of hospitality, and in every Meeting for Worship, whether in silence or through spoken ministry. It is our belief that this is what the full presence of Jesus and the Holy Spirit among us means.

The Salvation Army’s statement on the sacraments is this:

The Salvation Army has never said it is wrong to use sacraments, nor does it deny that other Christians receive grace from God through using them. Rather, the Army believes that it is possible to live a holy life and receive the grace of God without the use of physical sacraments and that they should not be regarded as an essential part of becoming a Christian.

Salvationists see the sacraments as an outward sign of an inward experience, and it is the inward experience that is the most important thing.

The Army is careful not to substitute a different set of symbols for the sacraments, which they honour in other traditions and from receiving which Salvationists are not debarred. The Army is concerned to affirm the spiritual value that other Churches derive from the sacraments, though noting that sacraments have been ‘a divisive influence in the Church throughout Christian history and at times the cause of bitter controversy and abuse’.

The Salvation Army sees itself as a sacramental people, placing emphasis on the immediacy of God. Communion comes through a holy people, and a hungry world needs this holy people.
So, in understanding the view of these two Churches, it is essential to stress the positive, as indeed the Report on the responses to the Baptism, Eucharist and Ministry process does:

Within the wide horizon of God’s abundant gifts of grace, communities which do not practise baptism and Eucharist experience God’s grace and several of them develop an affirmative articulation of the general sacramental dimension of life within the Christian faith. 

The two Churches enrich the whole Church by their emphasis, though of course the insights are not unique to them. Nonetheless, their lack of the sacraments of baptism and Eucharist as understood by other Churches does raise questions for the other Churches. They miss the working through of the commands of Jesus (‘Go, baptise’; ‘Do this in remembrance of me’) in the way they have been used to interpreting them.
The language of ‘real and imperfect communion’, ‘real though partial communion’ depends heavily on a common baptism: Unitatis Redintegratio says that those
who believe in Christ and have been truly baptized are in communion with the Catholic Church even though this communion is imperfect… in spite of [obstacles between the churches] it remains true that all who have been justified by faith in Baptism are members of Christ's body, and have a right to be called Christian, and so are correctly accepted as brothers by the children of the Catholic Church.

Indeed, some traditions find difficulty in the language of common baptism, because the baptism of infants does not entirely fit with the baptism of believers on profession of faith: baptism as an article of faith and as a liturgical practice experienced by the baptised and the baptising community appear not to have coherence. Moreover, in recent years thinking on Christian initiation has developed – baptism, confirmation (or profession of faith) and Eucharist are seen as foundational for the Christian life, parts of an integrated journey. So the language of ‘communion’ based on baptism or Eucharist is itself not without problems.
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THE EUCHARIST IN AWE AND WONDER

The Sunday supplement writers strain to find a language to describe the taste of a wine – a hint of honey, blackberry, cigars, a suggestion of leather (best avoided). There are some experiences which do not communicate well in words, and even the rhythms and phraseology of liturgy, a ‘religious register’ of language, may not suffice.
Here is more than ritual or rite or symbol or activity. The profound, enriching experience of the years has left a range of titles for The Lord’s Supper, Holy Communion, the Breaking of Bread, The (Sacrifice of the) Mass, the Sacrament, the Holy Mysteries, the Divine Liturgy, the Eucharist. Each title has its nuances, each has its particular emphasis, and each its baggage of connotations from the past.
As with the description of the taste of a wine, language is tested beyond its strength… and what is left is the encounter, the engagement, the communion between taster and tasted. The graciousness of the Lord is known to those who taste and see – happy are those who trust in him.
In the light of this experience, the ancient hymn cries out:

Let all mortal flesh keep silence,
And with fear and trembling stand;
Ponder nothing earthly minded,
For with blessing in His hand,
Christ our God to earth descendeth,
Our full homage to demand.

Liturgy of St. James,
C4th translated by Gerard Moultrie, 1864

Graham Sparkes
 points out that the Order of Mass has the instruction, ‘After the communion of the people, a period of silence…’, and the liturgy in the Church of England Holy Communion (Order One) 2000 says simply ‘Silence is kept’. He continues:

For me it is the heart of the Eucharist. A moment I always wait for and hope for. It is a reminder that at the heart of our faith is mystery – mystery that transcends all our theological thinking and writing, that can never be contained by words and arguments, and that can only truly be met by a deep and profound silence.
Gregory of Nazianzus
 spoke of the universal reaching out towards God, and describes it as ‘a hymn of silence’.

All creatures praise thee,

Those that speak and those that are dumb.

All creatures bow down before thee,

Those that can think
and those that have no power of thought.

The universal longing,
the groaning of creation tends towards thee.

Everything that exists prays to thee,
And every creature that can read thy universe

Sends up a hymn of silence.

Graham Sparkes asks whether it is possible to find ‘models of engagement that can take us in new directions that will simply not be found by those who confine themselves to participation in reasoned debate. It is about recognising that there may be other fruitful paths by which theological and ecumenical engagement can take place. Perhaps it has to do with relearning that all true theology is prayer, and that the ultimate prayer is silence.’

Even in this ultimate prayer of silence, there is a communality of adoration, awe, wonder: ‘our’ homage, not mine own alone, is demanded; ‘all creatures praise thee’ in a universal longing. Communion is enriched, and when words replace silence, they might appropriately be
O thou, who at thy Eucharist didst pray
that all thy Church might be for ever one,
grant us at every Eucharist to say
with longing heart and soul, ‘thy will be done.’

O may we all one Bread, one Body be,
through this blest Sacrament of unity.
William Harry Turton (1856-1938)

15
ONE BODY – BROKEN
Unity is the gift of God, and our calling. Equally, Communion is the gift of God and our calling. For very many within the Christian household, the Holy Communion of the body and blood of Jesus Christ is a foundational, deeply-appreciated gift of God for spiritual sustenance and growth. For many, Holy Communion is an interpretative tool by which they are helped to understand the rest of life, a sacrament of God’s engagement with the whole of the creation.
Yet acknowledgement is due to those who live faithful and Christ-filled lives without a spiritual dependence on the Holy Communion. Their aspirations for the koinonia of all Christian people may be equally strong; perhaps the prevalent language of the ecumenical movement has not made it easy for them to engage.

What these pages have sought to do is to identify and collate expressions and experiences of koinonia which are not dependent on receiving bread and wine together. There is much talk about valuing diversity and sharing the treasures of one another’s traditions and rejoicing in variety. There is a challenge here – to hold together these expressions and experiences of communion, so that we are all enriched. That is especially hard when part of the tradition of another is an understanding of the Eucharist which means that not all can yet share together. The body of Christ, in broken bread, is not fully shared among the body of Christ, the broken Church. There is pain (and it is not one-sided) and pain can encourage urgency. And pain must not blind us to the depth of our existing communion, and the fundamental unity that exists for those who are in Christ:

With him the corner-stone

The living stones conjoin;

Christ and his church are one,

One body and one vine;

For us he uses all his powers,

And all he has, or is, is ours.

Charles Wesley (1707-1788)

APPENDIX 1: YOU SHALL ALSO LOVE THE STRANGER
Deuteronomy 10.19

Talk given by Revd Dr Inderjit Bhogal to National and County Ecumenical Officers at Parmoor on 4 October 2005
The most important lesson I learned in all that I saw and heard during my year of office as President of the British Methodist Conference is summed up in the words of a young man who described himself as ‘a Bosnian Muslim’ survivor. He shared these words at the first Holocaust Memorial event held in Britain on 27th January 2001. He spoke of so-called ‘ethnic cleansing’. He described a town in which he lived; a multi-faith town where neighbours of different religions lived as neighbours. ‘We knew each other well’, he said, ‘and were good neighbours’. Then he described how this diverse community of good neighbours was suddenly brought to the point of enmity and hostility to each other; and how he was tortured by people he knew, and how people were driven out of the town just because of their religion. Then he spoke these words, and I shall never forget them: ‘When one group starts to treat another group of people as less than human that’s the beginning of genocide.’

These are the words that the leaders of all nations need to hear. The diverse communities of British cities like Birmingham, Manchester and Bradford as well as those in Bosnia need to hear the wisdom and warning in the words of this young man. Such atrocity could happen in Bosnia – it happens in many contexts today. It could happen in the cities of Brazil tomorrow. I don’t want such atrocity to occur anywhere. I’m sure you don’t either.

‘Ethnic cleansing’ – as it is termed – is rooted in doctrines of ethnic and religious purity. It fears diversity and difference. People say ‘You are different, you are dirty you cannot live near me. You must go and live somewhere else.’ To bring people to a point where they move out, violence is threatened or used. History is littered with ethnic atrocity and genocide. There have been times when religion has been used to sanction or justify such atrocity. The book Religion and Atrocity: Unholy Alliance by Marc Ellis spells this out very well. He describes and analyses religion and atrocity in the histories of Judaism, Christianity and Islam. Any person of good will and good faith is ashamed when religion is abused to sanction or justify atrocity. Where religion is used to sanction or justify atrocity, people of good will and good faith will reject it.
There have been – and are – numerous ideologies or philosophies or theologies that have been used to separate people: the caste system in India, the theory of many races which is prevalent throughout the world, the doctrine of apartheid which thrived in South Africa, the tribal strategy of ethnic cleansing which has characterised so much of communal violence in African and also European contexts. Religion is co-opted in these systems to accord purity and cleanness to the established groups and to support or justify their power or empires.

In all the ideologies of separation I have listed, ancient and modern, prime of place is given to those of lighter skin colours. We can see it, for example, in Noah who spoke words of curse to Canaan who would have been black; in the actions of Abraham who drove out his black wife, Hagar; when Moses is criticised by Aaron and Miriam because he had married a black, Cushite woman. Such colour discrimination came to be ritualised by language of purity and defilement. The privileged people were pure, and the rest were unclean. The pure and the unclean or impure could not interact. In time, the most sacred of religious qualities, holiness, came to mean being pure – and separate and free of contact with people, animals and things that could defile one. The holy ones, the pure, were seen to be close to God who is holy and separate. Everyone else is an outsider, unclean. The one who is different is the one who is not pure.
Stricter and stricter boundaries were drawn between the inner, holy, circle and those outside it. The ‘insiders’ had space to be. The ‘outsiders’ were outside it. They had no place. They were no people. These are the ones who Biblically are referred to as ‘strangers’. Strangers are the ones to whom the insiders owe nothing, the ones from whom the insiders should keep separate. The strangers are nameless masses who are an irritation, and embarrassment and unwelcome. To be a stranger is to be denied access to life.

The Biblical term for them is Habiru. Most Biblical scholars now regard Habiru as an alternative rendering of Hebrew. The term Hebrew has roots in the word abar which means ‘to cross over’. Hebrew therefore is the one who crosses over boundaries in the quest for life. As one author
 notes, Hebrew describes the people who finally became the ‘people of God’ in the Hebrew Scriptures, and are among some of those who had been declared ‘strangers’, ‘outsiders’, ‘threat’’ – by the status quo, i.e. the Egyptian Empire. The crucial piece of Scriptural insight is that the ‘outsider’ is defined as the one that the ‘insiders’ do not eat with. There is a good example of this in Joseph who was sold into slavery in Egypt. We are told that he made good progress in Egypt and achieved high office. Nevertheless, when it was meal time, we read in Genesis 43.32:

‘They served him by himself, and them by themselves, because the Egyptians might not eat bread with the Hebrews, for that is an abomination to the Egyptians.’

The word ‘abomination’ shows how the idea of separateness was ritualised for members of the status quo. To eat with the outsider would be defiling. This ritualising developed into laws and regulations regarding food, sexuality and the priesthood: who you could eat with and who you could not eat with; who you could have sex with and who you could not have sex with; who could be in the priesthood and who could not be in the priesthood. Right up to our own times these attitudes surface in debates around eating, sexuality and priesthood.

In God’s design however, the Hebrew, the strangers, the no-people, the outsiders, became God’s people. This is the Good News in the Hebrew Scriptures: God hears the cries of the Hebrews in Egypt. God hears them and accords them status. The stranger, the outsider, is seen to be included in God’s community. This community now lives by a divine ethic. God is seen to side with the stranger. God’s people are required to emulate God.

Jonathan Sacks, Chief Rabbi of the United Hebrew Congregation of the Commonwealth has written

The Hebrew Bible contains the great command, ‘you shall love your neighbour as yourself’ (Lev 19.18), and this has often been taken as the basis of biblical morality. But it is not: it is only part of it. The Jewish sages noted that on only one occasion does the Hebrew Bible command us to love our neighbour, but in 37 places it commands us to love the stranger. Our neighbour is one we love because he is like ourselves. The stranger is one we are taught to love precisely because he is not like ourselves.

That is a remarkable piece of illumination. ‘Love your neighbour as yourself’ is the instruction that is readily quoted. Hardly ever do we hear God’s oft repeated command to ‘love the stranger’. Again and again Scripture returns to this theme: ‘You shall not oppress a stranger, for you know the heart of the stranger - you yourselves were strangers in the land of Egypt’. Exodus 23.9. In Deuteronomy 12.17-19, we read: The Lord your God is God of gods and Lord of lords, the great God, mighty and awesome, who is not partial and takes no bribe, who executes justice for the orphan and the widow, and who loves the strangers, providing them with food and clothing. You shall also love the stranger, for you were strangers in the land of Egypt.’

Why should you love the stranger? Because God loves the stranger…and remember, you were strangers in the land of Egypt. You know what it’s like to be an outsider. The Hebrew – the stranger in Egypt, to whom God showed love, is now required to love the stranger. God is outraged when ‘the stranger residing among you suffers extortion’ (Ezekiel 22.7).
God’s holiness is not seen in God’s remoteness or separateness from the stranger, but by God’s utter concern for the stranger, by God’s adoption and embrace of the stranger. God requires nothing less from those who would be holy. Methodists need to keep this understanding of holiness in mind when we recall that Methodism is called to spread Scriptural Holiness.
God is a God of Hospitality. This is the God who is disclosed in Jesus of Nazareth. Jesus cuts through boundaries and barriers between who is considered to be holy and profane. You remember the insiders could not eat with the outsider, the stranger, because that would be an ‘abomination’. Where do we find Jesus in so much Scriptural witness to him? Sitting and eating with the outsiders, the rejects of his day. Jesus’ most subversive and radical activity, for which he is most criticised, is to eat with the social outcasts of his day. It is said that ‘he eats with sinners and tax collectors’. The tax collectors were not flavour of the day because they collaborated with the outsiders.

Jesus expressed his solidarity with the poor and marginalized people of his day by eating with them. He welcomes the poor, ‘the unclean’, ‘the sinners’, ‘the harlots and publicans’ and ate with them. In this he showed God’s way, God’s truth and God’s life. He demonstrates a holiness of connectedness not separateness, of intimacy not aloofness. Before John Wesley coined the phrase, Jesus was ‘in connexion’ with the outsiders. He did this most significantly by eating with them. We are good at charity, at giving food to those looking for hospitality. We are not so good at sitting with them and eating with them as Jesus did.
Jesus breaks down barriers, crosses boundaries, includes those who would have been excluded, eats with anyone who would eat with him. Everything Jesus did and said demonstrated these things. Guardians of boundaries and holiness of separation don’t like such behaviour. In the end, Jesus’ actions crucified him.

Jesus has left an example for his community. Practise hospitality. Eat with each other. Eat with the most vulnerable ones. Eat with ‘the stranger’. Your lifestyle should be one of hospitality and solidarity, not hostility and segregation. The ethics of so many are about segregation, division, derision, hostility. They may extend to ‘love of neighbour’.
The Biblical and gospel demand is for a different, counter-cultural ethic: ‘God loves the stranger…You shall also love the stranger.’ The strength of this requirement is seen in the fact that it is stated 37 times in the Hebrew Bible. Jesus never quoted any of these references as far as we know. Rather, Jesus demonstrated the ethics of hospitality and eating with outcasts, and said that in welcoming the stranger, one welcomes Christ: ‘I was a stranger and you welcomed me…truly, I tell you, just as you did it to one of the least of these…you did it to me.’ (Matthew 25.35,40)
Hospitality is a key characteristic of the Kingdom or Reign of God as Jesus understood it. He shared a vision of the Kingdom of God which leaves us with the challenge of how we can achieve it.

‘People will come from East and West, North and South, and will eat in the kingdom of God’ (Luke 13.29)

It's a wonderful image for our contemporary world, a world in need of ethical codes and lifestyles that respect and embrace all people and are life-giving and not life-destroying. We recall the 9/11 attacks which have come to define the world today and, of course, many parts of the world have experienced something like 9/11 everyday and for many years . We have reflected on the divides in human community along the lines of colour, creed and culture. has been marked.
We live in a world of plenty in which the rich die from overeating while 30,000 people die every day from hunger. There are those people who do not have as much food in a day as you and I will receive at the Eucharist: a small piece of bread and a sip of drink. HIV/AIDS threatens the lives of 13 million people in Southern Africa alone, and is spreading alarmingly in Asia and South America. Ecological disasters resulting from exploitation of scarce resources threaten us all. 50 million people are uprooted from their homes by war, famine and disease throughout the world and are looking for refuge and hospitality. These are all forms of terror today rooted in poverty, plurality and pollution.

That's the world of today and the foreseeable future: we are looking at a world polarised into North and South in terms of poverty. The world is polarised into the so-called civilised west, and the barbaric east! It's a world that is being fractured along religious lines, particularly Christians - Muslims divides. It's a world that has formed ways to exclude people along lines of race, colour, creed, caste, gender, sexual orientation, disability - from belonging and benefits.

If you read the whole of Luke 13 (in fact it is important to place our text in a context that begins at Luke 12.57 with Jesus asking: ‘Why do you not judge for yourselves what is right?’) He speaks of the suffering of people, an experience that is not just reserved for particular people. We all know suffering. ‘Why do you not judge for yourselves what is right?’ The chapter moves on to the story of one particular woman who is bent over with suffering who is healed. She can stand up straight. Her dignity is restored. Jesus' critics who claim to know what is right ask the wrong question: Why are you healing on the Sabbath?
Next come a couple of parables about the Kingdom of God, It is likened to a mustard seed that grows into a tree that houses all birds - and yeast which leavens all the flour. Then comes the question that leads to our text. The question is ‘Will only a few be saved?’ (Luke 13.23). It's the $6million question of our day, and much debated for many years. Who belongs? Who can be included? What about eternal destiny? Who will sit at God's Table?
Who does God include at the feast of the Kingdom of God? The door is certainly narrow. But that doesn't mean only a few can get in. When I go to a football match, there are thousands clamouring to get in. The gate and the turnstiles are narrow. But everyone gets in, one at a time. The gate is narrow. All can get in, though some choose to exclude themselves.

But, says Jesus: ‘People will come from the East and West, North and South, and will eat in the Kingdom of God.’ That's a fantastic vision Jesus had. The central image here is of hospitality as opposed to hostility, of embrace as opposed to exclusion, and of the fullness of life as opposed to denial of life.

There are numerous stories of Jesus eating with people, and particularly with those who are excluded from society. Hospitality, in a variety of expressions, forms a notable frame of reference for the ministry of Jesus. He often arrives as a visitor to a meal, and becomes the host. He sat down to eat with people, with multitudes who came from east and west, north and south. In John 6, before sharing food he asks his disciples to ‘make the people sit down’. The word translated as sit is often better translated as recline. Get right down. The picture is of people reclining against each other, as they eat. There is intimacy and engagement. No one is being considered dirty or polluted - to be avoided. Where we read in English that Jesus sat down to eat with harlots and tax collectors (Matt 9.10) and with Pharisees (Luke 7.36) - picture him reclining with his company. The word is anaklithe which comes from the root verb klino literally means 'to lean one thing upon another; to lean back, to lie on one's back, to recline’. It is first used in the Gospels at Luke 2.7 where we read that ‘Mary (anaklinen) laid him in a manger’. There is real sense in the word recline: that people are beside each other, that barriers are broken, no privileged places, no top tables, no positions of power, and people are relaxed in each others company.

Just imagine that Black and White, Christian and Muslim, Jew and Gentile, Gay and Straight, people from East and West, North and South, all reclining together, leaning against each other, eating together - in The Kingdom of God. All at the same level. There is an equality of gender, race, sexuality, age and ability. That's Jesus' vision. That's the ‘outcome’ we desire in all our work. That's the goal of justice.
If there is solidarity in human suffering, there is solidarity in human salvation also. All are included, for all are invited. God is the host. God does the inviting, and invites even those outside in the 'highways and the by ways' (Matt. 22.10) so that the Hall is filled with guests.

What is the challenge of this for us? What needs to happen to bring people of different backgrounds, enemies even, to recline with each other and to eat? Let's have a closer look at reclining. It is the NT equivalent to 'Be still and know I am God'. To 'Be still' meant to lay down all your weapons, to disarm yourself, and to stop warring. To sit, to recline to eat: is to empty your hands, to open your fists; to be disarmed, to dismount; to be relaxed in the company of the next person: to have no worries about where the next meal will come from.

How do we achieve such an outcome? Our first challenge as followers of Jesus is to achieve such intimacy and eating together as equals before God at the Eucharistic table. The Eucharist insists that there be food at the table, and that all shall eat equal amounts: none shall have too much, none shall have too little, none shall have eat scraps thrown off the Table. The Eucharist challenges exclusion: no one shall be excluded on the grounds of ethnicity, colour, gender, sexuality, age, ability, creed. The Eucharist is a foretaste of the heavenly feast of God, it is a picture of people coming from the east and west, north and south eating together, 'We, though we are many, are one body for we all share in the one bread.'

The Eucharist is more than eating together: all who eat at this table are awakened to work and pray for equality and end of hunger and the embrace of all. Those who eat at this Table cannot eat broken bread without taking responsibility to do something about brokenness in people, brokenness in the body of Christ, the Church universal; brokenness in neighbourhoods, brokenness in relationships.

Bishop John Chrysostom challenged those who shared in the Eucharist and recognised him in the breaking of bread to recognise him also in all the brokenness around them:
Would you honour the Body of Christ? Do not despise his nakedness; do not honour him here in Church clothed in fine clothes and then pass him by unclothed and frozen outside. Remember that he who said, ‘This is my body’, and made good his words, also said, ‘You saw me hungry and gave me no food’, and, ‘in so far as you did it not to one of these, you did it not to me.’
If we eat broken bread and drink poured wine and do nothing about brokenness, and blood spilt today, we'll be like those who knocked and said ‘We ate with you. Don't you know us?’(Luke 13.26) and to whom the reply was given, ‘Go away from me.’ The Eucharistic table is a table for all. We live in a world of conflict and divisions. The fact that this table remains divided is a scandal and is an obstacle in the way of Christians, at least, coming together to eat one bread and drink of the one cup. Christ welcomes all to recline and eat with him. We continue to fail him by failing to find ways to celebrate full communion across Christian denominations. We shall not succeed in ending conflict whether it is in Church or society in general until we can get people to eat with each other. Soldiers have to get out of their tanks and armoured vehicles and war planes and boats; war has to be seen as an antiquated way to resolve conflict which must give way to conversation and co-operation; the Janjaweed militia in Darfur have to get down from their camels; suicide bombers have to put away their explosive belts; nuclear weapons have to dismantled. The Biblical vision is​ to change weapons into tools, into plough shares, into pruning hooks, into medical instruments, into schools, into homes. Disarm. Forgive debts. End poverty and make poverty history. Provide a cure for HIV/Aids. Provide food for the hungry.

We can all sit and eat together. We can all do something at our local level by getting neighbours of different backgrounds, from east and west, north and south, to meet with each other; to eat, pray and party with each other; to build, slowly and over many years, relationships of mutual trust and respect. To begin to cooperate together in action for justice and mercy; and to pray together for justice and mercy in our unjust and cruel world.

+++

Graham is homeless. He says people call him a ‘tramp’ and some​times give him money. He lives on the streets of Sheffield where I have got to know him well. As a 'walker’, he gave me sound advice as I prepared to walk along roads from Sheffield to London. I saw him recently; he was sitting on a concrete bench in the city centre. He had a bandage round his head and one around a foot. ‘Banged into a wall’ he said.
As we got into conversation I asked him to help me. ‘I'm working on a sermon about tables and bread and parties in the wilderness,’ I said, ‘it seems a bit odd, but can you help me?’ ‘I love bread’ he said. He reached into a carrier bag beside him. His boots and walking stick were by the bag. Out of the bag he fetched bread. ‘I always have bread’ he said ‘I know a shop. I turn up just before closing time. They give me a couple of loaves. With it I feed myself and my brothers and sisters who are poor.’ He talked to me about all those homeless ones who walk at night as others sleep.’ He held out a large round cob. ‘This is made from rye. I love it - my favourite. ‘He said, ‘try some.’ He broke off a large piece with his rugged hands and held it out to me. I received it and said ‘Amen' and ate it in bits over several minutes.
As I ate it, he unpacked his carrier bag and brought out different kinds of bread and placed it all on the concrete slab bench which had now become a table. Suddenly I was having a meal, and he was the host. Each loaf was held up and its contents were described. I was given a piece from each loaf. ‘You need good red wine with this bread ... it would be a good one for your communion at church ‘. '’You need to eat this bread with cheese ...’

All around us a city centre environment with its own beauty, but a wilderness with a lifestyle of grabbing and greed and of profit before people. People racing about. Some sitting down to rest. I was being fed by one of the poorest people I know. I was a guest of honour at a table in the wilderness. ‘You treat me like an honoured guest. ‘

APPENDIX 2: EUCHARIST AS EVENT

Talk given by Archbishop Vincent Nichols to National and County Ecumenical Officers at Parmoor on 4 October 2005
I would like to share with you my faith and understanding of the Mass, the Eucharist.

Clearly this is a rich topic. There is a lifetime in which to understand the Eucharist more and more. In my experience, this understanding changes and develops as years go by. Certainly for me it has changed and developed quite considerably in the last ten years or so.

The ecumenical links that have been a crucial part of my life for many years have contributed to this changed understanding. For example, I have learnt much from the greater emphasis that is to be found in some Churches on the presence of God in the Word. Other Churches are better at imaginative use of music than sometimes Catholics are. Clearly one of the areas in which my understanding has deepened is that raised by the question 'Why can't we all receive Holy Communion at Mass celebrated in a Catholic church?'
Five parts of the Mass

In considering this question it is so important that the nature and structure of the Mass is understood. Sometimes people think that the action of receiving Holy Communion is the only significant point of participation. But I think that is not true. Every celebration of Mass has five parts to it.

The Mass opens, after the initial greeting, with an act of penitence. This is the first part, as all who are present ponder on their need for God's mercy and forgiveness. The Mass is marked by this sense of our inadequacy, our need for God's presence and action in our lives. We are not 'OK' just as we are. Our divisions make that clear. Everyone participates in this.

Next comes the Liturgy of the Word, in which we ponder the presence of God in the Word of Scripture and open ourselves to receive that Word as a transforming presence in our lives. Everyone participates in this.

The third part of the Mass is the Eucharistic Prayer in which we recall and make sacramentally present the sacrificial death of Christ on Calvary. We unite ourselves to this action of Christ by our own spiritual union with him. In this prayer we make of our lives an offering to the Father. Everyone participates in this.

Next there is the Rite of Communion, or, more simply, the Holy Communion service. This is the point at which our question arises.

Finally, there is the act of dismissal, or sending out, when all present, without exception, are invited, or mandated, to go out and the put into action the saving mysteries they have celebrated, the mystery of the love and compassion of God for all people.

Receiving Holy Communion

It is within this context, that the challenge of this issue of Eucharistic communion has led me to explore much more deeply the link between the act of receiving Holy Communion and the visible reality of the Church. It led me to remember a lesson learned in my childhood, though without clear understanding at that time. When I was a youngster our parish priest was a bishop. He had retired from episcopal duties because he had suffered a stroke and needed real assistance in his celebration of Mass. I learned that when I was going to receive Holy Communion from the bishop, I had first to kiss his episcopal ring before receiving Holy Communion. It is only much later that I realised that this simple gesture expressed the link between my acceptance of this bishop – in other words, my membership of a visible Catholic Church – and the action of receiving Holy Communion. In a similar way much of our ecumenical discussion has highlighted for me some of the defining characteristics of a Catholic understanding of the Eucharist, not least the way in which we understand the Mass to be both sacrifice and banquet.

My understanding of the Eucharist is, therefore, extensive and quite complex and I really don't know where to begin. However, the title given to this talk 'Eucharist as Event' has been really helpful. So this talk will consist of reflections on six ways in which I understand Eucharist as Event.

An event of grace

Every celebration of the Mass as an event of grace. This means that the celebration is always God's initiative. Through it we know that God is reaching out to heal, to form community, and to seek our service. In other words, there is in this event of grace a deep link between the worship of God and the service of each other within a community.

We can also say that because the Eucharist is an event of grace then it is a Trinitarian event. Its shape is best understood within the perspective of the Trinity. To put it very simply, the mystery celebrated at Mass is entirely the initiative of the Father, to whom every prayer is addressed; it is focused on the Son, whose word, life, death and resurrection is made present and alive during the Mass; and it depends upon the Holy Spirit in whose power all of this takes place.

In some ways to say that the Eucharist is an event of grace is simply to give it an overarching theological context. But it's within this context that I would like to touch on other aspects of the Eucharist as Event.

A historical event

In Catholic faith obviously every celebration of Mass links us to the defining historical moments of the life, death and resurrection of Christ. In the celebration of Mass, of course, memory is a key word.

During the Mass we look back particularly at the key moments in which our Lord's life on earth ended: his last supper and his death on the cross. These, of course, are revealing moments and in a way sum up everything that the Lord said and did. These two moments, made present in the Mass, encompass all that is spoken out in the Word made flesh. Indeed, one can say that the final actions of Christ's life are actions which fulfil all the words that he said. So we can see, within the structure of the Mass, how the liturgy of the Word and the liturgy of the Eucharist are closely intertwined. Indeed, they are inseparable at heart. The liturgy of the Eucharist fulfils the liturgy of the Word. The liturgy of the Word unfolds and leads into the liturgy of the Eucharist.

In understanding the Mass as a historical event, it's also important to understand the strength of the word 'memory'. As you will understand, in its liturgical use this 'memory' is actually a making-present of the unique event. It is, in a way, a 'living memory' bringing the past into the present, bringing that unique event of the death of Christ on the cross into this moment. This, of course, is only achieved through the power of the Holy Spirit.

Understanding the Mass as a historic event also helps us to see it as set within the memory of the Jewish faith and, indeed, of the framework of Jewish ritual. Within that ritual there are two strands. One comes from the people known as Israel, the nomadic people, whose history is best summed up in the exodus from Egypt. The Exodus Passover meal, which marked that moment, was then celebrated annually as part of the cycle of Jewish ritual. This Passover meal obviously has strong resonances in the present celebration of Mass and, indeed, St Paul speaks of Christ as our Passover.

The second strand within Jewish life and ritual is, of course, taken from the people known as Judah. These were the people who centred on the temple worship in Jerusalem and understood, particularly in the Feast of the Atonement, the central act of offering sacrifice for the forgiveness of sin.

Both of these strands reach back at least as far as the Book of Exodus. The Passover story is well known. The origins of the Feast of the Atonement are also to be found there when Moses pleads with God to forgive the infidelity of the people who have, out of fear, made a golden calf and used that as the object of their worship. In doing this they were led by Aaron. Moses, in his pleading with God, asks God to accept his life instead of the life of the people, indeed, as a ransom for their sins. In the Book of Exodus God accepts Moses' proposal but says it is Aaron's life that he wants to take as an expiation for the sin of the people. In this Aaron becomes the High Priest, and the Levitical priesthood and the pattern of sacrifice grows out of this moment.

Those who know about the Feast of the Atonement will readily understand how it involves the lamb of sacrifice, known as the lamb of God, which is offered in the stead of the High Priest in order to cleanse the sins of the people and renew in them the gift of life for the coming year.

The resonances of this, not least in the title of Christ as 'the Lamb of God', are clearly to be seen in the Mass. This emphasises for us the truth that the Mass is, at heart, a sacrifice. It is the sacrifice of Christ himself, taking away now not simply the sins of the people, but the sins of the world. It is this sacrifice that is made present in every celebration of the Mass. The supper is the means by which this sacrifice is shared. This was succinctly expressed in the teaching document One Bread One Body when we said that 'the altar of sacrifice becomes the table of our banquet'.

A cosmic event

This brief reflection on the historical nature of the Eucharist leads us to understand that the Eucharist is also a cosmic event.
As a young student at college in Rome I remember very clearly the mother of a newly ordained priest being present the first time he celebrated Mass. This lady, Mrs Pullen, was a great fan of Teilhard de Chardin. 'Who could ever believe it', she exclaimed. 'There is my Frank holding the entire universe in his hands.' She was referring, of course, to the real presence of Christ in the Mass and seeing Christ as 'the Word through whom all things are made'. She was also expressing her understanding that in Christ all things will be reconciled to the Father, everything brought to its fulfilment.
Made present in the action of the Mass is the action by which we are reconciled to God. It is the action by which the gulf between our human family and our creator is bridged, for that gulf is sin and it is in the forgiveness of that sin that we are again united with our creator and redeemer. Pope Leo the Great expressed this very simply when he said that it is in the incarnation, death and resurrection of Christ that the spiritual life of our human family starts again.

It's not surprising, however, that this teaching of Leo the Great requires a clear grasp of the teaching of the Church that in Christ, in the person of Jesus, are to be found both the divine nature and the human nature united in that one person. This is crucial because it is only through his divinity that sin is overcome while at the same time it is only through his humanity that we have a part in that victory.

The Mass as a cosmic event reveals something of cosmic importance – that the law of our redeemed nature is the law of self-gift. To put this another way, as human beings redeemed in Christ by his sacrificial love, it is when we make a gift of ourselves to others that we find our true fulfilment. Every celebration of the Mass, then, is a cosmic event which not only brings about our reconciliation in Christ to God and to each other, but also reveals this fundamental truth of our nature: our fulfilment lies in self-gift, in sacrificial love.

An ecclesial event

The ecclesial aspect of the Mass is very simply summed up not only in Pope John Paul's last teaching document Ecclesia de Eucharistia but also in the writings of de Lubac, the great French theologian, whose insight is expressed in the axiom: 'It is the Church which makes the Eucharist and the Eucharist which makes the Church.'

First, let me take the first half of that axiom. The Eucharist is a God-given event. It is our work only under the influence of the Holy Spirit. In our faith we know that the gift of the Holy Spirit is given only in and through Christ. We take a further step and say that the Church is the instrument of Christ in the giving of this gift. The Church is the body of Christ through which the Holy Spirit is poured out, not in an exclusive sense but certainly in a definitive one.

Here my exploration enters into the arena of ecclesiology and how we come to an understanding of what exactly is meant by the term 'Church'. This is a theme on which I can't really expand at this point, so forgive me if I simply state Catholic understanding. In that understanding, the Church of Christ is certainly to be found in the visible Catholic Church linked as it is with visible bonds to the visible ministry of the Bishop of Rome. This was the clear teaching of the Second Vatican Council, which, at the same time, took great trouble to recognise aspects of that one Church of Christ is many other places. These bonds are, of course, many-layered and, indeed, flexible. It is an exploration of what precisely links the visible Church that was invited in the encyclical Ut Unum Sint.
It is within this understanding of the Church that there is an insistence that the event of the Eucharist comes about through an ordained ministry, which carries with it the authority of that visible Church. Another way of putting it is that through ordination the priest lends his voice and his hands to Christ so that Christ's words, Christ's actions, Christ's sacrifice, may take place in every part of history and in every part of human territory. It is the Church, through this sacrament of Holy Orders, which guarantees that what is said and done is effective through the power of the Holy Spirit. The Church does this in succession to Jewish faith but also in transformation of that law and in fidelity to the mind and intention of Christ.

A community event

Let me now take up the second half of de Lubac's axiom that 'it is the Eucharist which makes the Church'.

One way of reflecting on this theme is to say that it is through the power of Christ's sacrifice, it is through sharing his word, his body, his blood, that the transformation of a people takes place.
Indeed, the word 'transformation' is crucial to what goes on. We recall the transformation of death to life which happened in Christ himself through the power of the Holy Spirit. This, we believe, is the transformation of sin, through forgiveness, to the new life of grace taking place through the redeeming death of Christ.

The same word, 'transformation', also describes what takes place on the altar, the transformation of the bread and wine into the real presence of Christ's body and blood – as Catholic and Orthodox Christians believe.

Similarly transformation takes place in each one of us in that through the celebration of the Eucharist it is 'no longer I that live but Christ lives in me'. In other words, our life is transformed into a participation in the life of God, the life of the Trinity itself.

Then, similarly, we can say that a transformation also takes place in us, as a people, a community. We are now bound together in Christ and through the action of the Holy Spirit we become his body, the Church.

Over the last two hundred years there have been many ways in which this transformation of human community, effected through the mystery of the Eucharist, has been reflected upon. One strand of such reflection came with Pope Pius XII who spoke and wrote about the Church as the 'mystical body of Christ'. More recently there has been developed a strand of thought under the title of 'a communio ecclesiology'. This is proving to be particularly fruitful, not least for ecumenical discussion. It emphasises that through the mystery of grace each of us is drawn into a communion of life with God and thereby what is established between us is a communio of life, or a community, deeply rooted in the reality of God's saving grace.

We can also go on to say that at the heart of this sharing in the life of God is our sharing in the mission of Christ. After all, the sending of Christ is the defining nature of the action of God both in creation and in the Incarnation. So, too, mission becomes the defining nature of that community which arises because of the action of the Eucharist. Hence we have the strong connections between our celebration of Mass and the imperative that from Mass we go out to serve the people. The word 'Mass' itself actually derives from the word 'missio', or sending out. Indeed, there are all those strong links between our celebration of the Eucharist and our hunger for justice in the world.

A lasting event

The Eucharist as a lasting event is a key part of Catholic theology. Every celebration of the Mass brings about a permanent transformation in the bread and wine which become substantially (i.e. in their substance and not in their appearance) the real sacramental presence of Christ. And this presence of Christ, in the consecrated elements, is abiding and not temporary. This is such an important gift of faith for it enables not only the presence of Christ in the consecrated bread, the host, as we call it, to be taken to the sick but also to be reserved in the Church as a focus for adoration and ongoing prayer. You know, of course, of the rich tradition in the Catholic Church of prayer before the Blessed Sacrament. You will also understand that this abiding presence of Christ is one of the ways in which the promise of Christ 'to be with us always' is fulfilled.

Of course there are many ways in which Christ fulfils that promise. Certainly, there is his abiding presence in the word of Scripture. There is also the unending outpouring of the Holy Spirit as the effective prompting and presence of Christ in our hearts. There is also the presence of Christ in the love we receive from others and, indeed, from the love we give to others. The presence of Christ in the Blessed Sacrament has, however, a very particular characteristic and, therefore, fulfils the promise of Christ to be with us always in a very particular way. This is well understood when we see that the abiding presence of Christ in the Blessed Sacrament is his presence precisely in the moment of his self-gift to us. What we come before in the Blessed Sacrament is Christ saying: 'Take, this is my body, this is given for you.'

It is for this reason that prayer before the Blessed Sacrament is a constant reminder to us of our Saviour's love and an inspiration to us to allow the same words to echo in our own hearts. Prayer before the Blessed Sacrament helps us to make our own those words, for indeed they are words that define the very essence of Christian discipleship. We strive to say of ourselves to each other: 'Take, this is my body, given for you.'

Conclusion

I have tried to reflect on the Eucharist as event. I have suggested that it is always an event of grace, always an historical event, always a cosmic event, always an ecclesial event, always an event creating community, and always an event of the lasting presence of Christ.

I could, of course, speak of the Eucharist as a promise of what lies ahead, as an eschatological event. And much more beside. The Eucharist, surely, is such a strong promise of what lies ahead, even if it is also an occasion which brings us both comfort and a longing for change as we make this journey through life together.
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