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   This morning I invite us into the second in a 2 or perhaps 3 part series on “understanding the 
Sacrament of Holy Communion.”   
 
    On the first Sunday in June I shared with you the two major traditions which preceded and 
impacted what became Jesus’ meal sharing ministry.  We talked about The Jewish Seder meal 
which continues to be celebrated today as a meal with living remembrance of God’s act of 
liberating the Israelites from Slavery in Egypt.  Through the Seder’s story and its particular foods 
the promise of God’s liberation comes alive again, here and now.    
 
    We also talked about the Meal Sharing tradition Alexander the Great brought as he 
conquered much of the known world about 300 years before Jesus.  This Greek cultural 
tradition was exclusive and highly structured.  
 
    It comes as no surprise that our Savior did not merely mesh these two traditions together.  
With deep commitment to a ministry of radically inclusive love, Jesus expanded, even broke 
down parts of these traditions, rebuilt and instituted a Sacrament he passed on to Paul which 
included his followers sharing a meal full of Grace and mercy offered to everyone. 
 
    Today it is my hope to share some of the history of the Sacrament of Communion from Jesus 
up to the Protestant reformation in the 1500’s.  
       We see in the Gospels and in Paul’s letters that when communion was shared in the first 
century, it included a full meal.  Still following Alexander’s structure a full meal was shared, 
followed by sharing a cup of wine, and finally Jesus would heal or teach.  What changed as Jesus 
interpreted this tradition into his ministry is Jesus refused to be exclusive.  We hear in the 
gospels how he invited “tax collectors and sinners to come share at his table.  Jesus believed 
God’s Grace is made available to people of every social strata.   
 
    There is a parable in Luke 14 about the Great Dinner which makes this point.  In the story we 
hear how the master had invited all his important friends, neighbors and guests to his 
banquet… the table is set, and one by one all of his friends have excuses for not coming.  None 
of his important friends, neighbors or invited guests would come.  Most of us would give up at 
this point.  Not this master, he sends his servant back out to hunt for different guests, telling his 
servant, “Go out at once into the streets and lanes of the town and bring in the poor, the 
crippled, the blind and the lame.”  This parable reveals how Jesus was challenging the 
exclusivity of meal time in his day and using the symbol of food, to offer the Grace and mercy of 
God to all people.  But it would not take long for his followers to mess up on this foundational 
characteristic of the meal.   
 



     Just 15-20 years after Jesus died, Paul writes to Corinth about how they are missing the mark 
when they share communion, in I Corinthians 11 we read, “When you come together, it is not 
really to eat the Lord’s Supper.  For when the time comes to eat, each of you goes ahead with 
your own supper, and one goes hungry and another becomes drunk.  What!  Do you not have 
homes to eat and drink in?  Or do you show contempt for the church of God and humiliate 
those who have nothing?”  In just about a generation after Jesus’ death, the meal was already 
returning to exclusivity, and rampant individualism was making its way into a meal which is to 
be radically community focused.   
 
   Also at this time Roman emperors had become nervous that politics, or rebellious and 
unpatriotic discussions were happening at these meals.  Actually they were probably right!  This 
meant that to gather for a meal in Jesus’ name automatically brought close suspicion from 
authorities.  For Paul, and Jesus, communion was an act of everyone sharing equally and all 
receiving the food and love of Christ.  So even under suspicion people in Paul’s day simply saw 
the Spiritual presence of God, through the meal, bonding them in love.  But this is exactly what 
worried Rome, a society operated by the have’s on the backs of have not’s.    
 
   By the 2nd century the meal itself began to undergo big changes.  Ancient manuscripts from 
the year 150 of the Common Era report that Christ’s followers stopped sharing an entire meal 
and merely ate bread and drank the cup when they came together.  We see that Communion 
was shared each time the community of faith gathered.  And, it was during this time that 
Bishop Ignatious of Antioch, Justin, Hippolytus and others began to talk about the bread and 
cup as the actual flesh and blood of God, incarnate in Jesus, or you may come to have called 
transubstantiation.   
 
   You can see how the meal was beginning to veer far away from being an act of radical table-
sharing.  The meal was gone.  The elements had been declared divine food and therefore, only 
those deemed “pure’ could participate because the actual body and blood of Christ could not 
be desecrated.   
 
    This continued during the long middle ages in the church.  In the 7th century church leaders 
became nervous about the cup spilling and the church instituted straws; then began only 
sharing communion by intinction, or would pour only a couple of drops for the laity.  By the 9th 
century the church became nervous about the laity eating bread, they might drop some crumbs 
and the church mice might become blessed.  So, women could no longer make the bread 
because a special recipe for unleavened bread was created so it would stick to the roof of your 
mouth and not crumble to the floor.  By the 12th century the church became so nervous about 
the bread that they began to deny it to infants and children, it was also denied to the elderly 
and infirmed, but they would still receive the cup.   
 
   In the 13th century the cup was taken away from the laity entirely.  Strong, healthy adults 
could get the bread, children got nothing.  This would indicate that until this time children were 
included in communion in the church.  But in the 1200’s when communion was denied them 
the question arose… what is the appropriate age for children to begin to partake?    The age of 



discretion was debated but it usually fell between 4 and 11 years old.  Also in 1215 CE there 
was a major church council ordering that communion only be served once a year.  From a meal 
shared each time Christians gathered it became essentially a “holiday,” that came once a year.  
The sacrament by this time would have been nearly unrecognizable to Jesus who instituted 
sharing a full meal which was radically open to all men, women and children, and helped us 
experience God’s love as offered to all.   
 
    Psalm 48, one of the alternative readings assigned to today, opens with these words, “Great 
is the Lord and greatly to be praised.”  And here we find guidance for our creativity and 
innovation in the church today.  Eucharist is another term some traditions use to refer to Holy 
Communion and it simply means, “Thanks giving.”  Reminding us that all we do in the church, 
all we do in giving ourselves away in love, all our creativity and innovation is to be done offering 
praise and thanksgiving to God.  So after a week of Black churches being burned and Ordained 
Female clergy receiving threatening letters about being women and being pastors in a church 
some would still like to reserve the leadership for only men… we recognize how important it is 
to claim again and again the radical vision of Jesus’ ministry, and of his Supper as a meal of 
liberation and relationship to God, which is offered to all in thanksgiving and praise.  
 
Amen      


