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    A woman named Marian in North Carolina tells of taking her 6 year old granddaughter to visit 
her small country church for the first time.  The child was awed by the communion service.  
Accepting the bread and then the cup, she then whispered, “Do we get cheese too?” 
 
    At the beginning of the summer I committed to preaching a three part sermon series on 
understanding the Sacrament of Holy Communion.   The first Sunday in June we celebrated 
communion and I talked about the cultural and religious traditions which preceded, but gave 
shape to the Sacrament, and how Jesus transformed those into his meal sharing ministry, 
including the Last Supper he shared with his disciples.  Then the first Sunday in July we 
celebrated communion and I talked about the changes the sacrament underwent from the 
early church through the Middles Ages.  If you want to read these they are available on our 
church website.     
 
    Today I conclude the series talking about the sacrament of Communion from the Protestant 
Reformation, through today.  With Apologies, I can’t promise any cheese! 
 
    We begin our look into the sacrament of Communion during the last 500 years through the 
lens of John’s story about Jesus as the bread of life.   In this story we see Jesus being followed 
by the same crowd who experienced him feeding the 5000 thousand with baskets of leftovers 
on the far shore of the lake.  Yet when Jesus announces he is the “bread of life,” they all look 
dumbfounded and ask for another sign.  Jesus essentially tells them they have seen a sign when 
they ate the bread and fish, AND he adds a reminder of the sign God provided sending manna 
to their ancestors in the wilderness… the crowd just doesn’t get it.  
 
    The problem here in John’s gospel is not really bread; it is an inability to understand signs.  
These people are struggling to make a connection from eating bread, to “the bread of life.”  
Jesus’ point is the bread they ate on the far shore was meant to lead them beyond satisfaction 
of their physical hunger.  It is to be a guide pointing to a reality far greater.  A sign meant to 
point their lives back to God, for that is the job of a sign; it always points beyond itself, it is 
never the destination.  Could that really be what Communion is all about?  A sign? 
 
     In the Middle Ages Communion became unworldly.  Once the bread and wine were declared 
“Divine food” the church began to construct purity rules about who could and who could not 
receive communion.  As Divine food the church believed the bread and wine of Communion 
became not merely symbolic, but in actual reality became the Real Presence of Christ.  By the 
time of the reformation hardly anyone was considered “pure enough” to receive communion.  
Only young healthy adults received the bread, and only priests received the bread and cup.  
Children and elderly and the infirmed and those living with mental or physical disabilities and 
many more were excluded.   
 



    Martin Luther, a German Priest and Professor of Theology began reading Paul’s letters about 
God’s Grace, specifically his Letter to the Romans.   Luther and others began to bring the 
sacrament back down to earth as they discovered in scripture a very different meaning of God’s 
Grace than the church had been practicing.  By the Middle Ages Grace was being treated a little 
like a commodity.  One could store up grace for loved ones and dispense it on behalf of holy 
Saints.  One could celebrate Mass, even alone, and by this act they “produced” grace. 
 
    In his careful reading of Paul, Luther became convinced God’s Grace could not be controlled 
by Human action, it was purely a gift of God, the human response was either to accept Grace 
and live a radical life of faith, or reject God’s gift and continue a life self-centered, in bondage to 
the status quo.  In other words the life we live, for Luther, reflected whether or not we 
accepted God’s Grace.   
 
    The differences between Luther and the Church are central because Grace is the foundation 
of the Sacrament of Holy Communion.  The church has always believed God’s grace is being 
transmitted into the believer through the meal.  Luther, and others saw it as their responsibility 
to call the church back to scriptural roots; where Grace is God’s gift, and communion was not so 
exclusive. 
 
    So, If the reformers were not going to accept the bread and cup being transformed into the 
actual body and blood of Jesus as the means by which God’s grace entered the believer, well 
then they had to answer the question of how God’s Grace entered the believer?   
 
    Luther understood Communion as a promise of God’s gift of Grace attached to an outward 
sign of bread and wine.  He taught that Jesus Christ is present everywhere but Christ’s presence 
can particularly be found underneath the bread and wine shared in communion.  This was 
called Consubstantiation suggesting the Real Presence of Christ comes along with the bread and 
wine, but the elements do not undergo a change in DNA. 
 
    About the same time as Luther in Germany, there was Ulrich Zwingli, a Swedish Pastor who 
was also struggling with the church’s understanding of Grace and Communion.  Zwingli built an 
understanding of Christ’s presence in communion through the power of remembering.  In 1523, 
during the Zurich disputation, Zwingli declared “Christ made the sacrifice only once and for all 
eternity.”  So Christ could not “Come along with” the bread and wine, and the bread and wine 
could not turn into the actual body and blood of Jesus because Christ could not be sacrificed all 
over again.   He taught that Christ becomes present as we remember his life and ministry, death 
and resurrection while we eat and drink.  Through remembering Christ the Grace of God comes 
alive in us.   
 

   In 1529, Zwingli and Luther met with other Theologians to try to unite the Reformation in 
Europe.  At the Marburg Colloquy the theologians sorted through the 15 primary issues where 
they found themselves at odds with the church of the Middle Ages.  Over three days in early 
October the men found common ground on 14 of the 15 issues, but the one sticking point, the 
one they could not agree on was the Real Presence of Christ in the sacrament of Holy 



Communion.  Afterwards, each side was convinced that they were the victors, but in fact the 
controversy was not resolved and the final result was the formation of different Protestant 
confessions. 
 
    Over the last 200 years the church has continued to grow in our understanding of 
communion.  Since the Enlightenment period Communion has more and more been referred to 
as a way of celebrating and strengthening Christ’s followers to participate in building God’s 
Kingdom of distributive Justice and love on earth.  It has become for many Christians a sign 
which points beyond itself to the greater reality, of God’s selfless, unconditional love and 
forgiveness, and how we can respond ever more faithfully by sharing God’s Grace each day.   
 
   And today in the United Church of Christ the bread and wine are understood as symbols.  
Symbols which call us back to the power of God’s salvation of the earth, and our salvation for 
eternity.   This salvation doesn’t come in yeast, and flour, and grapes.  Salvation is ultimately 
attained through a relationship with God: and love for all God’ has made.  This Grace-filled 
relationship is exactly what Jesus means when he tells the crowd in John’s gospel he is “the 
Bread of life.”  And as the bread of life Christ becomes the source of every song we sing, every 
tear we shed, every life we encounter, every hope that grows; it is sign that points us to God, 
the fount of every blessing, the mount of all redeeming love.   
 
Amen 
 
 
  


