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THE LORD'S SUPPER IN CONTEMPORARY WORSHIP

(Notes provided by Keith Bowes, revised 2003)

These notes were prepared for an elective at a Western Australian Ministers’ Association Conference.

Note: The terms "Lord's Supper" and "Communion" are used interchangeably throughout.
ISSUE ONE: 
IS THE WHOLE SERVICE A COMMUNION SERVICE



OR IS COMMUNION JUST A PART OF THE SERVICE?
This question is NOT asked from a philosophical point of view but from a practical concern about the perspective from which leaders approach their task of assisting the congregation to worship.

The New Testament does not provide a detailed description of the worship of the early church. Acts 2:42 may (or may not) describe some of the contents of worship, but in any case the aspects named in that verse need to be related to what is said in verses 43-47.

Our pioneers were convinced that when believers came together for worship on the first day of the week it was for the purpose of "breaking bread". Their main emphasis was that the Lord's Supper should be celebrated each Sunday (and not just periodically). But they also regarded partaking of "the elements", while central, as part of the wider context of worship. The morning service was advertised as "The Lord's Supper" (later "Communion"). The Lord's Supper wasn't just a part of the service: the service was to be seen as a whole.

Many congregations in the contemporary scene have moved somewhat away from the traditional (Australian) Churches of Christ order of service with which some of us grew up. When (for good reasons) there is a "worship leader" and also a "communion leader", there is a tendency to see Communion as separate from the rest of worship.

This paper does NOT in any way urge a return to the past. What it does seek to do is to invite us to go back to basic questions about what we do, using those hints we have in Scripture together with lessons learned over the centuries about worship so that contemporary patterns of worship can become richer.

What are essential ingredients for corporate worship?
There are various ways this could be stated, but the following is one such list based on the practices that are common to many Christian churches:

* Adoration of God

* Thanksgiving for God's love, grace and gifts

* Confession of our sin

* Assurance of God's offer of forgiveness

* Reading of /listening to God's Word

* Affirmation of the basics of the faith

* Receiving of the bread and wine

* Supplication and intercession

* God's word to this congregation (eg sermon)

* Giving of our monetary gifts for ministry

* Being sent forth with God's blessing for mission in God's world.

What list do you have for ensuring that each communion service contains all essential ingredients for worship?
[Note that there is (to my mind) an unfortunate trend to use the term "worship" in a restrictive sense. Some refer to "when the worship time is over", and by that they mean either a time of praise or of songs that express our love for God. I believe that we need to use the word "worship" for the full dimension of corporate worship.]

Songs/hymns, prayers, readings, connecting thoughts, sermon, silence, drama, visuals, video clips, announcements, greeting each other, taking up an offering, distribution of bread and wine etc are the means by which the essential ingredients of worship are expressed. Those leading worship (including the one responsible for the distribution of the bread and wine) need to liaise together so that (in different and creative ways) essential ingredients are included in each service of worship in ways which help the people to offer together their worship to God.

There are a number of ways this issue could be spelt out. What follows is an attempt to draw attention to some aspects I see as important, together with some thoughts to prompt your reflection. In no way is this intended as "the last word" on the subject. [The order of the comments are not meant to indicate their importance.]

1.
Is it consistent with Scripture to invite people to receive the bread and wine without confession of our sin? Or without an affirmation that God in His love forgives those who truly repent?

[There are various ways in which this can be done - through song, prayer, invitation to repent in the quietness of reflection, words of Scripture, or declaration. It is NOT being suggested that there should be one or two set forms by which this is done. Rather, there are creative ways for these aspects to be included so that there is a constant freshness in the way the central dimensions of the faith (and worship) are reinforced. This requires some cooperative planning between those who give leadership in worship.]

2.
The importance of Scripture in worship needs to be stressed. I'm not pleading for a return to the more traditional use of connected Old and New Testament readings (or three readings, including OT, Gospel and Epistle), although that practice still has a lot to commend it. What I am concerned about is the apparently growing practice of having just one reading which is a prelude to the sermon, with sometimes the reading being only a couple of verses. (Or even having no reading at all, as has been the case in some services I have attended.) God has revealed Himself and that revelation is found in Scripture.

Worship leaders should be encouraged also to use Scripture as one way to link together eg songs/hymns; and communion leaders to use relevant Scriptures to introduce the bread and wine or while the elements are distributed. When an Old Testament passage is the text for the sermon, a Gospel reading should also be included in the worship as a reminder that the Old Testament is to be understood through Christ.

3.
"Communion leaders" need to understand their role, We do not for the first time "centre our thoughts on Jesus" when we have been praising Him through hymns/songs and listened to the Word etc. Communion leaders do not give "a talk" - let's help leaders to see their "introduction to communion" as another spoken connection that links the worship together. The focus at this point in the worship is on ONE aspect of what God in His love has done for us and all people in the death of His Son (see also the discussion in Issue Two below). This may be done through reading a few selected verses of Scripture, or through a brief reflection. It can be done simply by reading the words of institution, that declare the meaning of the elements and actions.
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Worship leaders need to understand the nature of worship. There is a rhythm to worship - God offers + we respond - which is repeated in different ways several times during a worship service. (Isaiah 6 provides one biblical example of this.) Some worship leaders do not seem to understand this basis for worship. Some see their major task as choosing songs of praise and helping musicians and back-up singers give a strong lead. Others put the rest of the service together by "fitting in" at some point eg announcements, pastoral prayer, children's focus. I believe that one of the most important needs is for worship leaders to be educated in the nature of worship and ways by which various segments and means of worship can be integrated into meaningful orders of worship. And the congregation needs also to be helped to understand the nature of worship and how their contribution can enhance our worship of God.

5.
There is good evidence that one of the most significant influences in the kind of faith we develop is the songs/hymns we sing. People's practical theology (including our understanding of Scripture) is formed in a large part by the songs/hymns they sing. To my mind, one of the weaknesses of popular contemporary songs is that they focus on a small segment of worship. They are great on praise and expression of our love for God. However, they are sparse on such things as ways to express our faith in the midst of life; on God working in the world; on confession of sin; on declaration of the basics of the faith; on being the one universal church; and on compassion and justice for the poor and dispossessed. They are great in stressing that "every knee will bow" but sparse on the call to be humble like Christ was humble (which is the major stress in Philippians 2) and on taking up a cross daily in following Christ. It is difficult to find a reference to baptism. (This comment is about much contemporary music from the charismatic/Pentecostal streams, not the music from Taize and some other Christian streams.) To quote Geoff Bullock: "We need to watch the theology we put on the screen".

6.
A related issue about music is the inclusion of some hymns. Many of our worship leaders are in the younger age bracket and somehow they do not understand the importance of memory in assisting people to worship. Including at least one or two hymns in a service is not "to keep the older people from complaining". It is because for an important segment of the worshippers (all segments are important) hymns have been a major means of strengthening their spirituality and when they sing those hymns their subconscious and unconscious minds (90% of our minds!) are tapped into. This helps them to be renewed in their faith (in an environment of great change that often is unsettling to the older generation). To use only recently composed songs is to appeal only to the conscious mind (which is ironic when many contemporary songs are written with lots of repetition, designed to settle in the subconscious mind). Moreover, to use only contemporary songs gives worshippers the impression that the church consists only of the present generation: what about "the communion of saints" down through the ages? [The words of some hymns can be altered to take out archaic and sexist language that is off-putting to younger people (and not appreciated by a number of older people). The Australian Hymn Book has done this well.]

7.
We need to give serious consideration to the inclusion of children in worship. That is the subject of another elective, so no comments will be made here except to say that it is not enough to just expect children to listen to adult worship. They need to be specifically and consciously included.

ISSUE TWO:
IS OUR PORTRAYAL OF THE BREAD AND WINE




AS RICH AS THE NEW TESTAMENT'S PORTRAYAL?
My impression is that two things are stressed in leader's "introduction to Communion". Both are very important. One is the love God has shown in sending His Son to die. The other is that Jesus did what we could not do: He died in our stead to reconcile us to God. And we are encouraged as individuals to remember these things as we receive the bread and wine.

The New Testament portrayal of "the Lord's Supper" is much broader than this. I will outline the major stresses and then suggest some ways we can include these in our worship.

1.
The Hebrew understanding (which Jesus used) of "memory"/ "remembrance" included much more than using our intellect to recall an event in the past (which is our modern understanding of "remembering"). The Hebrews' remembrance at the Passover gives a clue - that memory brought the past event into the present in the sense that it determined their identity as a people and how they were to live as covenant people. To "do this in remembrance” of Jesus is to commit oneself to a Christ-lifestyle as part of the Body of Christ, the covenant people of God. This is the meaning of Paul's comment in 1 Cor 11:26 about "proclaiming the Lord's death until He comes". To what extent do our people see the Lord's Supper as determining the way we are to live out our lives both in our individual and corporate dimensions?
2.
The acceptance of the bread and cup is not an individualistic act in which many separate individuals do their "thing" in the same location at the same time. Individualism may be very much in the Australian psyche (and so worshippers often are influenced by it), but it is not Christian. The covenant community dimension of the Supper is part of the meaning of "remembering". It is certainly the context in which Paul declared what happened on the night Jesus was betrayed (1 Cor 11:23-25). The basic problem, he says, is that some were eating the bread and drinking of the cup "without recognising the body", that is, of their commitment to each other as the Body of Christ. If you haven't read it, I suggest you study the commentary by Gordon Fee (New International, published by Eerdmans). In a nutshell, they were not eating "the Lord's Supper" (v20 - it can be translated "the supper characterised by the presence of the Lord" - it's not the usual word for "Lord"). Why? Because they were following the eating patterns of society in which the rich ate first and got the best and larger portion while the poor were separated off and got the left overs. To do that was to eat and drink judgment on themselves, because it was denying the God-given (rather than society-driven) nature of the church. To participate in the Lord's Supper is to participate in an event which inextricably links us with others with whom we worship: it is a communal act, not an individualistic one. To what extent do our people see Communion as a communal act that identifies the way all are to be treated and commits us to acting justly?

3.
The one loaf and one cup of Communion expresses the unity of the church (1 Cor 10:16-17). This includes what has been outlined in the previous point, but adds the further dimension of the universal church. Some of our pioneers were very much aware of the pain caused by the dissonance between the one loaf and one cup on the Table (and the reality symbolised by them) and the divided nature of the church. This linked them with the prayer of our Lord that all Christians be one as the Father and Son were one (they didn't make the mistake of regarding that unity as being invisible, for the visibleness of that unity would enable the world to come to faith). To what extent do our people have at Communion a God-given sense of being part of the one holy and universal church, including other churches in Conference and in the immediate community?
4.
While the bread and wine are symbols, Jesus made it clear that through them Christ is literally present. In other words, the symbols are a means to the reality of the living presence of God. Some communion leaders rightly state that the Lord's Supper is not only about Jesus' death but also about His resurrection, His presence now. The references to Jesus' teaching about bread (John 6:53ff) and the vine (John 15:1ff) make this point. To what extent do our people sense that Christ is present with us in the bread and wine and not just in our prayers as we meditate?
5.
These dimensions of the Lord's Supper do not diminish the need for the use of "the words of institution" EACH TIME the Supper is celebrated. These words enable all to appreciate the meaning of the symbols. This is especially true for children and "seekers", but regular worshippers are helped when they are reminded not so much of our words but of Jesus' words and actions. (See further comments below.)

Now for some suggestions:

1.
Have a sermon series about worship, the Lord's Supper, the church as Body of Christ, and the community in covenant with God and each other. (When was the last time you preached about worship & the Lord's Supper? - we often fail to preach about the things we do most!) And have a series of studies for home groups, perhaps in conjunction with the sermon series. Sermons and studies by themselves may not bring about great change (people do not readily move from long held thoughts, attitudes and practices) but with gentle reinforcement from leaders they may well experience a deeper sense of God's presence and of the community which is the Body of Christ.

2.
From time to time use visuals which reinforce the corporate dimension of the Supper. Ideas include:

· use one loaf, which is pulled apart ("broken") and make a point of this. And likewise with having one cup on the Table. (Perhaps introduce this first at a Good Friday or Maundy Thursday evening service.)

· Ask people to "serve" each other the bread and/or cup, not just pass it. Perhaps saying briefly eg: "This is Christ's body, it is for you". 

· Set up a number of tables around the church and invite people to go to one table and to serve another person, with suitable brief words, as above.

· Remind people that when all drink the cup at the same time this is to express our being part of the covenant community.

· Ask everyone to join hands (before or after taking the bread or cup) as prayer is offered for each other. 

· The benediction can use words to give the church our "marching orders" as a community/body, as we go into God's world there to live out our worship together.

· Encourage the communion leaders to ensure that over a period of 6-8 weeks the introductory meditations range over a breadth of appreciation for Communion. (I'm NOT suggesting that the leader use the introduction to teach theology - it is not the place for a mini-sermon - but to use meditatively a different aspect from the range of theology about the Supper given in Scripture.)

· Choose songs/hymns which emphasise the corporate dimension of the church (the "I' songs have their place, but need to be used with care in an individualistic society by being balanced with "we" songs/hymns).

· Include prayers for other Churches of Christ (in WA and Australia) and for other churches in your immediate community. Perhaps introduce this segment by reporting requests for prayer that you received when you rang one or more of the ministers or Conference leaders.

3.
Encourage the communion leaders to use the actions of Jesus (He broke the bread, He took a cup) as well as saying the words. Even if your church uses wafer bread already broken into small pieces (to "save time") the communion leader can still have a large piece to break and can actually take a cup. Let's not limit ourselves to words.

4.
Help the communion leaders to use the words Jesus used to institute the Lord’s Supper as given in one of the Scriptural passages rather than some of the popular "harmonies" which add to the original. (In none of the accounts did Jesus say that his body was "broken for you".) This is not to be pedantic. It is to recognise that the meaning of the Supper is one of the "givens" of the faith and we should accurately express what Scripture provides. [A useful teaching point is to provide to communion leaders the four different accounts from Matthew, Mark, Luke and 1 Corinthians in an accurate modern translation eg NIV, NRSV, Good News.] In fact, the use of the various accounts can help people to think more deeply about the meaning of the bread and wine.

5.
Prepare an attractive booklet to give to new comers and new Christians which sets out the main aspects of Communion. Include comments on things often taken for granted - eg ideas about how to meditate after taking the bread and cup; reasons why normally unleavened bread is used and why the wine is "non-alcoholic". (Check your answers to ensure that you are presenting "the consensus of Christian scholarship" on all these issues, in true Churches of Christ style!).

What other practices have you found helpful to aid depth and breadth to the understanding and practice of Communion?

Which of the suggestions above are now used in your congregation? What others could be considered?
A final word - none of the above is intended to suggest that the most important things are to get our theology right and to be creative in our practice. The most important thing is to be open to the Spirit. He (fortunately) uses our inadequate theology and routine practices to enable His work of re-creation to be done. But we do have a responsibility to ensure that our theology is Biblical, informed by the whole of the canon and not just portion of it. And that our leaders do use practices which help the worshippers to offer their worship in ways which are meaningful for them and which build up the Body of Christ for her ministry and mission.

Keith Bowes

June 1998
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