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While we were living in Minnesota and ministering at Faith Mennonite Church, Patty and I had a Sunday off.  Still somewhat young and pious, we opted for church rather than the State Parks or coffee shops.  We were part of an ecumenical pastors group, so we decided to visit Fr. Thom at St. Albert the Great Catholic Church.  Fr. Thom preached a rousing sermon on the inclusivity of the Eucharist, that it is the Lord’s Supper and we need to respect those whom he invites.  We suspected his message was more a pastoral word directed to his flock, which must have been wrangling about one issue or another, but there we were—Mennonite pastors taking in his message with our own set of ears.  I am generally respectful of the customs found in other religious traditions, and I knew that official Catholic teaching reserves the Eucharist for Catholics.  And yet Fr. Thom had just preached one hum dinger of a message on inclusivity.  As the rows started to process forward to receive the communion wafer, I listened inside myself for a word.  I felt called to receive, so I went forward to Fr. Thom’s station knowing that he would know who I was—hey, he could offer a blessing if he felt strongly about deferring to church teaching.  Fr. Thom saw me coming, blanched ever so slightly, then smiled, and served.  I suppose in that moment between grimace and grin he had done his own listening on the inside.  It felt good, if only momentarily, to be reconciled with the mother church and be strengthened in our mutual task of bringing people in communion.  Bringing people into communion with God, with our religious communities, with our neighbours in the city—that is what we Christians are all about.

How do open communion and closed communion affect these relationships for a congregation?  That is the question before us this day.  The phrase “open communion” would mean a pastor’s or congregation’s willingness to serve any person who wishes to receive the elements we call the body and blood of Jesus:  that would include the un-baptized, children, people of other faith traditions, etc..,..   “Closed communion” refers to a celebration of the Lord’s Supper with only the baptized members of a congregation.   At one level Jesus was incredibly accepting of who he dined with at his table.  At another level joining Jesus at his table demanded a choice to either be for his way or against his way.  The tension raised by these two strands of Jesus’ ministry mirrors that of the church’s ministry: unconditional grace and holiness of life.
  This morning I reflect on the rational for open communion, for closed communion, and for that space which might co-exist between them.

The blessing of open Communion Table:  As “the soul matures, it comes to desire the “solid food” of God.  It learns to value and long for an intimacy with God.  [God] alone can satisfy the longings of our hearts.  The more we taste him, the greater in turn our desire for him.  Thus, even the desire for God is a grace given by God”.
  The desire for God is God’s work in the lives of people done in God’s time.
A part of me is stunned that Zacchaeus makes the journey out in public to catch a glimpse of Jesus.  Zacchaeus is in the line of work which makes him the scourge of Jews living under Roman occupation.  Indeed, the crowds block his access to see Jesus and they also grumble against him calling him a sinner.  Out of all the people on the parade route that day, Jesus picked out Zacchaeus as the one with whom to share a meal.  Jesus invites himself over to Zacchaeus’ home.  And in that home, as is the case in all the homes Jesus visits, the table became the Lord’s Table.   Why does Jesus do this and how does it impact our service of communion?
· Luke 19:10:  “the Son of Man came to seek out and to save the lost”, Jesus says.  Maybe at the Table the lost are found and the spent are saved.

· Exodus 13:3-10:  1st Passover observed.  “You shall tell your child on that day, ‘it is because of what the Lord did for me when I came out of Egypt”.  “Why did [the Hebrew] tell the old stories? So the children “should set their hope in God, and not forget the works of God, but keep [God’s] commandments” (Ps. 78:7). Children learned who they were, whom to trust, and how to dream their future by hearing over and over again the “things that we have heard and known, that our ancestors have told us” (Ps. 78:3). Telling the old stories of God with Israel reminded the people what God was like.
  Maybe this is what Jesus was getting at in Luke 18:15-17 (and parallels):  “Let the little children come to me; do not stop them; for it is to such as these that the kingdom of God belongs”.  Note: the fresco which appears on our bulletin cover is striking in that children are at the table. 
·  “Christian faith is formed through the actions of our bodies that in turn give rise to emotions for and thoughts about God, our brothers and sisters, and ourselves”
 
· Acts 16:32-33:  Paul and Silas “spoke the word of the Lord to [the jailer] and to all who were in his house.  At the same hour of the night he took them and washed their wounds; then he and his entire family were baptized without delay”.
· Communion has the power to shape us (Marpeck
), so why would we deny our youth and children a ritual of spiritual formation.  Sara Miles is a contemporary illustration of this.
In her book, Take This Bread, she writes:  “One early, cloudy morning when I was forty-six I walked into a church, ate a piece of bread, took a sip of wine. A routine Sunday activity for tens of millions of Americans—except that up until that moment I'd led a thoroughly secular life, at best indifferent to religion, more often appalled by its fundamentalist crusades. This was my first communion. It changed everything.  Eating Jesus, as I did that day to my great astonishment, led me against all my expectations to a faith I'd scorned and work I'd never imagined. The mysterious sacrament turned out to be not a symbolic wafer but actual food—indeed, the bread of life. In that shocking moment of communion, filled with a deep desire to reach for and become part of a body, I realized that what I'd been doing with my life all along was what I was meant to do: feed people.”

Open Communion has the power to do this.  So let us sing about the grace of Jesus which finds us at the table:  Hymn:  #150 HWB “Wonderful grace of Jesus”

The blessing of closed Communion Table:  As “the soul matures, it comes to desire the “solid food” of God.  It learns to value and long for an intimacy with God.  He alone can satisfy the longings of our hearts.  The more we taste him, the greater in turn our desire for him.”

An encounter with the risen Christ rarely leaves us unchanged.  In the case of Zacchaeus the change is public and it is extreme.  Half his possessions are destined for the poor.  From the half remaining under his stewardship he will repay fourfold those whom he has defrauded.  Unlike the Rich Young Ruler from earlier in Luke’s gospel (18:22) Zacchaeus has found salvation through re-distribution of wealth.  When Jesus finally gets around to eating with Zacchaeus it is clear that Zacchaeus has sought to make right what was broken in his life, in his religious community, in society.  How does this aspect of Luke 19 reflect on our practice of Communion? 
· I offer a quote from John Rempel which is found in our Minister’s Manual.  “A community of baptized believers gathers in faith and love.  Communion is the resetting of the bones of the body of Christ, the remaking of our relationship with him and one another...To gather in faith and love involves taking stock of oneself and one’s relationships and regrounding them in Christ.  Therefore, some act of self-examination is called for.  When communion was celebrated only twice a year, a day was set aside to restore unity in the congregation.  In some circles, communion was postponed when reconciliation could not be found.  We now judge that our ancestors emphasized holiness of life to the point of legalism and underemphasized grace as the source of holiness.  The fear of falling short of God’s commandments was one reason for infrequent communion.  Many congregations now celebrate communion more frequently, and so the burden of restoring unity does not fall only on two occasions.  Pastoral judgement is necessary to determine the balance between a call to self-examination and assurance of grace in setting the tone for the service.”

· This sentiment articulated by John Rempel has roots in the early church.  2nd century church Father Tertullian wrote, “Christians are made, not born.”
  Years of religious instruction is what it took in the early church to receive baptism and begin celebrating communion with a congregation, and only did baptism happen upon testimony from sponsors who gave witness to a changed lifestyle.
  The early church gave witness to their faith through behaviours different from the world, and this requires conscientious action and reflection.  Participation in actions at odds with social norms may entail suffering and possibly martyrdom.  Few children or people new to the faith are capable of the preparation this discipline requires without extensive preparation.  We do not have such external persecution in our context, and yet we are still called to make hard choices for the way of Jesus.  Our persecution is more subtle.

· For example, secularism and post-modernity both make the individual the supreme source of authority.  Ethics are discerned individually.  Finances are personal matters.  Communion is about my personal relationship with God.  Salvation is about me and Jesus.  Celebration of the Lord’s Supper in our context has less to do with relationship to a community.  These cultural attitudes undercut the biblical story which links our spiritual well being with the well being of the community around us.
· On the topic of persecution the early church was leery of spies infiltrating the congregation and reporting names.  So the deacons became Christian bouncers. “Let the deacon be such as this, so that he may appear with fear and reverence...Let him observe and look at those who come into the house of the sanctuary.  Let him investigate who they are, so that he may know if they are lambs or wolves.  And when he asks, let him bring in him that is worthy, lest, if a spy enter, the liberty of the Church be searched out, and his sin be on his head.”
 I am not sure closed communion would get at the tensions communities of faith have with society.  It has been the hope of church leaders through the centuries, though, that it is vital our actions approximate our beliefs.

· To summarize this section, the Lord’s Supper is different than a social hour.  Unless we believe the fullness of Christ’s message is a part of the celebration, we have no adequate basis for frequent communion.
  With that in mind, let us join together in a hymn which links our communion with God to our communion with others.
Part III—Reconciling the Table:  I feel myself drawn to both emphases of the Lord’s Table that I have outlined.  There are some days I need the grace found at the Table to better grapple with my frailties; without that grace I might remain stuck in shame or pride.   Other days I am served well by being called beyond my middle class comfort as a preparation for communion.  I need both manifestations of the Table.  Therefore I wonder about....
· An open communion on Sundays which emphasize Jesus’ welcome / grace

· The welcome of Jesus would be emphasized.  In the same way that Jesus invites himself over to the home of Zacchaeus people would be invited to create space for the Divine Host.

· Clearly ethics and community relationships also need to be acknowledged, but the service will err on the side of openness.

· Along with this form of communion, though, maybe we would have periodic closed communion service

· A part of these services would entail a week or two preparation for a thorough examination of one’s life.   Zacchaeus realizes his salvation upon reflection and action.  Family, congregational, community relationships would be considered in preparation for responding to the invitation of Jesus.   An ethical inventory would be a part of it as well.
· Clearly the grace and welcome Jesus also needs to be acknowledged, but the service would err on the side of significant reflection
In conclusion, I am grateful Fr. Thom served Patty and me the communion host so many years back.  It gave me hope that our communities of faith can be flexible as we seek to ritualize and embody mysteries which are too deep for us to fully comprehend. I do know that as “the soul matures, it comes to desire the “solid food” of God.  It learns to value and long for an intimacy with God.  He alone can satisfy the longings of our hearts.  The more we taste him, the greater in turn our desire for him”.
  Thanks be to God for that.  Amen.
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