“This Do in Remembrance of Me” – a Reflection by Alan Reese, Nutana Park Mennonite Church, November 27, 2016

Good morning and it is very good to be with you and able to share once again with you. At the outset let me apologize for the lack of organization and the stream of consciousness style that is, at present, the best I can do. I was once a professor in a previous life but now I am simply a man with a complex health condition that, while deemed “terminal,” seems to involve interminable challenges along the way.
One of the great things about writing a sermon is, at least in my case, that one reads and reads and one thinks and thinks and one prays and prays and then writes draft after draft after draft. After a couple of months of this, one starts to wake up from deep sleep with all sorts of insights – you grab a pen and start to write having that splendid sense that someone greater and wiser than yourself has been at work – all seems so clear (until you read what you’ve written later!) Despite the difficulty of writing down such insights clearly, those moments of arising from the dreamless depths of primordial unity can result in some of our profoundest thoughts. This is so because one is still irradiated by the lingering sense of having been somehow at home with God. 
What we do unconsciously each night, Jesus seems to have done as part of his regular spiritual practice. He would seek out a lonely place and give himself entirely in love in deepest attention to God, his beloved Abba, the very Ground and Source of Being. He lost himself in the love of God each night and awoke each day to radiate that love to all. In what we might today call contemplative prayer, Jesus returned again and again to perfect loving attention to God. He us the example of sustaining our humanity by cultivating his loving awareness of Abba. When Jesus invites us to eat bread and drink wine together “in memory of Me” he invites us to immerse ourselves in God, and in his deepest self “the eternal Christ” the pattern of our lives and of the Cosmos itself. 
One aspect of this remembrance must be the historical context of the events “on the night he was betrayed.” Here we are on firm denominational ground. We do a good job connecting the Lord’s Supper with the meanings of the Jewish Passover and can see the relations between the old covenant and the new covenant quite clearly. Jesus is the Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world. We remember his sacrifice, once for all, and love him for what he suffered for us.  But there are other aspects of our remembrance worthy of our deepest attention. 
It is important to remember that Jesus adapted his teachings to the level of understanding of those of those around him. There are places where Jesus deflects any ascription of divinity to himself: “Call no one good but God” he says. And again, he says: “the Father is greater than I.” But, in other places, especially in the Gospel of John, Jesus uses the personal pronoun in such a way as to reveal his supreme identify (as in God’s revelation to Moses: “I AM that I AM”  -Exodus 3:14). [Please see the “I AM” passages from the Gospel of John included at the end of this paper]. By the way the Gospel of John, the fourth Gospel, is quite different from the first three. It was known to the early church as the “mystical Gospel” because it was believed that it could only be understood rightly if one has rested upon the breast of the Lord in deepest love and attention as did the Beloved Disciple John at The Last Supper [John 13:23]. 
In addition to the Gospel of John we have the writings of the Apostle Paul in relation to the eternal Christ. Paul had never met Jesus in the flesh yet he considered Christ to be his very life writing “not I but Christ lives in me” [Galatians 2:20]. These scriptures help us to link the bread and the wine blessed and offered by Jesus at The Last Supper with the whole cosmos – for “He is the Image of the Invisible God, the first born of all creation” [Col. 1:15] – “in Him all things hold together” [Col. 1:17] – and we might as well allude to the Book of Revelations where Christ tells us that he is the Alpha and the Omega, the beginning and the end” [Rev. 22:13].
Accordingly, to attend deeply to these divine realities allows us to remember Christ in ways that transcend our usual sense of memory. We are not just recounting a true story that happened once far away and a long long time ago but realities that are as new here and now as they were there and then. Jesus in calls us to remember him in ever deepening ways that begin with the simple contemplation of a meal of bread and wine. Equating our daily bread and the wine with his body and blood was shocking in the extreme to his Jewish listeners for whom all blood belonged exclusively to God for “the life is in the blood” as they read in the Torah [Lev. 17:11]. Yet the sixth chapter of John has Jesus making this equation ever more strongly – “unless you eat the flesh and drink the blood of the Son of Man you have no life in you.” 
Contemplating the elements that make up bread and wine – the grain, from the earth’s soil, watered by the rain from the clouds, irradiated by the sun’s warm rays and the conversion of energy from light in photosynthesis -the work of famers, processors, bakers, vintners and pastors- allows us at the Lord’s Supper to sit with the bread and wine and touch deeply the whole creation implicit within them. Beyond our earth, the heavy elements that nourish us in bread and wine are themselves the products of stellar evolution from the simplest hydrogen atom to the iron and other elements that are formed not on earth but by stellar nucleosynthesis long before our own star, the sun, was born. [I like the example of iron because my doctor keeps bringing it to my attention. I am not always a good patient and I don’t like taking iron supplements. It helps though to recall that iron is a part of this cosmic creation of the Word that lives within us all]. Our daily bread thus connects us to the cosmos itself. 
Modern science is a long way from the old cold 19th century view of a universe that runs on blind chance and mechanistic principles. Reflection on bread and wine can lead us to the truth that all things are interconnected through time and space. The term “inter-being” turns out to be as Christian as it is Buddhist for it speaks of a truth beyond all cultures. Not only does the little seed die to become the many stalks of wheat [John 12:24] but the greatest stars of all galaxies must be born and die for there to be the metals and mineral elements that make up our soil and its fruits. All this we hold in our hands at every meal. We know that as the Word of the Father, the Christ is the very pattern, the very seed of all things in heaven and on earth [John 1:3-4]. 

But beyond this cosmic creative aspect of Christ, there are even deeper and more intimate levels to our remembrance. Beyond the elements so necessary to our biological life, there can be remembrance of our deepest identity, our supreme identity. Paul speaks of Christ as “the image of the invisible God, the firstborn of all creation” and in so doing we are reminded of the stories of human beginnings in Genesis. Before the tree, the serpent, and the earth creature (as the name Adam suggests in Hebrew) we have the deeper mystery of creation “in the image and likeness of God” and the wonderful story of God taking the “earth creature” and breathing the breath of life, the Ruach, into it. Both stories tell the same truth – that our deepest reality is in relation to our Creator. We are not mechanisms assembled from pieces and parts, but bear the image of God – our pattern, our seed, our spiritual DNA, as it were, is that of Christ “the image of the invisible God, the firstborn of all Creation.” Our life breath is that which was breathed into us from beginningless time, it is the Spirit or Breath of God no less. Our deepest reality is not what we commonly experience in our anxious, stress-filled lives, with our unique human sense of mortality.

Permit me to quote from a book that sparked my own spiritual quest around the year 1971: “But you see: there’s something that pulls a person toward this journey way away back, deep inside, is a MEMORY. There is something inside each of us that comes from behind that veil, behind the place of our birth, it’s as if you have tasted of something somewhere in your past that’s been so high that nothing you can experience through any of your senses or your thoughts can be enough. So much light, so much energy! Everybody knows that there is a place which is totally fulfilling. Not a desperate flick of fulfillment – it is a state of total fulfillment. You may experience despair that you’ll ever know that. Good! Because through the despair and through that surrender you get closer to it.” [Ram Dass, Be Here Now] Now turning away from my crazy hippie stuff, consider one of your own, the great Anabaptist Hans Denck who once wrote: “The Kingdom of God is in you, and he who searches for it outside himself will never find it; God, the all-highest is in the deepest abyss within us, and is waiting for us to return to Him…Men flee from Thee, and say they cannot find Thee; they turn their backs, and say they cannot see Thee; they stop their ears, and say they cannot see Thee.”
Remembrance can take us to the deep places within us. Jesus as “the Christ” lives within us, all of us, good or bad, old or young. “This is my body” includes not only the vastness of space and time but reality that each of us are limbs or members of this Body. To be dismembered is to be broken up, separated, scattered and lost. We tend to fall back on a self-image of brokenness or incompleteness “skin-encapsulated egos” in a world in competition with 7 billion others folks out there. To remember is, in this sense, to be renewed in wholeness, reintegrated. Like the bread which comes from many grains of wheat becoming one loaf, so we have communion with the whole cosmos that is implicit in the bread’s elements but also with all those beings sharing in the Divine Image and breathing the Spirit, the Divine Breath. To share in Christ in this deep sense is to remember our oneness with God and all who share the gift of life from God. Going within to touch deeply our supreme identity in God, we return in love and service to our communities. Although others peoples and their cultures may use other words and stories, we affirm the union of all people in God – whether next door or in one of those uncountable galaxies we keep hearing about from the astronomers. Christ is our name for that mystery “in whom we live and move and have our being” [Acts 17:28].
Okay, we have heard lots of words and I hope that some of these are good seeds that will grow in your hearts especially when we gather to celebrate the Lord’s Supper but also in all our ordinary eating and drinking as well – may we touch the cosmic Christ and bow to him in one another. 
I have lately been encouraged by the insightful writing of Kathleen Dowling Singh in her book, The Grace in Dying: A Message of Hope, Comfort, and Spiritual Transformation. She is a transpersonal psychologist drawing on various wisdom traditions and works with dying patients in a large hospice in Florida. Reading her book while reflecting on Christ’s command “this do in remembrance of Me” has been helpful. The following passage I find to be most meaningful: “Terminal illness in effect, reverses the momentum of our lives. We have lived for so long believing we had to have what we desire in order to do as we desire so that we can think what we desire so as to enable us to be as we desire. Terminal illness, which goes against every desire of the mental ego, takes away anything that in the past or the future we might have, it brings to an end our ability to do, throwing into chaos our ability to think  in our accustomed and familiar ways and forcing us to be. Terminal illness demands of us: “Don’t just do something; sit there” (p. 126). So I sit and in the midst of daily challenges but I am sitting with the one in whom I live and move and have my being, the One who says of all the ordinary things, including dying, “this do this in remembrance of me.” Amen.
The Benediction:

TO LOVE IS TO KNOW ME, MY INNERMOST NATURE, THE TRUTH THAT I AM: THROUGH THIS KNOWLEDGE YOU ENTER AT ONCE INTO MY BEING. ALL THAT YOU DO IS OFFERED BEFORE ME IN UTTER SURRENDER; MY GRACE IS UPON YOU, YOU FIND THE ETERNAL, THE PLACE UNCHANGING. 

Scripture Passages 

“Very truly, I tell you, unless a grain of wheat falls into the earth and dies, it remains just a single grain; but if it dies, it bears much fruit.” John 12: 24

And he took bread, and gave thanks, and brake it, and gave unto them, saying, “This is my body which is given for you: this do in remembrance of me.” Luke 22: 19

Once, on being asked by the Pharisees when the kingdom of God would come, Jesus replied, “The coming of the kingdom of God is not something that can be observed, nor will people say, ‘Here it is,’ or ‘There it is,’ because the kingdom of God is within you.” Luke 17:20-21
So Jesus said to them, “Very truly, I tell you, unless you eat the flesh of the Son of Man and drink his blood, you have no life in you. Those who eat my flesh and drink my blood have eternal life, and I will raise them up on the last day; for my flesh is true food and my blood is true drink. Those who eat my flesh and drink my blood abide in me, and I in them. Just as the living Father sent me, and I live because of the Father, so whoever eats me will live because of me.” John 6: 53-58

“Come to me, all you who are weary and burdened, and I will give you rest. Take my yoke upon you and learn from me, for I am gentle and humble in heart, and you will find rest for your souls. For my yoke is easy and my burden light.” Matthew 11:28-30

“I am the bread of life.” John 6:48

“I am the light of the world.” John 8:12

Jesus said to them, “Very truly, I tell you, before Abraham was, I am.” John 8:58

“I am the door.” John 10:9

“I am the good shepherd.” John 10:11

“I am the resurrection and the life” John 11:25

“I am the way, and the truth, and the life.” John 14:6

“I am the true vine.” John 15:1

“Abide in me as I abide in you. Just as the branch cannot bear fruit by itself unless it abides in the vine, neither can you unless you abide in me. I am the vine, you are the branches. Those who abide in me and I in them bear much fruit, because apart from me you can do nothing.” John 15:4-5

He is the image of the invisible God, the firstborn of all creation; for in him all things in heaven and on earth were created, things visible and invisible, whether thrones or dominions or rulers or powers—all things have been created through him and for him. He himself is before all things, and in him all things hold together. He is the head of the body, the church; he is the beginning, the firstborn from the dead, so that he might come to have first place in everything. For as in one body we have many members, and not all the members have the same function, so we, who are many, are one body in Christ, and individually we are members one of another. We have gifts that differ according to the grace given to us, and through him God was pleased to reconcile to himself all things, whether on earth or in heaven, by making peace through the blood of his cross. Colossians 1: 15-20

So God created humankind in his image, in the image of God he created them; male and female he created them. Genesis 1:27

Then the Lord God formed man from the dust of the ground, and breathed into his nostrils the breath of life; and the man became a living being. Genesis 2:7.
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