There’s Something More!

Maundy Thursday

1 Corinth. 11:23-26, John 13:1-17, 34-35
April 21st, 2011
Dear friends in Christ,


The recent measles outbreak in the news reminded me  of memories I have of staying home sick from school and watching the daytime game shows.  And, yes, I had the measles before the vaccine, which gives you an idea how old I am!  I especially remember The Price is Right and how the final prize package began small, but always led to something much more.  For example, the first items described might have been a couple of bottles of suntan lotion from Coppertone, nicely displayed under a beach umbrella.  Next, the announcer would go on to describe a complete set of sturdy, durable Samsonite luggage, perfect for all kinds of travel.  And finally, if you won the prize package, you’d be going on an all expense paid trip for two to Puerto Vallarta, Mexico, and there would be pictures of a beautiful hotel on a sunny beach.  It started with suntan lotion, but there was something much more, a dream vacation, for the one who came closest to the actual retail price without going over.


Tonight we gather for worship and the Lord’s Supper with four young people and their families, two could not be with us, who just completed a communion class together.  As I was thinking about the meaning of this meal, it struck me that in the supper, something simple leads to something much more.  Something small becomes something great.  There are several layers of meaning, all of which are important and provide insight on this important night.  So in this message I’d like to spend a few minutes reminding us of the meaning of this meal, especially how it leads to so much more.


The story begins as a fairly simple, traditional Passover meal celebrated by Jesus with his 12 disciples.  Passover continues to this day to be the most important holy day celebrated by the Jews.  It is a time when the Jews remember how they once were in slavery to Egypt and how God set them free from the Pharoah, led them through the Red Sea into the wilderness under Moses, and eventually into their own land, the promised land.  


This was a real meal, a full meal, that used many symbolic foods to remember God’s faithfulness in the past.  We talked about this in our class, the different special meals we eat as families.   At the table were Jesus and all of the disciples, imperfect though they may have been.  There was Matthew, the tax collector.  There was Peter, who would deny Jesus.  There was Thomas, who would doubt.  There were James and John, who would argue over who was the greatest.  Even Judas, the betrayer, was at the table.  A group of friends, far from perfect, sharing a meal together.


This is the first meaning of the Lord’s Supper for us tonight.  It gets lost a bit when we only eat a small amount of bread and take a sip of wine.  It gets lost when we really don’t know everyone around the table.  But it is the meal of the church, a fellowship meal, where everyone is welcome and united.  The beauty of the meal is that we are all one around the table, young or old, rich or poor, male or female, whatever division you want to name, we come together side by side to receive Christ.  


So communion is first of all a fellowship meal, a time to be together as one.  But there’s something more.  We actually do better fellowship meals in the west wing, in the fellowship hall, with a kitchen to prepare wonderful meals like the senior lunch and the Lent soup suppers.  If communion were only a meal together, we could do it in other ways.  But there’s more than fellowship, as important as that is.


What’s more is revealed in the words, “This is my body.”  What’s more is revealed in the words, “This is my blood of the covenant, which is poured our for many.”  What’s more is revealed in the words, “Do this in memory of me.”  Tonight we gather united around the table as one.  But tonight we also gather to remember.


What do we remember?  We remember the last supper, for sure.  We remember the disciples and Jesus, the giving of bread and wine as his body and blood.  We remember Christ’s act of service and love as he washed the disciple’s feet.  But what we also remember are the events that follow; Christ’s prayer of agony in the Garden of Gethsemane, the arrest, the trial, the suffering, the death of Jesus on the cross for us. Christ makes this plea at the last supper.  “Remember me.”  It’s as if he is saying,   “Do not forget me, and above all, do not forget the cross. There I give my all for you. There my body is broken for you just as this bread is broken in my hands. There my blood is poured out for you just as this wine is poured into the cup. You may forget many of the words I have spoken and many of the deeds I have performed. You may forget my miracles and healing touch.  But never forget the hill of the cross. Keep ever before you my suffering and death.”

Tonight we are doing that.  We are remembering what Jesus went through, his passion, that saved us from our sins.  While the world in general goes about its daily commerce, unaware of the meaning of these important days before Easter, we are pausing to remember.  Maundy Thursday, when we remember the last supper, marks the beginning of the three holiest days of the Christian year.  We conclude this service with the stripping of the altar, which reminds us how Christ was stripped of his clothes, made to suffer, and then nailed to a cross.  Tomorrow is Good Friday, the day of his death, and Saturday is the day when Christ lays dead in the tomb.

Paul writes, “For as often as you eat this bread and drink the cup, you proclaim the Lord’s death until he comes.”  It’s so easy to take communion for granted.  It’s so easy to turn it into an empty ritual, a little bread, a little wine.  But every time we eat and drink we are to remember what Christ has done for us by suffering and dying on the cross.  He did that for us.  We did that to him.  We're all guilty of swinging the whips and pounding the nails, for it is our sin that he died for on the cross.  So tonight we remember.

But there’s something more.  We have fellowship as one around the table.  We remember what Christ has done for us.  Those are both wonderful things about this meal.  But there’s something even greater, the prize of prizes if you will.  The something more is that Christ himself is present in the meal he gives, actually present to give us forgiveness and new life.

Now, of course, Jesus is always present with those that believe.  He lives in our heart, after all.  He listens to our prayers.  He guides and directs our steps.  But in communion we have Jesus with us in a tangible way, a way we can see, feel, taste, and touch.  We call this Christ’s Real Presence.  

In our class we watched a video of young Jacob, the scientist, trying to do an experiment to scientifically find Jesus in the bread and wine.  But of course, he couldn’t.  Christ’s presence is not meant to be explained, but believed.  When Jesus says, “This is my body,” we believe his words.  When he says, “This is my blood,” we believe his words.  Jesus is with us in a way we can see and touch.

What does this physical contact with Christ offer us? Why is it the greatest prize?  Well, it offers us what we most need, the restoration and strengthening of our personal relationship with God. When we take the bread and drink from the cup, that’s what we get.  It’s for you.  There’s no doubt about it.  We’re not making it up in our heads.  We can see it, taste it, feel it, smell it.  The sacrament brings forgiveness and new life, guaranteed.  To quote Martin Luther, "The chief things in the sacrament, are the words ‘given and shed for you for the remission of sins.  These words assure us that in the sacrament we receive forgiveness of sins, life, and salvation.”   This is the great prize, or better yet, the great gift of the Lord’s Supper.  That is why we come, and come often, to the table.  For tonight we receive Christ himself who provides for our forgiveness.

It’s always fun to surprise someone by giving them more than what is expected.  A bike helmet in a box would always be a good, thoughtful gift for a child.  But just think of the joy on the child’s faith when they realize not only is the bike helmet the gift, but there’s also a brand, new bike in the garage, and even more, the promise of a family bike trip this summer.   That would be quite a gift.  

Tonight God gives us a gift.  It is the gift of fellowship and unity around the table.  But there’s more.  It is a meal of remembrance, a time to especially remember and give thanks for Christ’s suffering on the cross.  But there’s still more.  It is the gift of Jesus himself present in the bread and wine.  As we receive him, we receive forgiveness of sin and life restored, a life with God forever.  What a great gift!  So come, let us eat and drink together tonight, grateful that God has given us a gift, and much more in the Lord’s Supper.  Amen         
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