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Ezekiel 37:1-14, Ps. 130, Rom. 8:6-11, John 11:1-45; Small Catechism: Holy
Communion

You might imagine what an immense privilege it is for a pastor to preside
over and distribute Holy Communion—to place in people’s hands the bread
and the wine and to announce that this gift is to forgive sins, to remember
Jesus, to be bound together in community. | get to place bread in the hands
of 1 year olds to 100 year olds, knowing that the toil of their hands and
bodies and souls are filled and healed with the bread of life. | get to see and
hear your piety when you say “Amen,” or “Thanks be to God,” or “thank
you, Jesus,” when | say “the body of Christ given for you.” | have memories
of presiding at the table of our Lord that make my heart sing, and make me
realize over and over the power of this sacrament.

Of course, | also have memories of offering communion when things haven’t
gone so well, like the first time | offered wine from the common cup during a
friend’s ordination. The congregation was standing to receive communion
and a teenage girl wanted to drink from the common cup but didn’t want to
hold the cup herself. So | tipped it, and tipped it, thinking that her lips
weren’t yet touching the wine, that is, until | saw wine gushing out of the
cup, spilling onto her dress and going all the way down into her shoes.

Or the many times when I've been wrestling with the loaf of bread and
crumbs are falling all over the place or even shooting across the altar or |
end up giving you an enormous chunk of bread—I promise it’s not because |
think you’ve had more sins than normal that week.

Or the time when | was co-presiding at a wedding and one of the wedding
guests came up to us in the middle of communion and asked “is this
transubstantiation?,” which is the Catholic understanding that the wine and
the bread actually become the flesh and blood of Christ. | didn’t have a
whiteboard and 15 minutes then to explain it to her, so I'll briefly use Martin
Luther’s Small Catechism to say a word about that now, because perhaps it’s

a question all of us have at some point. Where is Christ in this bread and
wine?

So, turn again in the hymnal to the Small Catechism on page 1166, The
Sacrament of the Altar. In the first line, Luther answers the question “What
is the Sacrament of the Altar?” by saying “It is the true body and blood of
our Lord Jesus Christ under the bread and wine, instituted by Christ himself
for us Christians to eat and drink.”

The true body and blood are there, but Luther uses the word “under” to
describe where they are in the bread and wine. In other places, Luther
writes that Christ is present “in, with, and under” the bread and wine. But
the bread and wine remain bread and wine.

That’s why even when the wine or crumbs of bread spill on the floor we
immediately clean it up, but it shouldn’t have to feel like we’ve disrespected
Jesus. Jesus is in, with, and under the bread and wine, but it’s still bread and
still wine, and Jesus certainly understands that things sometimes very
human things happen when we distribute communion.

Luther goes on in the Small Catechism to show where in the gospels and |
Corinthians Jesus commands us to take and eat and drink and remember
him with this meal. Do you realize that this is a command—to eat and drink
this gift of life and receive what it has to offer. That’s one of the reasons we
receive communion every single week as part of our Sunday worship—it’s a
command of Jesus, a physical symbol of grace, and a gift of new life. Why
wouldn’t we want to receive that gift every single time we gather for
worship? That’s why it’s also my practice to commune children at the
discretion of their parents or guardians. No one is outside the realm of
God'’s grace, including, and especially, children.

The most painful time I've seen communion offered was when a pastor was
communing only adults and a child screamed out “but I’'m hungry too.” Of
course that child is hungry—hungry for God’s grace and love. And it gives a
message to a child when we refuse them this gift—that they somehow don’t
deserve God’s grace. If we allow them to literally taste God’s grace even if
they don’t yet understand what it means, they will know they are deeply
loved by God, and they will spend the rest of their lives opening themselves
up to the meaning of this sacrament and trusting in what it’s all about.



Luther continues in the Small Catechism by answering the question “What is
the benefit of such eating and drinking?” He says, “The words ‘given for you’
and ‘shed for you for the forgiveness of sins’ show us that forgiveness of sin,
life, and salvation are given to us in the sacrament through these words,
because where there is forgiveness of sin, there is also life and salvation.”
What a powerful and moving description of what we receive from Jesus,
isn’t it? Forgiveness of sin, life, and salvation. They are tied together, and
you are reminded of those gifts every single time you taste the bread and
drink the wine.

| love the first reading we heard today from Ezekiel 37, the valley of the dry
bones. | love the picture of the dry bones rattling together, and sinews and
flesh growing on them, and then breath coming into them. God put his spirit
in those dry bones and they lived. In the same way, when we receive
communion, the sinful, scattered parts of our soul are knitted together with
bread and wine, and that bread and wine cause new life to grow over those
old, dry parts of our soul and God puts his spirit in us. And renewing our soul
also renews our body, as Luther says in the Large Catechism:

“The sacrament is a pure, wholesome, soothing medicine which aids and
quickens us in both soul and body. For where the soul is healed, the body
has benefitted also.”

Perhaps one of the most meaningful times to receive communion is when
we are struggling in life for any reason. When we taste that bread and wine,
we know that we aren’t alone, that Jesus is giving us strength and new life
with every bite, with every sip.

The other day | took communion over to Roy and Janice Finnie’s house just
before Roy had surgery on his ankle—thankfully it went well and he’s doing
ok. And after | gave Janice the wine and bread she looked up at me with
bright eyes and a huge smile and said, “Aren’t we just so blessed to have
communion?” She expressed exactly Luther’s message from the Large
Catechism: “If you are heavy laden and feel your weakness, go joyfully to the
sacrament and receive refreshment, comfort, and strength.”

That’s what we get every time we gather around this table. We are fed with
a holy meal that changes us and makes us whole. Isn’t that joyful? Isn’t that

a blessing? So come today, opening your hand and heart to receive this gift
of life, given and shed for you by Jesus. Amen.
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