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RAISING THE BAR ON COMMUNION
(Making it relevant to believers and seekers alike)

Preamble

The communion service as we have known it is in transition. Some churches are trying to maintain a format that served previous generations. They are finding generally that the service is poorly attended and is losing its impact on the younger generation. Some churches have tried to integrate communion into the preaching service. They too have experienced some frustration because it has not held the deep feelings that should come with remembering the death of Jesus. Some have shifted the communion to smaller groups that meet in homes. They have discovered that there is a measure of meaning in this kind of setting but it misses the unifying quality that comes when the whole church comes together. 
   In short, the elements of a communion service that give rise to hearts touched by God’s gracious hand, are difficult to identify and implement. This paper discusses how best to enhance the spiritual impact of communion when attempting to touch believers and seekers together in one service. Many churches have chosen to have only one service on a Sunday for legitimate and logistical reasons. It is therefore important that communion be included and that it be practiced well.
   Each church will be at a different stage in the process. For example:

1. Some will still have a separate communion service and be wondering how to maintain it as a separate entity, increase the attendance and bring more life to it.

2. Some have chosen to make the Sunday service outreach oriented and want to maintain the evangelistic edge in all they do. They find fitting  communion into the service to be difficult.

3. Some see the church as a discipling center and spiritual growth of believers is the main thrust. 

4. Others will be a hybrid between 2 and 3 knowing that the church has to evangelize to carry out the mandate of the Great Commission, but they also must provide the resources for Christians to grow in their faith.

5. Many have integrated the two services but want communion to have more impact and be a more meaningful experience to all who attend.

It is this last group primarily that might find this paper helpful. However any church that is struggling with how to improve the Communion segment of the service, might find these ideas to be helpful.
History
Even a cursory reading of the history of the “Brethren” movement reveals how important the “Breaking of Bread” service was to the Anglican rooted pioneers of the movement. The simplicity of the service and its focus on the remembrance of the death of Jesus were attractive elements through the years.
   Furthermore, the service was designed for corporate worship and was to be an expression of Christian unity – people coming together with one purpose – to worship their Saviour. The service also became the center of the church’s life. 
    As time passed, church leaders discovered that fewer and fewer people were eager to attend this special service. Young people were increasingly absent. The preaching service often gained more momentum and was better attended. More freedom was practiced at that service than at the communion service. The inevitable result was that the languishing communion service was losing ground to the more upbeat nature and relevant preaching service. 
  Eventually the leadership of many of our churches felt that a better method might be to merge the two services together so that communion becomes part of the larger preaching service. Many churches have taken this step. However some serious questions needed to be addressed. For example:

1. How much time should be allocated to the “communion segment” of the service?

2. How can the rest of the service be planned to accommodate the unique features of communion?

3. How can non believers be welcomed in a service that includes communion?
4. How can we make communion deeply meaningful when it to a shorter period of time?
This paper is designed to help churches integrate Communion into their regular preaching service and provide some ideas that will give it the high priority we all want it to have,

The objectives of communion might be stated as follows:
1. We must integrate communion into our church life so that it enhances and encourages an authentic and genuine walk with God.
2. We want to carry out this beautiful act of remembrance in such a way that in this post-modern world, seekers will say, “Surely God is with them.”

3. We need special times to remember and celebrate Jesus’ death and victory in our public gatherings.
4. We desire to recover the sense of awe by participating in the act of communion. How can the wonder and magnificence of God’s grace expressed in the death and resurrection of Jesus be experienced so that we are renewed in our spirits?

5. We want to cultivate a sense of beauty, dignity and richness of language when we celebrate communion.

6. We want to celebrate communion in ways that communicate creativity, variety and freshness with solid Biblical anchoring.

7. We want to practice communion in ways that reflect the rich variety of worship as expressed in the Psalms and experienced by those who walk with God. This would include confession, penitence, praise, worship, celebration, warfare, instructive lessons from the past, etc.

Biblical Mandate
What Jesus said (Matthew26:26-30)
26As they were eating, Jesus took some bread and blessed it. Then he broke it in pieces and gave it to the disciples, saying, “Take this and eat it, for this is my body.” 

 27And he took a cup of wine and gave thanks to God for it. He gave it to them and said, “Each of you drink from it, 28for this is my blood, which confirms the covenant between God and his people. It is poured out as a sacrifice to forgive the sins of many. 29Mark my words - I will not drink wine again until the day I drink it new with you in my Father’s Kingdom.” 30Then they sang a hymn and went out to the Mount of Olives.

What Paul said (1 Corinthians 11:23-29)
23For I pass on to you what I received from the Lord himself. On the night when he was betrayed, the Lord Jesus took some bread 24and gave thanks to God for it. Then he broke it in pieces and said, “This is my body, which is given for you. Do this to remember me.” 25In the same way, he took the cup of wine after supper, saying, “This cup is the new covenant between God and his people - an agreement confirmed with my blood. Do these to remember me as often as you drink it.” 26For every time you eat this bread and drink this cup, you are announcing the Lord’s death until he comes again. 

 27So anyone who eats this bread or drinks this cup of the Lord unworthily is guilty of sinning against the body and blood of the Lord. 28That is why you should examine yourself before eating the bread and drinking the cup. 29For if you eat the bread or drink the cup without honouring the body of Christ, you are eating and drinking God’s judgment upon yourself.
What they did (Acts 2:46-47)
46They worshiped together at the Temple each day, met in homes for the Lord’s Supper, and shared their meals with great joy and generosity - 47all the while praising God and enjoying the goodwill of all the people. And each day the Lord added to their fellowship those who were being saved.
Essential elements rise from these passages:

1. Communion affirms God’s commitment to our deliverance. 
It is called a “covenant” of deliverance. It brings the “awe” to the communion service. And just as people never forget a physical deliverance, this act helps us grasp the divine deliverance provided in Jesus.

   What we are eating and drinking was death to Jesus but is life to us. 
2. Communion offers an opportunity for a heart check. 
We all need times of reflection to recalibrate our hearts to heavenly coordinates. Communion is such an opportunity, not for us to be judgemental of others, but to acknowledge that we are imperfect beings walking together through an imperfect world, helping each other to higher ground.
3. Communion is a celebration of joy. 
The early church was marked by joy and generosity. They were loved by those outside and what they did was a magnet to those who didn’t know Jesus. Wouldn’t we all like to recover the essence of the Acts 2 church?

4. Communion is a statement of our unity.
It is the great leveller. We are all together at the foot of the cross, all needing grace, all drinking deeply of the love of God, all equally flawed but gladly resting in His warm embrace.

5. Communion is the anticipation of victory to come.

It is “until Jesus returns.” The groaning of today is only temporary. Victory is assured because in His death He destroyed him who had the power of death. (Hebrews 2:14-15)
6. Communion is a reminder of new life in Christ.
The week to come can be an adventure because His resurrection life is lived out in our lives.
What are we trying to accomplish in this celebration?
1. We want to celebrate it frequently enough so that the people in our church perceive it as being of high value.

2. We want people to understand that the death and resurrection of Jesus is central to our church life and our personal faith.

3. We want the Communion segment of our church life to be a regular experiential high point in the lives of the people.
4. We want the joy of the Christian faith to be so evident in the Communion that seekers will be attracted to the Person we love and follow.

5. We want people who are not yet followers of Jesus to be involved or feeling unnecessarily centered out.
6. We want the people to respond by refocusing their lives on God’s greatness and grace.

7. We want people to have a sense of being “in Christ” by the participating in Communion.

Introducing communion
In many of the communities where churches serve today there is a desire to touch the lives of unchurched people. However we are faced with the dilemma that the people in our communities will only come to one service. Therefore it is incumbent on us to make that service accomplish many things, which includes celebrating Communion. Some suggestions for integrating the communion service into the preaching service of the church are listed below. This list is not exhaustive and church leaders are encouraged to be creative in tailoring their services to meet the needs of the communities where their churches reside.
1. The person(s) introducing communion could use personal illustrations that touch the heart. 
Make sure that the person giving the testimony can tie their illustrations suitably to the message and objectives of Communion. For example: If a person has experienced some kind of deliverance (car accident, depression, illness, etc), they can easily relate their deliverance to the greater deliverance found in Jesus - the deliverance flowing from God’s forgiveness of our sin, the very deliverance that Communion represents.
2. Use the flow of the service to build towards communion. 
The music can be reflective of way in which we want to celebrte Communion. The focus of communion may be reflective, joyous, celebrative, marked by thanksgiving, confession etc. This should be planned, initiated and managed by a strong leader in communion. 
   The transition between the rest of the service and communion should be managed so that it is a natural flow and movement. What comes before and after the communion segment will influence how the communion is handled.
3. Use different methods for distributing the emblems of Communion.  
Examples:
a. Have people come to the front to receive the bread and the juice/wine.

b. Have the emblems held until all have received them and then participate together as a symbol of unity.

c. Have each person serve the one next to them by saying “This is Jesus body (blood) which has been given for you.”

d. Have “communion stations” at various places in the auditorium and people can go the station closes to them. Various ministry teams can be at the stations. For example, the worship Team will be at one, the Leadership Team at another, the prayer team at another, etc.

e. “Expect the unexpected” is a good motto to remember. Variety will keep the interest high.
f. Prayers of thanksgiving should be fresh and authentic.

g. Develop a thoughtful explanation of what communion represents, who should participate and how it should impact our lives. No one should feel unnecessarily excluded by this explanation. 
4. Plan the integrated service well.  

Here are some ideas for planning:
a. Set up a “Worship Planning Committee” whose role is to plan the service so that it is seamless. The committee should include the following:

· The speaker

· The Worship Team leader
· The person who will introduce communion
· A representative of the Sound Team, etc.

· Other regular members

b. Have an evaluation process in place to strengthen what went well and correct what went poorly. Through this process what works and what doesn’t work will become increasingly clear.
c. Have someone designated to help those who handle the communion segments to understand what the objectives are and how to achieve them. 
d. Consider having a clearly written document on the significance and objectives of communion is a helpful tool. (See an example attached)
e. Make sure the timing of the service coordinates with other activities going on before, during and after the service. Examples:

· Sunday School
· Refreshments served before or after the service

· Etc

f. Make sure the speaker has sufficient time.

g. Relate the music to the subject of the message and ensure that the music portion does not steal time from the speaker or vice versa.  The message is a very important part of the service because when there is only one service, it is the only opportunity to communicate God’s truth to the congregation as a whole.)

h. Make communion part of the overall flow of the service, not an appendage.

i. Have someone designated to thank the participants and encourage them in this very important part of the ministry of the church.

5. Transitioning from a traditional separate communion service to an integrated service.
a. The Leadership Team should determine if this integrated service is for Believers first or is primarily an evangelistic service. That determination will flavour the content of the service and how the various segments flow together.

b. The Leadership should communicate effectively with the congregation why the church is moving to an integrated service. The reasons could include the following:

· Lack of attendance at the Breaking of Bread Service

· To better accommodate seekers.

· Logistics requiring one service only.

· Etc

c. Bring the following to the new service

· The desire to bring the Lord’s Supper to a higher level 

· A hunger to know Jesus more intimately, especially to sense the high price He paid to bring us into the family of God.

· The opportunity for many to participate in Communion.

· Windows of opportunity for people to experience an encounter with God (believers and visitors alike).
d. To make it an effective service, life-changing, and one that enhances the faith of all present and is attractive to seekers and believers alike, consider the following.
· Do not engage in open, undirected and unprepared sharing.
· Make it clear who is welcomed to participate in communion and in in verbal responses; all, men, women, children, visitors etc. 

· Allow latitude and welcome freshness from those leading in communion 
6. Use your small groups as centers for communion.  Very often the small group setting can make the communion more personal and meaningful. Coach the small group leaders in how to make it a significant part of their evening together. Perhaps once a month or once a quarter choose the small group setting for communion and forego communion in the Sunday morning service.

Helpful materials
1. The book by Gordon Smith entitled “The Holy Meal.”

2. Also his lectures on the same subject are available on the Vision Ministries Website.
(Sample Brochure to Explain Communion)
COMMUNION 

AT CAMBRIDGE COMMUNITY CHURCH
One of our “Core Values” is as follows:

We believe in the priority of worship and the joyful, contemporary celebration of our faith. Therefore humour and laughter will flavour our ministry and programs and we will provide opportunities for people to connect with God in celebrative worship and do regular “heart-checks” through communion.

Because we are prone to forget, it is necessary for Christ-followers to have a means to remember the cost to accomplish for us a relationship with God. Communion is designed to be just that – a regular reminder of His love for us.

Biblical basis
Jesus implemented this symbolic act before He died. (Matthew 26:26-28; Mark 14:22-24; Luke 22:17-20.) 

   We believe that the bread and the cups are symbols only of the death of Jesus.

   Paul affirms the need to continue the regular practice of communion in 1 Corinthians 11:23-30, using as his support the words of Jesus. (Verse 24) Then he adds, “For every time you eat this bread and drink this cup, you are announcing the Lord’s death until He comes again.” (Verse 26)

  The ordinance of communion is further demonstrated in the activities of the local church in Acts 2. “They worshiped together at the Temple each day, met in homes for the Lord’s Supper, and shared their meals with great joy and generosity.” (Verse 46)

Purpose
In 1 Corinthians 11 there seems to be at least four main reasons why the Communion service should be a regular part of church life.

1. To remember Jesus and His death. (Verse 24 - “… in remembrance of Me.”)

2. To symbolize the arrangement that God has with us. (Verse 25 - “This cup is the new covenant between God and you, sealed by the shedding of My blood.”)

3. To provide an opportunity for self-examination and a check of our heart condition. (Verse 28 – “You should examine yourselves before eating the bread and drinking the cup.”)

4. To give expression to our faith so that others may know that Jesus death is the only cure for sin and that we are celebrating the difference His death has made in our lives. (Verse 26 – “You are announcing the Lord’s death until He comes again.”)

Our practice at Cambridge Community Church

We understand there is no mandate in Scripture as to how often communion should be held. Nor are there any clear guidelines as to how it should be practiced. What is important is that it becomes an integral part of the programming of the church and that the value of Jesus’ death and resurrection is central to our theology and practice.

   Therefore we celebrate communion almost every week and it is woven into the fabric of the worship time in our Sunday Morning service.

   Various persons are asked to participate. Some might comment on the significance of Communion to them or to offer a prayer of thanksgiving to God for His grand gift of eternal life through Jesus’ death and resurrection.

   As the service moves towards communion, the Worship Teams select songs that are more contemplative in nature. After prayer the bread and the cups are passed around. At times people may be asked to come to the front to receive communion. There is no required procedure. In fact, we desire to keep the service fresh and spontaneous without a build-up of traditions.
   Following the communion the collection is taken. This is also seen as an act of worship. It is an opportunity for the people of the church to give back to God a portion of what He has entrusted to them. It is therefore an act of worship.
 Friendship Sundays
Approximately once a month the church has a “Friendship” Sunday when communion is omitted from the service. We want friends to be comfortable with the service and not feel obligated to participate.

Who should participate?
Any person who knows Jesus as Saviour is welcome to participate regardless of age. We do not ask people to refrain from participating. 
Communion at Lincoln Road Chapel

You can hardly miss it. It’s in the middle (usually) of every Sunday service at Lincoln Road Chapel. The pattern is usually as follows:

Singing which reflects on the greatness and goodness of God, the sacrificial life of Jesus and the operative activity of the Holy Spirit who makes us one.

Devotional - which recall various aspects of the sacrificial death and resurrection of Jesus. His death and resurrection provides the basis for cleansing and access to the God of the universe.

Response – sometimes the whole congregation is invited to respond with spontaneous prayers or other expressions of praise, thanksgiving and worship.

Invitation - explaining the meaning of communion, who should participate and the necessity of examining one’s self before eating and drinking.

Prayer of thanksgiving for the blessings that flow from the God of heaven and earth to sinners who respond to the love of God expressed through the death and life of His Son.

Communion – eating and drinking together with devotedness and reverence, remembering all that our Lord and our Saviour Jesus Christ has done for us.
Why so important?
A dominant series of themes related to communion emerge in both Old and New Testaments.

God is holy, awesome and merciful.

People have a noble “made after the image of God streak” - but since Adam they have been getting into trouble with one another and their Creator.

Human efforts at resolving this alienation from God are futile.

God has taken effective measures to bring people into fellowship with Himself. Jesus said to His followers, “do this in remembrance of Me”.  1 Corinthians 11:23-25 (see left page)
What are the benefits?
Every believer is brought to the same level. Personal achievements, spiritual gifts and social standing make no difference when we are reminded of what it took to save us.  It inspires unity among us when we see our brothers and sisters at the foot of the cross receiving the same cleansing.

Every time we celebrate the Lord’s Supper we are confronted with the amazing mystery of God’s grace.  As we consider His holiness and our struggles with sin, we are moved toward awe and worship! 

As we prepare for and share in the Lord’s Supper, we are reminded of our cleansing and receive a good conscience with God and fresh faith.

When we remember, we consider who it was that saved us.  He is central to everything since He first loved us. In communion we remember that it is not our performance but His that counts!

Jesus shared many meals with His disciples.  When we eat and drink together we identify as family with Him and with His disciples.

Those who eat and drink appropriately share an intimacy with Christ when they “eat His flesh and drink His blood”.  There is a sense in which we are taking the symbols of His very life into our innermost being.

In the Lord’s Supper all the great teachings of Scripture converge including: the attributes of God, the nature of people, the beauty of God’s holiness, mercy, sovereignty, power, wisdom, the workings of God with Israel as seen in the Passover, the mystery of the church and the doctrine of ‘last things’.

In participating in the Lord’s Supper, we are obeying our Lord’s loving command: “Do this in remembrance of me”. There is nothing like obedience to enhance our walk with God.

How often?
It’s clear that the church of the New Testament celebrated it often.  Its benefits demanded it. Its benefits demanded it. The book of Acts suggests they did it daily in the beginning and probably on a weekly basis later on (Acts 20:7). According to 1 Corinthians 11 it continued to be done often. Verses 17-22 do not sound like the description of a monthly or quarterly event.  Although frequency is not specifically spelled out in Scripture, there are reasonable indications that it was celebrated on a weekly basis.
How should it be celebrated?
The Scriptures give surprisingly little attention to this question.  The primary issue for the Lord was ‘Do you love me?”  We may have personal opinions, strong feelings and nostalgic memories, but these are not the matters closest to the heart of the Lord. His searching questions are – do you love me?  Do you trust me? Do you love the people I love – the way I love them?
Who should participate?
Everyone who has experienced the new life which Jesus gives to those who trust Him, is welcome to eat and drink in loving remembrance.  Whether one is a regular attendee or a member of Lincoln Road Chapel is not the criteria.  If a person is “in Christ” they are welcome to participate in communion at Lincoln Road.  Neither do we insist that believers be baptized before taking part in communion.

What about younger children?
This is a difficult question to answer from the Bible since scripture does not comment on it directly. It is our conviction that the practice of baptism and participation in the Lord’s Supper (in that order) should be withheld until children reach an age where an “independent” decision is made.  The following are factors to consider:

Children are by nature followers and imitators. When one participates, many will wish to follow.   Their understanding may differ greatly.

Some children may have an advanced grasp of truth, and be more mature than others their own age.  To explain this to less mature children is awkward for parents and difficult for children to appreciate. 

It seems better to wait until they can better appreciate such distinctions between children.

Another caution: parents have concerns regarding the conduct of their children. Should they bar a child from participating from time to time, they could slip into the role of becoming that child’s conscience.  An impression of legalism might result

It seems preferable to us, in spite of the possible disappointment to some of our children, that all wait until approximately their teen years to participate.  We believe this will be in the interest of the church as a whole.

Where children are very keen to participate, an occasional Remembrance of the Lord as a family may be appropriate. Should parents see this issue differently and/or feel very strongly, the Lincoln Road Chapel Leadership Team does not forbid their children’s participation.
What should I be thinking about during communion?
We can’t imagine covering all the possibilities but her are a few:

Reflect on the enormity of His love for you and for other believers sitting around you.

Consider the extent of His sacrifice on the cross for you.  Think about how little you deserve it and how amazing and different His love is from all other loves.

Let your mind be filled with gladness at the cleansing and assurance that are yours because of His gift of love. 

Consider too that He is alive, waiting to hear your expressions of love to Him.  

Look ahead to a time when you will be seated with Him in heaven at the ultimate banquet of the ages. Think of others who should get in on this wonderful privilege!

What about the stern warnings related to communion?

The Bible is very clear about the fact that anyone who participates in a thoughtless ore careless manner invites the discipline of God on himself or herself, (1 Corinthians 11:27-32).  The instruction is to examine one’s self and then eat. Not to examine one’s self and not eat!

Nevertheless, if we are living in known and unaddressed sin, we should not gloss it over by eating and drinking as if all were well.  Possible examples might include: relational discord, financial dishonesty, sex outside of marriage, living common-law, drunkenness etc. 

Communion is a place for honesty with ourselves and with God.  It is a place of remembering, cleansing and new beginnings.  

The Psalmist said: “I you O Lord, keep a record of sins.  O Lord, who could stand?  But with You there is forgiveness; Therefore you are feared.”         Psalm 130:4-5

