REAL PRESENCE

Sermon for Maundy Thursday, April 9, 2009

Readings: 1 Corinthians 11:23-32; Luke 22:14-30

Sermon text: Then he took a loaf of bread, and when he had given thanks, he broke it and gave it to them, saying, “This is my body, which is given for you.”

I’d like to talk about two things this evening, mystery and history: the mystery of the real presence of Christ in our lives and in the sacrament of Holy Communion, and a little history of the various understandings about this—all with an idea to enable us here and now to enlarge our perception of the real presence of God

It is a teaching sermon—but I glad this is in the context of worship and music—the imaginative and emotional--so that we can work toward integration of our selves—mind body and spirit, and God.

First let’s integrate our inner child—at least mine, formed from many Saturday mornings watching cartoons. Remember the Rocky and Bullwinkle Show and the professorial dog, Mr. Poindexter, and his pet boy Sherman? Then you’ll remember the WAYBAC Machine—a time transporter.  Let’s set the dial to Sunday morning October 3rd, 1529, Warburg Castle, Germany. 

And here we are, way back then. Look around at this 500 year old place: nice leaded windows, a bit drafty, though fires are blazing in the large fireplace. A group of about twenty men, scholars and pastors, have gathered for several days at the instigation of Phillip I of Hessen to try and hammer out differences among them so that they—the leaders of the Reformation—can present a united front against Charles 3rd, emperor of the Holy Roman Empire and the Pope (a sort of G20 of the time). 

Fifteen propositions of faith had been proposed—and agreement reached on fourteen of them—but a sticking point remained: the doctrine of the Eucharist. Just what is happening at the altar—or table as the more radical reformers called it. 

Both sides were no longer convinced of the Roman doctrine of transubstantiation established at 4th Lateran council of 1215: the accidents (what the senses sense)—bread and wine-- remain the same but the substance (the internal “essence”) is miraculously transformed into the physical body and blood of Christ. The old Aristotelian categories were no longer convincing. And the big problem was the excessive –in their eyes- role given to the priest. When he said (and of course it had to be a he), Hoc est corpus meum (which sounded like so much hocus pocus to those who no longer understood Latin)—this is my body; the bell was rung and the moment arrived: Jesus was in the house. He was fully there in the bread and wine—so much so that it was too dangerous for the lay folks to take the cup—they might spill—and most were afraid to do more than gaze upon the host. But Martin Luther thought this made the presence of Christ too much a possession of the priestly class, and subject to abuse. 

Yet Luther stood his ground, characteristically, on the writ of Holy Scripture, on faith in what Jesus had said, “This is my body.” I know not how this may be, Luther said, but I do not need to know. It is a mystery. Yet somehow the sacramental union is made. Christ is present in the bread and wine. His presence is real, not just memorial or symbolic. 

His chief opponent, Huldrych  Zwingli, countered that Christ in body had ascended to heaven and was present only in a spiritual or signifying sense: the feast was a remembrance not a re-membering.

And there the difference stayed and remains, between those churches that consider the Eucharist a sacrament in which Christ is really present in the bread and wine and those who believe the cup and bread and merely symbolic. Depending on which you believe you may simply dispose of the remains, or, as we do, consume them all or reverentially reserve some for taking to the housebound and sick. 

And I would not make much more of the difference; enough blood and ink have been shed over doctrinal dispute already. But I would like us to think a little of what it means to think of Christ—of God—as really incarnate, really present in our lives. How is that mystery made real for you? What is the real presence of Christ? What does this mean to you? 

For me I have come to deeply treasure sacramental communion—as an outward and visible sign of an inward and spiritual grace—a sign as we say—yet not something that can be totally separate from what is signified. Mind, body, and spirit are linked, intimately connected. To put body and material reality in one compartment, mind in another and see spirit as some third mystical ether—well, I think that I mistaken—a mistake with a very long history, stretching well back into classical thought—but a mistake nevertheless. Its latest iteration, in the mind-body dualism of Descartes, and Enlightenment faith in reason and science is only now being shaken by new discoveries of the intimate links and connections between mind, body—and we have a very long way to go before we comprehend our spiritual connection with others, and earth—and heaven.

But integration of body, mind and spirit—incarnation-- is nothing new to our faith, as Luther saw. He held on to the reality that the words of Christ pointed to: this is my body.

Go way back to that night, this night, Maundy Thursday, Passover seder, near 2000 years ago. A small room in a house in Jerusalem. The traditional elements of the sacred meal were there. The old prayers and the Exodus story—the Passover of God, the liberation of the people—in which each generation learns anew that it is one with those who followed Moses. The telling of stories serves not only to remember the past; those hearing also become those escaped the Egyptian bondage, who are traveling to the Promised Land. The Covenant is made anew every generation. 

And there was Christ with his twelve disciples, one of whom would betray him. Some of them argued over precedence, none of them would stand by him when the game got rough. But he called them his friends nevertheless. Friends of his and of the Father, not servants, but friends, friends to whom he would reveal the mystery and begin the history. This is my body, he said, this bread broken for you, and this our shared cup—it is my blood which will be poured out—for all of you, for a sacrifice, for a final step in the journey of being human and mortal, so that the work of reconciliation of God and creation could be completed. The union of God and human, the suffering and the joy, the friendship and the betrayal, the journey and its end, the tomb and the resurrection—all of it he pointed to then

And he said remember me when you do this, remember me and what I’ve said, remember me—not just as I am this day but as I will be in three days, remember me after I have returned to the Father through the Holy Spirit we will send, through the you share in my name, through the love and the tears, the compassion and the struggle for justice—and remember always that I am there with you, and this is that sign and sacrament you are to practice when you gather.

And so we do. We take and eat, we share the cup. We remember. And we pray:

Dear Lord be real to us, in the bread and in the wine, in our lives and in our bodies, in our minds and in our spirits. Be real in our community, in the mystical body of the church. Strengthen our faith, open our eyes, be made real and effective through our love.

In the name of Christ, Amen.
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