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Communion Meditation

I wish there were many more people here to celebrate the Lord's Supper with us each week.  Wouldn't that be wonderful?  Sadly, though, for most people in our modern world the Elements which have been laid out on the Table for us -the Bread and the Cup- are meaningless.  They do not know that Jesus sacrificially  offered Himself on the cross for all of us and that when we eat and drink we remember Him.

Our hope is that through the efforts of this church and its members a lot of people will come to realize that God has provided a Way to Himself through the Savior, Jesus Christ.

 Let me read the words of Matthew about this table.

Matthew 26:26-29 - While they were eating, Jesus took bread, gave thanks and broke it, and gave it to his disciples, saying, "Take and eat; this is my body." 

Then he took the cup, gave thanks and offered it to them, saying, "Drink from it, all of you. This is my blood of the covenant, which is poured out for many for the forgiveness of sins. I tell you, I will not drink of this fruit of the vine from now on until that day when I drink it anew with you in my Father's kingdom." 

What Is God Up To? 

Our Scripture today is the end of a whole section of Paul's letter to the Romans in which Paul has been writing about rejection of the Messiah by most of the Jews of his day.

Romans 11:17-27 – If some of the branches have been broken off, and you, though a wild olive shoot, have been grafted in among the others and now share in the nourishing sap from the olive root, do not boast over those branches. If you do, consider this: You do not support the root, but the root supports you. You will say then, "Branches were broken off so that I could be grafted in." Granted. But they were broken off because of unbelief, and you stand by faith. Do not be arrogant, but be afraid. For if God did not spare the natural branches, he will not spare you either. 

Consider therefore the kindness and sternness of God: sternness to those who fell, but kindness to you, provided that you continue in his kindness. Otherwise, you also will be cut off. And if they do not persist in unbelief, they will be grafted in, for God is able to graft them in again. After all, if you were cut out of an olive tree that is wild by nature, and contrary to nature were grafted into a cultivated olive tree, how much more readily will these, the natural branches, be grafted into their own olive tree!

I do not want you to be ignorant of this mystery, brothers, so that you may not be conceited: Israel has experienced a hardening in part until the full number of the Gentiles has come in. And so all Israel will be saved, as it is written: 
   "The deliverer will come from Zion; 
      he will turn godlessness away from Jacob. 
   And this is my covenant with them 
      when I take away their sins."

Everyone experiences pain and hurt sometime in their life.  Such events come in all shapes and sizes.  A terrible earthquake has caused a lot of devastation, pain and death in Haiti this week.  Here we see that Paul is pained and troubled when he thinks about his fellow Jews' unbelief.  You have worries, fears and disappointments, too.  We naturally ask; Why is this happening?  What's going on?  What is God up to?

When a person is in the middle of a crisis they may not be able to think straight.  That's probably not the time for us to try to defend God or think up reasonable explanations.  When tragedy is too close, too terrible, no answer will satisfy.  All we can do is be with the person and hold their hand and sympathize as best we can.  But when people are able to get some distance between themselves and the pain they DO ask questions, and they DO want to hear what the Christian Gospel says.  Like us, they want life to make sense.  They want some hope that pain and death are not the whole story.

The Bible has some things to say in the face of trouble and pain.  First of all, the Bible says that the world is God's creation.  God is in control of it.  God's plan is unfolding.  Secondly, it says that the path down which God is drawing us is NOT free of cruelty, pain, death and unfairness.  Nor is it free of beauty, happiness and love.  Life contains both.  That's just the way it is.  Now, it's true that some people get bigger doses of pain and loss, while others seem to get bigger doses of health and happiness along the way.  Again, that's just the way it is.  The good news is that the Bible also says that God, because of his great love, offers us help and consolation.  God doesn't force it on us, but gives us free choice.  We can accept the help that God offers, or we can slap aside God's helping hand and refuse to be comforted.

Here in this part of Paul's letter to the Romans Paul is pained when he sees so many of his fellow Jews rejecting the Messiah.  That's the big tragedy Paul speaks about here.  This may not be the big, hot issue for us today, but if we can look past the specifics we can use this as an example of how a Christian comes to terms with tragedy.  Paul is clearly confronting the same questions we are asking when we look at what happened in Haiti this week.  What is God up to?  IS God good, or not?  IS God faithful?  IS God even able to accomplish his purposes?  God chose the Jews, didn't He?  Didn't I read that somewhere?  Didn't He promise them a Savior, a Messiah?  Now, when the Messiah has finally come, they are rejecting him!  They are failing to grasp the salvation God intended for them!  How can this be?  Is the God Paul has been preaching to us worthy of our faith -- or not?  Maybe Paul and the other Apostles are just mistaken about this Jesus?  Maybe he wasn't God's great Champion?  These are serious questions and serious accusations!

Paul attempts to answer some of these doubts and questions in his letter.  For one thing, he reminds the Romans that there never has been a time when ALL of the Jewish people have been believing, faithful and obedient.  In fact, if you read the story of Israel in the Old Testament you'll find that most of the time only a very small number of people in each era of Israel's history was truly faithful and obedient to God.  MOST of the Jews were disobedient.  So Israel's unbelief isn't so very unusual.  It's painful to see, but it's not extravagantly odd or shocking.  Israel has experienced a hardening of heart.  Only a small remnant of the Jewish people have believed in Christ Jesus.  Sad though this is, it is also true, says Paul, that this situation will not last forever.  One day there will be an awakening among the Jews.  Wait and see!

In a way, Paul's answer to this problem is a good answer regardless of what it is that has hurt or confused us.  We may not be able to explain in great detail what God is up to, but we can be sure that God is working out His purposes.  We must believe this, and cling to it.  We can also take comfort in the thought that, whatever is causing us hurt or loss or disappointment, it will not last forever.  A better day is coming.  We must remind ourselves, too, that "things" do not define life.  If we allow things to determine whether or not we are happy or satisfied, then we are in trouble.  Things can collapse in earthquakes.  People can die.  Money can be lost.  Our most important and precious possession is our experience of God's kindness, forgiveness and grace.  No matter what happens to us, or to those around us, we must remember this.  We must have faith in God.  Holding tightly to that faith, we can look with hope to the better day that is sure to come.  

Benediction

May the God of peace, who through the blood of the eternal covenant brought back from the dead our Lord Jesus, that great Shepherd of the sheep, equip you with everything good for doing his will, and may he work in us what is pleasing to him, through Jesus Christ, to whom be glory for ever and ever. Amen. - Hebrews 13:20-21

