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Communion Meditation

On the church calendar we are in that short period of time between Easter and Pentecost.  Pentecost was when the Holy Spirit came upon the disciples of Jesus and the Church was born.  But in this in-between time, what was happening?  Not much!  Jesus had simply told them to sit by and wait.  The disciples were unsure of what the future held.  They were confused about God's plan.

Thank God that we do not live in that time!  We are blessed because we live in the age of the Church.  We know that God's plan was for the gospel to be preached everywhere and that, through faith, we belong to the body of Christ.

That good news is what we celebrate when we come to the Lord's Table.  Christ, through his death and resurrection, has made these blessings possible.

Let me read the words of the Apostle Paul about the Lord's Table in I Corinthians 11:

1 Corinthians 11: 23-26 - For I received from the Lord what I also passed on to you: The Lord Jesus, on the night he was betrayed, took bread, and when he had given thanks, he broke it and said, "This is my body, which is for you; do this in remembrance of me." In the same way, after supper he took the cup, saying, "This cup is the new covenant in my blood; do this, whenever you drink it, in remembrance of me." For whenever you eat this bread and drink this cup, you proclaim the Lord's death until he comes.

“Priests”
1 Peter 2:1-5 - Therefore, rid yourselves of all malice and all deceit, hypocrisy, envy, and slander of every kind. Like newborn babies, crave pure spiritual milk, so that by it you may grow up in your salvation, now that you have tasted that the Lord is good. 

As you come to him, the living Stone—rejected by men but chosen by God and precious to him— you also, like living stones, are being built into a spiritual house to be a holy priesthood, offering spiritual sacrifices acceptable to God through Jesus Christ.

I've never belonged to a church presided over by a priest.  Have you?  Not very many churches have them.  The Roman Catholic Church does, of course.  The Greek Orthodox.  The Episcopal Church.  Sometimes Lutherans call their pastor a priest, though that is more common in Europe than here in the U.S.

Pastor, priest -who cares?  What's the difference?

Well there is a difference.  And that difference is based in a doctrine that is an earmark of the Christian Church (Disciples of Christ).  It is commonly referred to as "The Priesthood of All Believers."  Surprising though it may sound to some of you, the New Testament says that every believer is a priest.  So Rappahannock Christian Church doesn't have a priest.  It has a multitude of priests!  That is why our Elders preside at the Communion Table.  I am told that that may be the reason our table is round -there is no "head."  Nor are the Elders "blessing" the elements.  We do not believe that some special person has to make the elements holy or blessed or else they are of no effect.  The Elders simply follow Jesus' example of giving thanks to God for the elements.

But what does this idea mean?  What does it mean for each believer to be a priest?  Is this something we should all be aware of?  Should we take it seriously?  Do I have to go to seminary?  What difference might it make in the way I live my life, in how I relate to my fellow believers in Christ?

Let me first say a word about priests, especially as they functioned in the Old Testament.

Priests were put in place under the Old Covenant in order to "go between" God and the people.  This was for several reasons.  First of all, God is holy.  The temple had to be sanctified.  The altar and other objects in the temple had to be sanctified.  They had to be "set apart" for use in worship and in service to God.  So did the people who served God in the temple.  They were special people, sanctified, set apart to serve God.  Secondly, the rituals that the priests performed were sometimes complicated.  The priests had to undergo training to learn exactly what to do and exactly what to say.  They also were supposed to be experts in the Law of Moses, and this took years of study and memorization.  Lastly, there were the functions of the priests.  On the one hand, priests represented God.  They represented God to the people by explaining and enforcing the Law of Moses.  They pronounced forgiveness upon the people.  They inspected and received offerings and sacrifices that people brought to God.  Many of them resided in the temple, symbolic of God's presence among the people of Israel.  On the other hand, they represented the people.  They represented Israelites when they offered the sacrifices to God, and when they prayed to God, bringing the needs of the people to God.

When we come to the New Testament priests are found no more!  Peter is never called a priest.  Paul is never called a priest.  Instead, believers in Christ are able to go directly to God.  Do you remember what happened in the temple when Jesus died?  There was a heavy curtain in the temple that hid the Most Holy Place from sight.  The only person who was allowed in there was the High Priest, and he was allowed to go in only once a year -- on the Day of Atonement.  When Jesus died that curtain was torn in two, symbolizing that all believers were now given access directly to God.  Paul says (in I Timothy 2:5), "There is one God, and one mediator between God and men - Jesus Christ!"  No one goes between us and God except Jesus himself.  Peter, in our Scripture, says that we who put our faith in Jesus Christ for salvation form "a holy priesthood" in God's new temple -- the body of Christ.

Every believer has access directly to God.  When we need to ask for God's forgiveness, we go directly to God in prayer and ask for it.  When we ask God for things, we do so directly.  We take the Scriptures in hand in the privacy of our own homes and read it and try to apply it to our lives.  When we commune at the Lord's Table we serve one another.

Yes, the Elders and Pastor sometimes take upon themselves priest-like functions.  When I gave the Pastoral Prayer a few minutes ago I was the only one speaking the words.  I was praying to God on behalf of the entire congregation.  When the Elders thank God for the bread and cup, they do so on behalf of all of us.  But, according to the New Testament, any one of us could step up and perform those functions.

However, be warned!  Dependency is easier.  It is much easier to designate some person other than ourselves as the one who will pray, study the Word of God, see to the needs of the community, share the faith.  Maybe that is why some Christian communions have decided to put priests in place.  But there is harm and loss in doing so.  Christ came to remove the distance that existed between God and his people.  God calls us to a new, full relationship with him.  It is intimate, daily, close and dynamic!  And it is for every one of us!

Benediction

To him who is able to keep you from falling and to present you before his glorious presence without fault and with great joy—to the only God our Savior be glory, majesty, power and authority, through Jesus Christ our Lord, before all ages, now and forevermore! Amen. Jude 1:24-25
