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Part I:  Introduction
Several years ago (March 2014) I left one of our Mennonite Church Saskatchewan annual meetings a wee bit early.  There had been contentious discussion on the anti-discrimination section of a safe church policy.  You would think anti-discrimination would be one topic on which Mennonites could all agree.  No, here we were mired in a decidedly rancorous swamp:  some judging those who they felt had no place in the church and others judging the judgers.  Violating one of my cardinal rules of large gatherings, I had gone to the microphone to offer what I heard the Spirit saying.  My brief time at the mic did more to raise my heart rate than stir hearts within the gathered body; or so it seemed to me.  The vote which ended the session affirmed an area church that does not want to discriminate, and for that I am grateful. Amidst the divisions and factions of that last business session, though, I had lost my appetite; my appetite for the bread and juice of communion which was to conclude the day.  So I left early.

How much unity with my fellow worshippers is required to participate in the Lord's Supper with integrity?  Prior to a communion service is there place for a week or month of preparation to allow a thorough examination of conscience, and time to tend wounds?  How do the scriptures, church history, and the ritual of communion itself shape our understandings of the Lord’s Supper?  How do we live into the Good News that Jesus is our peace, that he has broken down the dividing wall, that he has put hostility to death (Ephesians 2)?  To get at these questions I offer us a brief jaunt through four eras of church history:  the Corinth context out of which 1st Corinthians comes; 16th century Mennonite / Anabaptist life; Tofield, Alberta circa 1930, and finally back to a reflection on my opening story.
Part Two:  1st Century Corinth
The “Lord’s Supper” in Corinth was part of a full-scale meal, presumably in the home of one of the believers.  Reducing the Lord’s Supper to a crust of bread and a dram of juice only happened in subsequent centuries.  Originally, the Lord’s Supper was a part of a meal which is why we will be celebrating communion next week at our potluck tables.  In our Corinthian story, there were problems at the table.  It had become an individualized affair.  It had been become an en event which exacerbated socio-economic divisions.

Put together with what we know of the social conventions and mores of the time, we can suppose what is going on in Corinth at the Lord’s Supper.  One of the members with a large enough house...hosts the dinner in which the Lord’s Supper is observed.  Some persons—this apparently breaks along economic lines also—are free to come early, and they have the choice food and drink.  Some get drunk (11:21).  Others (Paul characterizes them as ‘those having nothing) perhaps get there later and find, along with tipsy co-worshippers, leftover food at best...


The Corinthians who are abusing the Lord’s Supper have minimized or lost the basic Pauline sense that the life of faith is a life of community.  The abusers have privatized their faith and they worship in a way Paul finds totally unacceptable; they have lost any sense that right relations with God is necessarily linked to right relations with others of the church.  So Paul tells them to “discern the body”....

Discerning the body (v.29) is a densely packed phrase... “Discerning” is a figuring out, a reckoning that a person does or is capable of doing.  The body that must be discerned cannot be separated from the just-mentioned ‘body of the Christ’...So inevitably discerning the body must in some fundamental sense involve a reckoning or evaluation of how well one is related to Christ, whose body is understood as ‘for us’ in the supper traditions.  But in Paul’s thought the body of Christ can never be separated from the members who by God’s grace are incorporated into it.  So ‘discerning the body’ is Paul’s shorthand way of talking about an individual’s assessment of two distinguishable but inseparable matters:  how well one’s life relates to Christ and how well one’s love ties one to others who, though many, are one body in Christ”. (J. Paul Sampley, “The First Letter to the Corinthians” (in New Interpreters Bible Commentary Series) vl. X, p. 934-937).   Paul maintains that for us to participate worthily in the Lord’s Supper we will need to evaluate our relationship with Jesus the risen Christ as well as with the people we are invited to feast with at any given observance of the Lord’s Supper.
Part Three:  Early Mennonites
We jump many centuries and much good theology on the Lord’s Supper when we skip to the first Mennonites.  [Eastern Christianity (the Orthodox tradition) from the 11th and 12th centuries, for example, has inspiring ideas about the way in which congregations celebrating the Lord’s supper mystically connect with other Christian communities (See A. James Reimer’s “Mennonites and the Church Universal:  An Engagement with Miroslav Volf” in Without Spot or Wrinkle (edited by Mary Shertz and Karl Koop), pp 93-111)].  Within early Anabaptism there was a wide opinion on the significance of the Lord’s Supper.  95%, though, believed that the Lord’s Supper was to nurture the “community of saints” (C. Arnold Snyder, Anabaptist History and Theology (1995 edition), p. 90).  There was a sense that for those who had responded to the experience of God in Jesus, communion might be beneficial.

In one stream (Spiritualists represented most prominently by Hans Denk) participation in communion reflected an internal desire to follow the Risen Christ.  Communion didn’t save; it didn’t make us grow; it didn’t reflect perfection.  It was only a way to remind oneself and the community who it is we want to be with in this world (God), and who we want to follow in this world (Jesus Christ).  “The physical reality could, at best, provide the ‘proving ground’ for inner...(discipleship) and provide reminders and pointers to that ‘more real’ spiritual world (Ibid, 308).  It is a fairly individualistic understanding of communion:  we partake to remind ourselves; we partake to re-root ourselves.  For the Spiritualists, the important thing in this life is following Jesus Christ, and if the Lord’s Supper helps us to do this—well, then we should dig in.

In a second stream (best represented by Pilgrim Marpeck) participation in communion allowed spiritual formation of the “saints”.   Marpeck thought of the church as a place where the broken could be healed.  “We do not ... do wrong,” said Marpeck, “if we, who are weak and ill, employ the Great Physician’s medicine, and if we extend it to one another, to those who are hungry...”  The ‘Great Physician’s medicine’ comes to us, said Marpeck, in the forms of outward worship, in ceremonies and ordinances.  They are meant to lead us to a deeper and more profound understanding of the love of God and neighbour.  They are physical ways in which we may receive grace.  Marpeck’s appreciation for the spiritual power of communal symbols and ceremonies led him to an almost sacramental position in which external ordinances and actions were seen as concrete means to growth into love and a more mature spiritual life (C. Arnold Snyder, Anabaptist History and Theology (1995 edition), p. 361).

A third stream held that communion was reserved for competent Christians; Christians who had a passing grade. It was the church “without spot or wrinkle” which partook in the Lord’s Supper.  In a serious reversal of Eucharistic theology over the last millennium, “rather than sinful humanity coming to the table to receive grace and forgiveness... believers were to bring pure and regenerated selves to the table as an offering.  The Supper thus became a celebration of grace already given and accepted... a Supper of solidarity between ‘pure members’ of the Body of Christ on earth. (Ibid, 395).  Within the surviving groups who became known as Mennonite, it is this understanding of Communion which dominated.  And that takes us to 20th century Tofield.
Part Four:  20th Century Rural Alberta

Patty’s grandmother, Fern Stutzman Roth, grew up a part of Salem Mennonite Church; a country church outside of Tofield, AB.  Their community was composed of dissatisfied Amish and Conservative Mennonites who had come north from the States for cheap land and to get away from their relatives.  Grandma Fern told us about the Bishop’s visit.  Several weeks prior to the service of communion, the regional Bishop would come to prepare the flock for worthy participation in the Lord’s Supper.  Governed by this third stream of Eucharistic Theology, people had to be right with God and neighbour before coming to the Lord’s table.  So, the Bishop visited every household.  If he, and it was always a he, had been briefed by the local pastor, the Bishop might ask about specific relationships.  Congregational members then had a week, two weeks, or a month to make things right.  Grandma Fern was ambivalent about these visits with the Bishop.  When the Bishop came it was both onerous and an opportunity to consider the spiritual condition.  
Part Five:  Conclusion
Each of the three understandings of the Lord’s Supper I outlined earlier has deep significance.  As I think about my journey in the Mennonite tradition I have found myself drawn to one or the other of these philosophical streams during different periods in my life.  For example, I know myself too well to believe that I could ever be a pure offering to God, and yet taking a fearless and searching moral inventory (AA step 4) of myself is good.  I feel called to pursue holiness even while recognizing that I will never be without spot or wrinkle (Eph 5.27).  There have been times, like two years ago, when my thoughts and feelings were not charitable.  I benefitted from a time of reflection.  Was it the right theological choice?  I am not sure because there are other voices which are also a part of the conversation.
Particularly the sentiments of Pilgrim Marpeck echo in my heart and head.  In some ways not participating in a service of communion reflects a level of arrogance.  From Marpeck’s perspective the Table is not primarily about you, me, or us.  It is not “our” table.  It very well could be that Jesus gave us the ordinance to “do this” because the actions of taking, eating and remembering have the power to lead us to our deeper spiritual selves.  Jesus, after all, instituted the Lord’s Supper with a sordid lot.  He demonstrated the table is open to disciples who are squabbling (See disciple’s role in Mark 14:3-9 and Luke 22:24-27), disciples who have betrayed (Judas), and disciples who will deny him (Peter).  Maybe we need to buck up, offer our woundedness and our intent to wound.  Maybe the Table is there that we might be formed and transformed; the medicine of the Great Physician as Marpeck put it.  Maybe taking from the one bread and one cup brings healing to us and the body of which we are apart.

As we think about Communion, consciences, and community which voices are we drawn to and why?  It is a question for each of us.  May God grant us all understanding hearts and minds knowing that God loves the body and the various parts of the body.  Amen.
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