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Message title: “Communion.” 

Introduction:
We did it properly when I was young, in our Baptist Church in Bromley. It was a solemn affair. Suited men sat round the table looking out on the rest of the church. These were the deacons, a word you only spoke in hushed tones!  A pristine white, starched table-cloth froze on the table as it displayed a mysterious mound of another pristine, white, starched tablecloth, under which there was obviously something important. When I saw this I knew we were destined to stay longer at church than normal as communion was tagged on at the end of the service. All were invited to stay but only those who ‘sincerely loved our Lord Jesus Christ & were seeking to follow Him’ were admitted to the sacred act of eating & drinking.

Mr Hughes, our lay-pastor, an ancient patriarch who looked to me like he might be a contemporary of Moses always led the communion. Then there were the tickets – don’t get excited they weren’t tickets for White Hart Lane! When you were admitted as a member of the church, having received ‘the right hand of fellowship’ - which sounded to me like a new wrestling grip invented by Big Daddy - you were given an envelope with 24 tickets inside. Communion was twice a month, no one knew why, and you had to put a ticket in each time you attended. A Communion Secretary had the job of checking these tickets to see who had failed to attend a given number of communions in a year. If you failed to attend the necessary number the church withdrew its right hand & gave you the left instead. You left!
Children might be in those services, colouring books about Daniel & the Lions den, or, in my case, reading & re-reading the stories of David. Children were seen but certainly not heard, never a participant. It was very much for grown-ups. 
Much has changed but this hasn’t – children are still not seen at communion because they have their own programme elsewhere. At least, as children then, we were aware that this was an important part of what it meant to be a Christian believer & we awaited the time when, after baptism & membership we were admitted at last, to the Table!
1: The significance of suppers in the ministry of Jesus:
Bill Shankly said once, “Football’s not a matter of life & death. It’s more important than that.” Meals in Jesus’ day had about the same sort of significance. You find meals everywhere in the Gospels. A few examples are to be found on the screen. Meals were one of the main causes of debate & argument bet’ Jesus & His contemporaries. If we are to understand the Last Supper we must first understand Jesus attitude to meals. The word ‘Last’ of course gives it away. Why ‘Last’?  It was the Last of a whole series He had with His disciples & others & it’s place as ‘the Last’ means it must be seen in context
Before the time of Jesus, two Pharisees debated the place of meals in Jewish life. Rabbis Hillel & Shammai were two of the most influential thinkers to shape Judaism during Jesus life-time. Of the 341 sayings attributed to them in a later collection of rabbinic sayings called ‘The Mishnah’, no fewer than 229 are to do with food & how to conduct proper table fellowship. That’s over two thirds given over to what seems to us an insignificant area of life – meals do not have this weight in our society, even though every other TV programme seems to be of some chef throwing a wonderful dish together in 20 minutes flat.
Fierce debate raged in Jesus’ day about how, where & with whom you ate. Why? Ever since the Exile in Babylon which began in 587 BC the Jewish people had been subject to foreign powers & permeated by alien cultures which threatened the distinctiveness of Judaism. The Pharisees & others decided 2 things were essential to mark out Jewish distinctiveness: meals & the Sabbath. So they put a rule book together for both, what you could & what you couldn’t d, which brings me to my second point…..

2: The crux of the controversy between Jesus & the Pharisees:
You will remember the Pharisees criticized Jesus because He “eats with tax collectors & sinners”. Jesus tore up the Pharisees’ food-rule-book. Why? Because He didn’t like the sharply-drawn demarcation lines used to divide insiders from outsiders, the ins from the outs, the OK people from the not-OK people. They were obsessed with outward holiness Jesus was concerned about inclusive compassion. The Pharisees wanted withdrawal behind the fortress wall of purity, Jesus wanted a pure Israel, open to the world, holding out God’s salvation as the light of the world, the salt of the earth, a city placed on a hill. He breathed it, taught it, practiced it.
For Jesus meals were a prophetic symbol, a sign of the opening up of God’s favour, where the first will  be last & the last first. Whether you consider His meal with Zacchaeus or Simon the Pharisee, when the sinful woman washed His feet, or the meal with Matthew & his treacherous chums, it’s obvious Jesus is making a point. What gave that sinful woman the daring to overcome the taboos & approach Jesus as she did – it was His own example & teaching.
In His teaching about feasts & banquets He described a Kingdom where the unclean & the cripples, whose disability ruled them out of being priests, were compelled to come in. This is the nature of God’s kingdom. Everywhere you look He’s throwing the door open to the unlikely, the outsider, the sinner. Did He throw open the door to children? That intriguing question brings me to the third point I want to make this morning….
3: The consequence attached to childhood in the teaching of Jesus:
Remember He made children the model of what it meant to receive the kingdom. He said the kingdom belonged to children. Children were among the very lowest status groups in society, the overlooked ones. It’s all very surprising. Jesus does 5 significant things in His acts & teachings:-
A: He makes children central within the Kingdom.
B: He makes them an example of entry into the Kingdom.
C: He makes them counter-examples of issues of status within the kingdom.
D: He connects the welcome of a child in His Name with welcoming Him.
E: He makes them a test case with regard 2 hindering people from entering Kingdom.
If children were so central to Jesus’ vision of the Kingdom what does that say about their place at the feast of the Kingdom? We cannot simply ignore what Jesus said & did & rush to Paul to obtain a proof text for our present practice. Did Jesus turn His back on the significance of meals as a sign of the proclamation of Kingdom compassion & inclusion, & institute a meal that admitted the adult disciple but excluded the relatively passive but intrigued child? And what of the unbeliever, is he excluded to? If so what place did Judas occupy at the Last Supper? He betrayed Jesus but Jesus fed him personally.
4: A Place at the Passover for children:
The Synoptic gospels are explicit that the Last Supper was a Passover. The Passover was normally an event celebrated within the family, a domestic event. Children were not only present but participated. They were to ask the question about what it all meant:-

   ‘And when your children ask you, “What does this ceremony mean to you?” 

    then tell them “It is the Passover sacrifice to the Lord, Who passed over the 

    houses of the Israelites in Egypt & spared our homes when He struck down 

    the Egyptians.” ‘  (Exodus 12: 26 – 27)

This became the means by which the central story of their history was passed on. The youngest child in family had to ask the question & father told the story. The early Church cont’d all Jewish practices for many years while it remained predominantly Jewish. They would have remembered Jesus every time they broke bread & shared the common cup in their daily meals with their children present. Perhaps part of the point of Jesus using the bread & wine as the symbols on which He focused, rather than the Passover Lamb, was that those two things were integral to the daily meal.  This was His equivalent of “You shall talk of them when you sit down at home or when you walk along the road, when you lie down & when you get up”. By this habit of breaking bread & sharing the cup He wanted to weave  into everyday life the new thread of memory about His redemptive suffering. It was to be impressed on all who shared the daily meal, children and all.
Children would have been part & parcel of these on-going habits that formed their new faith. They would have been taught the new beliefs, the new ways of Jesus, at home. To presume that children were excluded you have to read back from 1 Corinthians the later practice of a Gentile church .that had lost touch with its Jewish roots. This happened increasingly at the end of the 1st & start of the 2nd centuries. During the 4th century church communities moved out of homes they had used as a persecuted group, into special buildings consecrated to Christian worship when Christianity became the official Roman religion. Now communion started to become a purely religious ceremony rather than the sign to the community at large what life in the Kingdom is really all about.

Conclusion:
When I was growing up it was presumed that the original setting of communion within a meal Jesus had with the 12 closes the issue for us. It’s a meal for the believing community only. The teaching of Paul in 1 Corinthians 11 was then used to say that it is totally inappropriate for unbelievers to be present & they may even endanger themselves if they are. There are 4 problems with that view:-

A: It assumes that we can accept Paul’s teaching as regulating our practice & interpret Jesus’ practice & teaching in the light of it.

B: At least one of the 12 was not a true believer & Jesus knew Judas was not & yet Jesus included him & fed him personally
C: It’s an argument from silence & assumes what we are not told. There might have been children in the house where Jesus ate the Last Supper with His disciples. Does the text rule out the possibility of others being there? Possibly it does but if we insist that that is the case – and there were twelve male disciples present only – what does that say about our inclusion of women?
D: Most important of all it ignores the teaching of Jesus on the nature of the Kingdom & the example He set. In short the meal, that for Jesus opens the door is turned into a boundary marker or worse, separating true believers from suspect unbelievers.

I believe the theological argument for children being present at & participants within our communion celebration is strong. If Jesus made them a model for entry into the Kingdom, their presence does not merely remind the church of its on-going task of passing the baton of the Gospel on, they are themselves an embodiment of those things which lie right at the heart of the Kingdom.

For these reasons many of us at TBC have begun to include within meals at home a simple breaking of bread ceremony, using the opportunity to instruct our children about the death of Jesus & what it means, taking responsibility once again for their spiritual nurture & encouraging an inclusive approach to the things of the Kingdom. And on Easter Sunday, for the first time in the history of TBC we will be having an early morning breakfast/communion and then later a Family Communion Service at which the children will be present.
