
Today, I’d like to continue our mini-series on this very 
service…helping us all, I hope, to latch on to some more of the 
significance of what we do together every Sunday morning.
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You will remember, I’m sure, that this service is divided into 
two fundamental parts…the liturgies of the Word and of the 
Sacrament.  Last week, we pondered the liturgy of the 
Word…and if you’d like to read my sermon, and see the slides, 
you need only to go to the parish website.  

So, this week, I want to invite you to think about the Liturgy of 
the Sacrament. 
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Let’s start with the word ‘Sacrament’, itself.  What 
does it mean?  

Any ideas?  

How about: “an outward and visible sign of an 
inward and invisible grace”.  That’ll do for now.
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So, let’s get down to the detail, of the Sacrament of Holy 
Communion…and I’m sure you will appreciate that all we can 
do today is sketch some of the depth and complexity of this 
topic.  There are libraries of books which have been written on 
the subject, and a wide variety of understandings about the 
significance of this thing we do together.  

All I can hope to do in the next few minutes is open up some 
possibilities for you to further explore in your own time!

4



We start the Liturgy of the Sacrament by sharing peace.  This is an 
important act.  Jesus himself, in the sermon on the mount, taught us 
that before we bring our gift to the Altar, we have a sacred duty to 
make sure that we are at peace with one another.  

Unfortunately, our good friend Mrs Beamish – about whom you have 
heard me sing, no doubt, didn’t understand this.  She thought that 
‘The Peace’ should be a moment of silence, before the start of the 
Liturgy of the Sacrament…a moment for personal reflection.  But that 
was never the intention of the early church, nor is it the teaching of 
Jesus.  

In recent years, much to the horror or some, I know, we have re-
discovered the early church’s understanding of Jesus’ teaching.  The 
peace is all about the Community, coming together, in love, reconciled 
with one another, ready to partake in Communion as one body with 
our Lord.  
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After Peace, comes the Offertory – the moment when bread 
and wine, fruit of the fields and the work of human hands, are 
offered to God for the Eucharist.  

Now, co-incidentally, it also happens to be the time when we 
take up a collection for the work of God, for those who don’t 
already give regularly through the bank.  But that’s just a co-
incidence.  We could take the collection at the end of the 
service, or not at all (if more people gave by standing order).  

But it wouldn’t change what is the Offertory.
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Now comes the Thanksgiving – or in Greek, the Eucharist.  This 
is the great prayer of thankfulness to God for all that God has 
done for us.  God has created us, and sent us the means by 
which we can be reconciled to him, by his son.  

We thank him for his gracious gift, and that he counts us 
worthy to stand in his Holy presence.  

And it is because of this sense of thankfulness, that we often 
sing this section.  Singing is intended to elevate our words 
beyond mere syllables and into music.  It’s intended to lift our 
souls, and elevate our praise and thankfulness.  

And as long as the presiding priest can hold a tune in bucket, 
its generally pretty successful!
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The Thanksgiving prayer concludes with the Sanctus…the 
“Holy Holy Holy”.  First recorded by Ezekiel in his vision of 
heaven, where the angels of God surround God’s throne.  This 
is the cry of the angels, and we join our voices with them to 
praise our God.
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And now…the moment you’ve all been waiting for…the words 
of Institution.  In them, we recall the event of the Last Supper 
itself.  The words we use are actually a mash-up – a 
combination - of the various accounts of that event in 
Scripture.  

They are words drawn from Matthew, Mark & Luke, as well as 
from Paul’s account in the first letter to the Corinthians, when 
he says were passed on to him, presumably by Peter, or 
another disciple who was present at the Supper.  

But by combining all the accounts of that crucial supper, the 
Church offers us a way of beginning to grasp the depth of 
meaning that Jesus himself attached to that moment.
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The Institution - prayer includes some important words, 
known as the ‘Epiclesis’ – or the ‘calling down from on high’ or 
the ‘invocation’.  It’s the moment, in our normal Eucharistic 
prayer, when the priest says, effectively, ‘send down your Holy 
Spirit so that this bread and wine may be for us the body and 
blood of Christ’.
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The Epiclesis – the invocation of the Spirit into the elements –
is only complete once the words of Institution are said…”Do 
this in remembrance of me”…which is why, in our tradition, 
we raise the elements, one by one, and ring the Sanctuary 
bell.  Many people will cross themselves, at the raising (or the 
‘Elevation’ as it’s called).  

Making the sign of the cross is a recognition of the real 
presence of Christ in the elements.  In West Africa, there’s a 
lovely tradition of the whole congregation saying ‘My Lord and 
my God’ – echoing the words of doubting Thomas when he 
first saw the Lord after the Resurrection.  

In more rural times, it is said that ploughmen would stop their 
work, and cross themselves, at the sound of the Sanctus bell.  

Even now, it is a signal to anyone who can understand it, that 
something precious, mysterious and holy is taking place in 
their midst.
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Incidentally, I’m not going to let us get caught up in a 
theological discussion about exactly what happens at the 
Epiclesis.  

Many of you will have heard words like ‘transubstantiation’ or 
‘consubstantiation’ or ‘memorialisation’.  That’s something we 
can pick up in detail in one of our ‘FaithTalk’ sessions, if you’re 
interested to do so.  

The important thing to realise is that something miraculous, 
something divine, something sacramental is taking place.  Our 
response should be to stand in awe of what God has done 
through Jesus.
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Well, we’re running out of time.  So I’m going to have to 
whistle-stop our way through the final elements of the Liturgy 
of the Sacrament.  But let’s notice along the way that the next 
major event is the ‘fracture’ – the act of breaking the bread.  
There’s a delicious irony in that moment.  By breaking the 
bread, we are able to share in it.  Though we are many 
individuals, all with our different levels of faith, different gifts, 
different perspectives, we are one body precisely because we 
are all able to share in one broken piece of bread.

That, for me, is one of the most profound elements of all 
Christian theology.  God always turns our world upside down.  
Instead of personal wealth, he teaches sharing.  Instead of 
pride, he advocates humility.  And he joins us together 
through the breaking apart of his own body.  As with so much 
Christian thought, it’s counter-intuitive…and, if we would let it 
be, world-changing.

13



Then comes the distribution – the moment when we are each 
invited to take Jesus, spiritually, into our lives.  From the 
fracture of Christ’s body, comes the unity of sharing together 
in the feast he provides.  
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Then, finally, the blessing and the sending…and we’re done!  
Time is once more our enemy, so we’ll hold off on thinking 
about blessing and sending for another day.  As indeed we will 
do with other parts of the service.  

In the coming weeks – if you tell me you want me to – my 
intention is to drill down still deeper into individual elements 
of the service. 
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What’s the creed all about?  Does the act of confession really
cleanse us from all our sins?  What about prayers we used to 
say, but don’t say any longer, like the prayer of humble access?

Thank you for listening, so far.  I hope it’s been useful.

And now the choir is going to give you some space to let all 
that information settle into your brain, as they sing a beautiful 
rendition of Psalm 23, to the tune ‘Brother James’ Air’.
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