Learning to See and to Waddle with our Tongues: a view
from the Table1
I.

Introduction

At the first gathering for worship of the new Southern Presbytery, Richard Dawson, who was
presiding, began the Liturgy of the Eucharist with these words: ‘We come now to share together in
the central celebration of Christian worship’.2 It struck me that if this really is the case, if what
William Willimon calls ‘Sunday Dinner’3 really is the central celebration of Christian worship, then it
is only proper that this mysterious drama provide form and critique to everything that we do and
think as Church, and I wondered what it might look like if we took Richard seriously, at least this
once.
In this lecture, I want to explore what might be gained by viewing both the Church and the world not
from the more commonly-viewed perspectives of the spoken or fontal word, but rather when
viewed with tongues wrapped around broken sour dough and generous helpings of pinot noir
poured out accompanied with the words, ‘The blood of Christ, shed for you …’.
Of course, my assumption (as a Reformed theologian) is that it will look no different in essence than
it does from the perspective of the font or pulpit. This is because these particular proclamation
activities are not self-referential but rather direct us to Jesus, God’s Word made flesh.4 If fonts,
pulpits and tables have become places where the Church has come to expect to encounter Christ
and Christ to encounter us, then this is only because of a free and continual act on the part of the
One who delights in being found and who discloses most fully in that particular death to which the
Church’s sacraments direct us.5
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In this lecture, I propose that ecclesial existence is not only about learning to breathe underwater,
and learning to read Scripture in community, but that it is also about learning to see and to waddle
with our tongues.6

II. The integrity of the liturgy
It has become almost commonplace to note that we are living in an age when the Church is
pathetically afflicted by worldly distinctions and beset by historic schisms and inherited divisions.
The body of Christ is a broken body. At the same time, many parts of the body acknowledge the
presence and sincerity of other parts. This has not always been so. And while this situation is a cause
for thanksgiving, we must not, as William Stringfellow reminds us, minimise
either the profundity or the pathology of the estrangement to which all who are baptized are heir … In
truth, all of us meet in shame and scandal – and we will continue to do so until that day when every
baptized person is welcomed to any altar in the church of Christ, until, in the end, every person is
7
baptized.

The ecumenical hope is that in the midst of this world’s fragmentation, conflict and alienation, God’s
people may live as the one reconciled community in which the world might see and foresee the
reconciliation all of things in Christ. And nowhere is this vision more edifying and more self-evident,
more public and more transformative, more radical and more cogent, more personal and more of
service to the world, than in the Church’s worship where the community gathers to theatricalise,8
recite and rehearse God’s action in this world and to anticipate God’s coming kingdom.
But the Church’s liturgy is not only about recalling and rehearsing; it is also a contemporary event in
which the Church expects to hear the living Lord speak again in its midst, shattering the carrels of
time and space and location. That is why both the confessions and the intercessions of the
congregation within the context of the liturgy are so indispensable to the integrity of the liturgy
itself. This is the time and this is the place and this is the way in which the whole manifold,
existential involvement of the members of Christ’s body in the everyday life of the world is offered
and consecrated for the discretion of Christ himself. Moreover, in the public liturgy of the Gospel, in
the event in which the Church is reconstituted, the worshipping community becomes for the world a
mirror, as it were, of the eschaton. That is why the passing of the peace and the collection of money
in the meeting, for example, are among the most political acts of hope that the Church enacts.9
The Church is most clearly manifested, however, when it gathers at the Lord’s Table. Here it takes up
a commitment to be like what it eats, to prefigure ‘the Reign of God and a sign of hope set amidst
the injustices and oppressions of the world God loves so much’.10 In other words, in order to learn
that our identity as God’s people is not a private matter but implicates our entire lives and the lives
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of others we must take seriously our identity as the Body of Christ constituted in a particular
practice of remembering and celebrating and hoping.11

III. Supping: seeing and waddling with full stomachs
It ought to be becoming clear by now that, on this point at least, I agree with Richard Dawson: the
Supper is ‘the central celebration of Christian worship’. Here, I am in good company. In the second
century, for example, Irenæus spoke of the Supper as that which simply makes being a Christian
possible,12 and in the nineteenth century, P.T. Forsyth described the Supper as ‘the real centre of the
Church’s common and social life’.13 Put differently, the Supper is, as Herbert McCabe puts it, ‘about
the way that we are with each other’.14
This is good news, for the Supper is, above all else, concerned with witness. In this lecture, I wish to
draw attention to eight things to which the Supper bears witness. And even though Cicero suggested
that eight is the so-called ‘perfect number’,15 I offer these not as in any sense a conclusive list, but
simply in the hope that we may look again, and that we may keep talking about what we see when
we sup together in the name and presence of the Lord. The first thing that I think the Supper invites
us to think about again and to live differently as a result of such seeing is …
1. God
The Supper speaks – first and foremost – of God. It speaks about what God has done, about what
God is doing, and about what God will do. God is the subject of its proclamation, the host who
invites and serves, and the locus of the participants’ hope. Apart from God, the Table is simply a
silent and dust-collecting antique that ought to be cast aside to make room for the band or data
projector. But if it is true that the Table seems to be the kind of place that God likes hanging around
– the specific locale of God’s availability16 to us where, by Christ’s promise, bread and wine and the
community gathered around them become the place where creatures can locate God and can
respond to God’s word, can see and touch and taste and, in Graham Greene’s words, put God into
their mouths17 – then perhaps those who claim to come together in God’s name to worship God may
need to think again about the physical space that the Table occupies among us.
And because the Supper is bound up with an unambiguous particularity of God’s life among us,
namely Jesus of Nazareth, it says something to us about God’s attitude to creation, to history, to
suffering, to death, to human flourishing. Moreover, it orientates those whose being is shaped by its
11
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action among them toward God’s saving history in Jesus Christ, creating in them again and again
lives marked by eucharist (i.e., thanksgiving) and ‘a preparedness to be interrupted again and again
by the one whose self-giving saves us from self-destruction’.18 It reminds us that true existence is
neither self-possessing nor self-grounded but rather is God-orientated and so other-personcentred.19
2. People
The Supper also speaks about human beings: that we, too, are the object of grace’s claim upon us,
that the God who meets us in Jesus Christ, the God who is the object of the Church’s worship and
the subject of the Church’s song, is utterly and completely for us.20 This truth is most starkly placed
before us in the fact that the Table’s host is Jesus, the thoroughly-human God, upon whose flesh and
blood we feast and to whom we belong.
And because the fellowship of the Supper is a public and not a private event, it also recalls that to
belong to Christ is to belong to Christ’s body, it is to belong to those other than ourselves. So we eat
not only with friends, but with strangers, with enemies and with betrayers. This raises all sorts of
questions about the appropriateness, or otherwise, of home groups, for example, celebrating the
Supper together. More importantly, it recalls that this community – unlike a club or a special interest
group – is not held together by a common commitment, not even by our common commitment to
Christ, for ‘we do not create our communion’. Rather, ‘we receive one another with Christ and Christ
with one another; we at once receive Christ and the church in which we receive him. That is, at
Eucharist, we are’, as Robert Jenson puts it, ‘“coembodiments” of Christ’.21
This recalls for us that the Supper is also about …
3. Story
We homo sapiens are, essentially, both a storied people and a story-telling people. So, a basic
human question is not primarily, ‘What am I, as an individual, to do or decide?’ but rather, ‘Of what
stories do I find myself a part, and thus who should I be?’, for we literally live by stories. The Church,
too, understands itself as a pilgrim people, as a people storied on the way, as a people whose very
way becomes the material which shapes the narrative that has long preceded it. It understands that
being human never begins with a white piece of paper. As Alasdair MacIntyre rightly reminds us, we
never start anywhere. Rather, we simply find ourselves within a story that has been going on long
before our arrival and will continue long after our departure.22 Moreover, Christian community
begins with being found in the very act of God’s self-disclosure, an act which ‘cuts against the grain
of myths of progress and chronological snobbery’23 and places us in the grain of the universe. And
what – or, more properly, who – is disclosed in that crisis of discovery is one who provides memory,
unity, identity and meaning to the story of our life. As Eberhard Jüngel puts it, ‘We are not … simply
agents; we are not just the authors of our biography. We are also those who are acted upon; we are
also a text written by the hand of another’.24
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So it is not just any story by which the Church lives25 but rather a particular story given to it –
namely, Israel’s story in which, in the words of R.S. Thomas, it ‘gaspingly … partake[s] of a shifting
identity never [its] own’.26 And mature communities of faith are those for whom this story is
embodied deeply and celebrated regularly at the Lord’s Table, where God names who we are and
where we are and why we are, where we name the death which is in us and around us, and where
we join with the Spirit to give thanks for being called from emptiness into fuller meaning. As Stephen
Sprinkle puts it, ‘the eucharist offers a liturgical narrative by which all of ordinary life can be
reframed, shaped, and ordered again and again … gradually, the shape of the supper gets into the
core of [our] life’.27 Here, communities of faith are called to rejoice in the knowledge that the
gathering by God ‘from the east and from the west, from the north and from the south’ (Ps 107) to
drink from the same cup and to share of the same loaf literally is the story. It is the story that
recounts that the intersections of our lives take place not merely in the shadow of the cross but,
more deeply, in the very wounds of the crucified God and in the divine narrative to which those
wounds bear witness. Those who inhabit such intersections, i.e., those who wash one another in the
waters of baptism and who set the communion table with courage and joy and hope, are those who
live in the power of the resurrection and are open to the movements of the story-making Spirit. They
are those for whom the story is itself life, a life defined as it is by baptism – which is the
eschatological sign of starting out – and the regular fellowship at the Lord’s Table – which is the
eschatological sign of being a people on the way.28
The Supper, of course, highlights a particular chapter in the story, a chapter upon which the whole
story depends: namely, the chapter which tells of humanity’s long journey from the far country to
the hospitality of the Triune life. It is a journey made possible only because of God’s gracious
decision to become human in the far country and there, in the sublimity of love’s endurance,
embrace all that death has made us. In the kenosis of God’s cross, in the hell into which God
descends, God embraces the full experience of God-abandonment and the abyss of our malediction
and sin is traversed to its extreme limits. And then, in a display of utter eucatastrophe, history takes
an unexpected turn in the sepulchre of Christ, and ‘every instant of its time passes into the form of
Christ’s unique and unrepeatable death’ and the unarmed power of ‘the Eucharist in which he,
everywhere on earth and in all ages, is perpetually given’29 is revealed as the truth by which all
realities find their birth or their end. This is the story that the Supper recounts and invites us to see
ourselves in. And so, as the Book of Common Order has it, ‘We come not to this supper as righteous
in ourselves, but we come to seek our life in Christ, acknowledging that we lie in the midst of
death’.30
As a pilgrim people, the Christian community is formed literally ‘on the way’, and that by One who
‘feeds the Church with Word and Sacraments, and [the community] has the gift of the Spirit in order
that it may not lose the way’.31 Indeed, the Church is called to be sustained by a diet of absolutely no
Disciple of the Crucified Nazarene (ed. Rudolf Landau and Wolfgang Kraus; trans. Roy A. Harrisville; Grand Rapids: Wm.
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variety, feeding only upon what R.S. Thomas calls ‘live bread for the starved folk’.32 And when we eat
together in Eucharist on Sundays, we do so in the hope that we will have our eyes opened to and
participate in what God is up to in the world, not only on Sundays but on Wednesdays too.33 For if
we get good enough at forgiving those who gather around the Lord’s Table, we hope that we might
also get good at forgiving those who gather with us around the breakfast table, and around other
tables, too, where the business of life is discussed. In other words, ‘our everyday experience of life in
the congregation is training in the arts of forgiveness; it is everyday, practical confirmation of the
truthfulness of the Christian vision’.34
‘Failing at such truthfulness, we acquiesce to the sentimentality of a culture which assumes that we
have nothing more to offer empty people than to make their lives a little less miserable’.35 As Stanley
Hauerwas put it in his wonderful memoir, Hannah’s Child, ‘Through worship, the world learns the
truth that is required for our being truthful about ourselves and one another’.36 Isn’t that one of the
reasons that we place ourselves in communities of faith? To learn to love people that we don’t really
like that much – people who irritate us, people who we find odd and who we’d never be seen dead
with otherwise, people who frustrate us and hurt us and disappoint us. To embrace, and to be
embraced by, the reality of the Supper is, as Miroslav Volf reminds us, to trust that we already are, in
a sense, reconciled and that ‘we will one day be seated together at the eternal table of friendship,
with Christ as our host’.37 It is an invitation to live as if the one who first appeared as a stranger at
the Emmaus breakfast was serious when he preached the so-called Sermon on the Mount. It is an
always on the way towards a promised goal’. This confession recalls that the act which constitutes the Church is itself
an act of self-dispossession, an act of putting to death or of laying aside all temptation to ‘power’ and ‘mastery’ and to
be completely abandoned to the continuous and reckless practice of divesting all that it has with joyful and liberal
humility: ‘To those who have, more will be given, and from those who have nothing, even what they have will be taken
away’ (Matt 13.12; 25.29; Mk 4.24–25; Lk 8.18; 19.26). In this sense the Church is called to be the most paradoxical of
institutions, completely lost in the world, and concerned not with its stability and permanence, but with its
homelessness and dispossession, completely abandoned in faith, hope and love. See Douglas John Hall, Bound and
Free: A Theologian's Journey (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2005), 82.
32
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invitation to foretaste humanity’s full rescue from anonymity and a vision of the ultimate meaning of
every human person and story.38
4. Hospitality
We have highlighted the way in which the Supper directs us to, and invites us into, a particular story.
That story includes the world, and so the Supper is to be shared not only with family members (i.e.,
those who worship the Triune God made known in Jesus Christ) but also with strangers and even
enemies. For the Supper, like the Church itself, is an event of the Spirit made porous to the world:
‘the bread that I will give’, Jesus said, is ‘for the life of the world’ (John 6.51).39
Certainly the Supper calls upon us to locate our thinking about, and our prayers for, the Church
within God’s broader soteriological and missiological and public horizon and so to reject the
ecclesiocentricity so often associated with our sacramental existence. It symbolises the openness of
divine hospitality to any who will come and, in Gustavo Gutiérrez’s words, ‘enter into the circuit of
love that unites the persons of the Trinity’.40 Few have pressed this point more powerfully than
Jürgen Moltmann:
The church owes its life to the Lord and its fellowship to his supper, not the other way round. Its
invitation goes out to all whom he is sent to invite. If a church were to limit the openness of his
invitation of its own accord, it would be turning the Lord’s supper into the church’s supper and putting
its own fellowship at the centre, not fellowship with him … The Lord’s supper takes place on the basis of
an invitation which is as open as the outstretched arms of Christ on the cross. Because he died for the
reconciliation of ‘the world’, the world is invited to reconciliation in the supper. It is not the openness of
this invitation, it is the restrictive measures of the churches which have to be justified before the face of
41
the crucified Jesus.

The evangelical character of the Supper recalls God’s invitation to every Judas to take the ‘long
journey backward’42 into the arms of divine irresponsibility. The Supper reminds the Church that it is
not elected to be humanity’s bad cook, pushing at human beings ‘the lumpy mashed potatoes of
morality or the thin gruel of spiritual uplift’.43 Rather, the Church is caught up in Love’s own
conspiracy, in ‘sneaking to the world the delectability of grace’, the solid cheesecake Good News
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Martin Luther (ed. John Nicholas Lenker; vol. 1; Grand Rapids: Baker Book House, 2000), 207; cf. Robert Farrar Capon,
The Parables of Grace (Grand Rapids: Wm. B. Eerdmans, 1988), 140–1; Welker, What Happens in Holy Communion? 73.
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Edwin Muir, 'The Transfiguration' in Collected Poems (ed. Edwin Muir; London: Faber and Faber, 1960), 198–200.
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that God, in the end, has a sweet tooth.44 To eat at the Lord’s Table, therefore, is to be summoned to
eat the food of missionaries.45
It is also to find ourselves in communion with all those creatures – human and otherwise – who
suffer and are exploited at greed’s hands. To sup is to feel a physical hunger in the world that the
gospel repudiates. The Supper, therefore, plays a conscienticising,46 subversive and politicising
function as it calls upon God’s people to really love their neighbour. It stands as a rebuke and
corrective of our trivialisation of the Gospel, recalling that the banquet of the Lord is a justice meal
eaten in the midst of injustice. It is a sharing meal, shared in the midst of accumulation and
hoarding. It is communal conviviality, embraced in the midst of private pain and brokenness – and it
is mocked when we refuse to embody the justice it proclaims.47
My final point under this heading of hospitality is the most important: namely, that it is none other
than Christ who gathers God’s beloved together around the Table. The only reason that Baptism and
the Supper are signs of the Church’s hope is because they are signs of the one who ‘leads the world
into the liberty of the divine life’.48 Jesus, and not the ordained minister, is the host. It is, after all, his
Table, and his font, and his pulpit, and his congregation, and the Church, after all, has only one
priest. How miserable therefore, is the truth that so much schism and denominational conflict in the
body of Christ has come via debates on who can and who cannot preside at the Lord’s Supper. While
the Church has every responsibility to set apart those whom it believes God has called for ‘a decent
ordering of the Lord’s Table’, those set apart serve as stewards of mysteries not of their authorship,
but aware always that ‘the authority in the Eucharist lies not in the order of the person appointed …
but in Christ’s priesthood alone’.49 We might do better in bringing this truth home to others if those
charged by the church to serve as eucharistic superintendents themselves ate and drank before
serving the rest of the congregation.50
44

Ibid. 488.
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Ibid., 252.
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2008), 170.
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‘who’; namely, the total self-giving Christ, risen and ascended and fully present with us. So ‘when we come to Holy
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The fifth thing that the Supper invites us to reconsider is …
5. Power
The word ‘power’ births different reactions in different people. For some, it evokes hope, for others
suspicion, and for others, temptation.51 Our own Book of Order52 uses the word ‘love’ once, ‘Holy
Spirit’ and ‘law’ 7 times, ‘Holy Communion’ 12 times, ‘Jesus’ 13 times, ‘God’ 38 times, and the word
‘power’ 55 times. (For the record, the word ‘grace’ does not appear at all.) Whatever one may wish
to conclude from these numbers, one can at least observe here something of the Church’s anxiety
about power and control. Of course, we are not here talking about what Shakespeare’s Macbeth
called ‘barefaced power’,53 but it is power no less real that the Church fears being abused. For as
Charles Taylor reminds us, ‘Power can allow itself illusions’.54
Now ‘one of the greatest problems of history is’, as Martin Luther King Jr. once noted, ‘that the
concepts of love and power have usually been contrasted as opposites – polar opposites – so that
love is identified with a resignation of power, and power with the denial of love … What is needed’,
he says, ‘is a realization that power without love is reckless and abusive, and love without power is
sentimental and anemic. Power at its best is love implementing the demands of justice, and justice
at its best is power correcting everything that stands against love’.55
At this point, Christian theologians will want to raise a finger, like John the Baptist, towards one in
whom such love and power are not only possible but also take a particular shape which undermines
Rowan Williams, 'The Church: God's Pilot Project' (Conference paper presented at Clergy Synod, Chelmsford, 5 April,
2006). Attempts to locate Jesus in the different elements of the feast misses the point entirely for in the freedom of the
Host’s love, he has promised to be there and to make himself known.
51
See Briony Martin, Coming to Terms with Power (Grove Spirituality Series; Cambridge: Grove Books, 1999), 3–6; Maori
Marsden, 'God, Man and Universe: A Maori View' in Te Ao Hurihuri: The World Moves On: Aspects of Maoritanga (ed.
Michael King; Auckland: Hicks Smith/Methuen, 1977), 119.
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the sin-soaked forms which constitute all too often what we name as ‘normal’. Here the
disengagement between liturgy and ethics bespeaks the paucity of the Church’s imagination, and it
is precisely a recovery or birthing of eucharistic and baptismal imagination that the Church so
desperately requires today, not least as it engages in enacted conversations around ecclesial identity
in an increasingly post-Constantinian West, in enacted conversations around gender and sexuality in
pastoral leadership, in enacted conversations around the fact that 925 million people who share life
with us on this planet are malnourished, in enacted conversations around the fact that around a
quarter of the world’s human population are living in what the World Bank has called ‘absolute
poverty’, and in enacted conversations which are as beset with alarm and power-politics as they are
with witness and faithful hermeneutics. The Supper gives Christians new ways to imagine – and to
enact – power.56 And this is critical because Christian worship loses its integrity when it becomes
either isolated from the realities of life, or an escape from the implications of oppression. As Duncan
Forrester reminds us, ‘It is impossible to keep company with Christ if we refuse to accept the
company he has chosen to keep. Following the patristic principle ubi Christus ibi ecclesia (where
Christ is, there is the Church), it is necessary to go to find Christ and therefore the Church among the
poor he loves, to listen to them, and to learn afresh from them how to worship God in Spirit and in
truth … Worship separated from the great issues of liberty and justice has become idolatry, an
instrument of ideological manipulation, a way of hiding from God rather than encountering [God]’.57
Jesus’ Table certainly bids us to conceive of power in exclusively non-abusive ways, for here we are
speaking of the power to forgive sinners, of the power for which St Paul prays that we may
‘comprehend, with all the saints, what is the breadth and length and height and depth, and to know
the love of Christ that surpasses knowledge’ (Eph 3.18–19). It is the power of vulnerability in loving
community, and of community in loving vulnerability. It is the power that R.S. Thomas has in mind
when he writes:
When we are weak, we are
strong. When our eyes close
on the world, then somewhere
within us the bush
burns. When we are poor
and aware of the inadequacy
of our table, it is to that
58
uninvited the guest comes.

It is the power of transparent and humble commitments.59 It is the power of freedom exposed in
weakness. It is the power that rejoices in patterns of authority that echo the life-giving manner of
one who reinstated that other ‘Judas’ – Peter – with the words ‘Feed my lambs’ (John 21.15). It is, in
short, the power of the Triune Life.60
56
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The Supper recalls that the Church is
the most vulnerable of all communities, roaming through the world with no place of its own, suspended
over the abyss of nonbeing, upheld solely by a Word that calls it continually into being. It is a church
whose identity lies outside itself, whose institutional continuity is not a possession but an eschatological
promise … Without a time, without a place. The church of Jesus Christ is the most fragile of all
institutions, since its own constitution (so to speak) strictly prohibits any attempt to win for itself
institutional security and continuity … [T]o confess is to venture the risk of obedience. To confess is to
61
stand exposed before the strangeness of the one who calls.

And at this point, Stanley Hauerwas and William Willimon offer some challenging words to us:
[The] church is dying a slow death at the hands of pastors who are nice, pastors who are themselves
miserable because they are attempting to “help people” with no basis for that help, and no safeguard
for themselves, other than their desire to be nice and help people. Indeed, one of us is tempted to think
that there is not much wrong with the church that could not be cured by God calling about a hundred
really insensitive, uncaring, and offensive people into the ministry!
A better way is for us to be so confident that the gospel is true that we dare not say less to the
people we are called to serve.
Power arises from truthfulness. The power of Christian clergy lies, not in their cultural significance,
but in their service to the living truth who is Jesus Christ. Although Christianity is not about “liberation”
as the world defines it, we are about power, and there is no need for a false humility among Christians
about our lack of power. Servanthood is power insofar as it is obedience to the One who is the way, the
truth, and the life. Clergy must not assume that their disempowerment by the culture means that they
have no power. A Christian pastor is a powerful person because only the pastor has been given the
authority to serve the eucharist and to preach the Word for the church – to point to the very presence
of God among us. That is power.
So the real challenge for clergy is not how to live as powerless persons in a world that recognizes
only the power of politics. The challenge is how to be a person who is morally capable of exercising the
awesome power of Word and sacrament as bestowed by God and God’s church. Clergy become
dangerous when they act as if they are so powerless that they could not hurt people. Imagine a medical
student coming to medical school saying, “I want to be a doctor, but I do not want to take any courses
in anatomy because I do not enjoy anatomy.” The medical school would say, in effect, “To heck with
your personal preferences. We do not want you cutting on people if you do not know anatomy!”
Yet many seminaries allow future pastors to avoid mastery of church history or theology – perhaps
62
because the seminary assumes that, after all, the clergy cannot kill anybody through their ignorance.

6. Catholicity
The history of (at least) the Western Church and its current life bears out the claim that the Supper
has been the subject of more controversy than has any other facet of its life.63 There is both shame
and irony here: shame because the Church is by divine design catholic and because its witness to
what the Supper proclaims is undermined by such controversy; irony because Jesus is host at only
one table and offers us only one cup from which we must all drink. Still, Jesus’ invitation at the
Supper remains God’s embrace of all the ways in which our communion is faulty, subverted or
betrayed. In bread and wine, he takes into his hands our betrayal, cowardice, isolation, distance and

Epistemology in the Faith Tradition of Abraham and Sarah (Gen 18:1–15)', Zeitschrift fur die alttestamentliche
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misunderstanding, saying, ‘This is my body, given for you’. In spite of the barriers we have erected,
the Supper remains a sacrament of unity, joining us together in Christ’s triumphant joy.64
Since the Day of Pentecost, the Church has been discerned wherever the baptised have ‘devoted
themselves to the apostles’ teaching and fellowship, to the breaking of bread and the prayers’ (Acts
2.42). On the basis of this early practice, the Church in all ages has identified the Supper as one of
the so-called ‘marks’ of the Church’s catholicity. Ignatius of Antioch, for example, who was a student
of the Apostle John, insisted that the eucharist is ‘the criterion of catholic orthodoxy’.65 In the
following century, Justin Martyr simply assumes that the Church’s feast on ‘the flesh and blood of
that incarnate Jesus’ is part of what makes the Church the true household of God.66 That the Supper
served as one of the criteria of the Church’s catholicity was also pressed throughout the Middle
Ages, and in the evangelical re-discoveries of the sixteenth-century. So while the Second Vatican
Council could assert that there is no Eucharist without the priest,67 those of us who trace our family
lineage back to the Reform movement of the sixteenth century will want to affirm the opposite;
namely, that there is no priesthood, i.e., no people of God, no Church, without the Supper. And here
Rome and Geneva and Wittenberg and Canterbury and Constantinople agree – that the Supper
belongs at the very centre of Christian life, worship and witness. In Calvin’s famous words:
‘Wherever we see the Word of God purely preached and heard, and the sacraments administered
according to Christ’s institution, there, it is not to be doubted, a church of God exists’.68
It is this truth that many Protestants need to recover for, as Richard Norris rightly observes of a large
portion of North American Protestants, ‘one gets the impression that nowadays … the eucharist is
for practical purpose viewed with a certain condescension … It is a phenomenon one is obliged to
acknowledge but with which one nevertheless prefers not to be excessively familiar’.69 Or in the
chilling words of R.S. Thomas, ‘the spider would run from the chalice, and the wine lie there for a
time, cold and unwanted by all …’.70
Why a community claiming to be concerned with the proclamation of God’s good news would
neglect to taste the Word in the Supper each time it gathers to hear the Word expounded in human
speech truly is an oddity. George Hunsinger suggests – rightly in my view – that ‘a preaching office
without its eucharistic complement in the weekly liturgy … [is] like a head without a torso, while a
64
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sacramental priestly office without a robust liturgy of the Word would be much the reverse. It has
been said, not without justice, that Protestants have their religion too much in their heads. If Calvin
rather than Zwingli were our liturgical guide, he would be taken seriously when he wrote that the
eucharist should be received “very often, and at least [ad minimum] once a week” (Inst. IV.17.43)’.71
7. Martyrdom
To take up Jesus’ invitation to eat and drink ‘in remembrance of me’ is to do more than simply
engage in some quaint liturgical performance. It is to ‘accept living under the sign of the cross and in
the hope of resurrection. It is to accept the meaning of a life lived to the point of death – at the
hands of the powerful of this world – for love of others’.72
Whenever the community discards its linen clothes but retains its body, whenever it turns one cheek
but not the other, whenever it forgives seven times but not eight, whenever it gives a coat but not a
cloak, whenever it walks one mile but not two, whenever it keeps a reserve of scarce resources for a
rainy day, and whenever it exchanges the garments of joy for the protection of the state, it attracts
the danger of being turned from God’s witness into God’s whore. Moreover, the Supper reminds
God’s people that the way we best serve the world is not by becoming more like it but rather by
becoming more unlike it. It reminds us that the only way the world can know that it is ‘the world’ is if
the Church is ‘the Church’.73 Only when the Church is ‘the Church’ – i.e., a people who embody a
different form of politics – might the world be given a vision of an alternative way of being that
recognises the necessity for repentance. This is the reality that martyrdom gifts to the world, for this
is the kind of gift that exposes false cities from the true one in an effort to bring all cities under
Christ’s rule.74
I believe that whenever the community fashions its life in the shadow of the Supper, it is loving the
world that God loves. It is also freely offering its body in ‘the full knowledge that its body is always
already the broken body of Christ’. As Craig Hovey points out, ‘Like baptism, not only is the Eucharist
a preparation for Christian death, but it is so by constituting a new kind of life, unbounded by fear. It
is no accident that the Last Supper immediately precedes the temptations of the garden’.75
My point here is simple: the Eucharist is a meal for would-be martyrs, a last supper, if you like, for
those whose life is shaped by the narrative of love’s good news. It is a meal given to make life
intelligible. Little wonder that many of the martyrs in the early Church – and today – regarded the
Supper as the essential preparation for the coming persecution, as ‘an invitation to, and the
beginnings of, the heavenly banquet of which they were about to partake in full’.76 The body
reconfigured in the liturgy of the Supper is a body whose doxological response is a revolt against the
71
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privation of all that is good in the world. It is a body, therefore, always ready to be put to death, not
as a victim but as a martyr, and as a martyr because it is a body that envisions an apocalyptic hope in
the final imitation of Christ; namely, resurrection and ascension.
The fact that we have eaten since we last gathered around Christ’s Table should be experienced as
something of what Jamie Smith calls ‘a kind of sanctified letdown. For every week that we celebrate
the Eucharist is another week that the kingdom and its feast have not yet fully arrived. And every
week the words of institution remind us of this fact, for we do it “until he comes”’.77 Insofar as this is
true, it is the meal for those whose lives are constituted by hope. And hope is the final thing that I
wish to highlight about what the Supper proclaims.
8. Hope
To be the people of God is to be a people for whom the liveliness of hope defines a way of being.
From within the Reformed tradition out of which I speak, the liveliness of hope is sustained by God
through the ministry of Sermon, Baptism and Supper.78 While hope must encompass all of life and is
therefore not reducible to Word and sacraments, there can be no experience of Christian hope apart
from Word and sacraments and, therefore, apart from Christian community.
Moreover, the Supper reminds the Jesus Community that it is called to be shaped more by its future
than by its past. In the words of Dietrich Bonhoeffer, ‘The church of Christ witnesses to the end of all
things. It lives from the end, it thinks from the end, it acts from the end, it proclaims its message
from the end … The church speaks within the old world about the new world. And because it is surer
of the new world than of anything else, it sees the old world only in the light of the new world’.79
This is not to denigrate the past or the present, for all of history is gathered up into God’s
redemption. But it is to aver that the Community is most truly itself not when it looks back to the
first, or to the sixteenth, century but when it lifts its gaze to the horizon to squint hopefully for the
future coming of God in the new creation. The Supper assists the Community to see that both past
and future are held together in God who, as on the Emmaus road, stands among us and says ‘Peace
be with you … Have you anything here to eat?’ (Luke 24.36, 41). The Supper of the hoping Church is
‘the eschatological sign of the coming kingdom in history’,80 a symbol of the coming shalom feast of
the nations and the beginning and foretaste of the kingdom’s universal banquet in which all
humanity will feast. To gather around this Table is to anticipate the day when every knee will bow
and every tongue confess, and when the kingdom of the world becomes ‘the kingdom of our Lord
and of his Christ’ (Rev 11.15). To gather around this Table, therefore, is to experience the
transformation of time itself. This is because the feast is held in the presence of the Lord of history
who carries those around the Table into his own eschatological time from before the foundation of
the world to his wilderness feast on the Sinai Peninsula, to his table fellowship and death in
Palestine, to his liberating power which comes to us from the future and opens up new and as-yetunknown possibilities.
There is a good reason why some parts of the Church refer to the Supper as the ‘eucharist’, for
eucharistos means thankful. When we gather around the Table we are, in freedom, thankfully
anticipating the joy of the new creation, the joy of the fulness of the Son’s gift to the Father – i.e.,
the reconciliation of all things. We are thankful that in the coming of the Spirit, creation has begun
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to be conscious of its charismatic renewal and commission. One practical implication of this has
been noted:
If Eucharist as giving thanks were central in our celebration of the Lord’s Supper, we might find
ourselves dancing in the aisles, clapping our hands, and becoming carried away in the exuberance of
the moment. Perhaps one of the reasons Reformed Protestants are often characterized as ‘God’s frozen
chosen’ is that we do not celebrate Eucharist frequently enough to be formed as a grateful
people. Without Eucharist, we put too much emphasis on what we accomplish, upon our duty and
responsibility. When we do celebrate the sacrament of Holy Communion, we often do so with a funeral
attitude that focuses upon the death of Christ and forgets that the sacrament is also a resurrection
meal. One sign of hope is that many of the newer Communion hymns are joyful. The sad and grim focus
of so many Communion services may be one reason that we want to limit their frequency. Who wants
81
those doleful services any more often than absolutely necessary?

IV. Some concluding thoughts …
It has been proposed that ‘seminaries have produced clergy who are agents of modernity, experts in
the art of congregational adaptation to the cultural status-quo, enlightened facilitators whose years
of education have trained them to enable believers to detach themselves from the insights, habits,
stories and structures that make the church the church’.82 If this assessment is right, then one
challenge for church leaders and teachers is to help to keep communities of faith earthed in the
habits, stories and structures that make the Church the Church. Generations of believers have
testified that Pulpit, Font and Table are the language that God uses to communicate to us, to form us
more fully into the imago christi and, in Hauerwas’ words, to ‘educate Christians in liberal
societies’.83 These are the language spaces through which God teaches us to put to death our tribal
loyalties. These are the language spaces through which God teaches us to beat our swords into
ploughshares, and our spears into pruning hooks.84 These are the language spaces through which
God teaches us to welcome the naked and the hungry, the prisoner and the refugee. These are the
language spaces through which God reminds us that God is not immune to the world’s deepest
suffering and that even the grave is not unfamiliar territory to God. These are the language spaces
through which God announces that the kingdom belongs to the poor, that those who weep now will
laugh and those who laugh now will weep. These are the language spaces through which God
commands us to love our enemies and do good to those who hate us, to bless those who curse us,
and to pray for those who make life hell for us. These are the language spaces through which God
says ‘Give to everyone who asks you, and if anyone takes what belongs to you, do not demand it
back’ (Luke 6.30). These are the language spaces of the new covenant wherein God and humanity
are pledged to be to one another a sign of unconditional love.
81
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I believe that faith is celebrated and faith’s loves embodied in the practices of community-forming
liturgies, whereby we dramatise our graced convictions and spur each other on to participate in, and
to be continually recreated by, the faith which has taken hold of us. At the core of this action, I have
suggested, is the Supper, that event around which communities gather to remember, and to be remembered. It is the event through which the walls of death are breached and the first fruits of a new
reconciled humanity experience God’s gathering of a ‘deep communion of existence’.85 It is the
event in which God gives us God’s body and therein makes us one. It is the event in which the
Community is generated, where God ‘never ceases to be found anew’ and where ‘the Church is most
compactly herself’.86 It is the event where, in all the cultural flux of our times, where in the midst of
spiritual pessimism, where in the massed choir of competing voices that is our digital cyberinhabited environment, where in our confusion, anxiety and driven existence, we are given a place
to gather and regain a sense of perspective. It is the event that holds out against the centrifugal
forces of a world complex and dangerous, self-destructively greedy and unable to curb the human
appetite to possess, and that calls us to embrace the imperative to be on the side of life.87
I wish to share one final quotation. It comes from Walter Brueggemann:
At the table we eat and drink to another reality and toward another order … if we are to understand
shalom at all, we shall understand it at the table. It is at the table as nowhere else that we get our
minds off ourselves long enough to think of God’s promises and God’s tasks. Most of the time the
church is busy worrying about well-being, survival, reputation, success. At the table, we occasionally put
those temptations in perspective and see that they do not really matter. No doubt it is not possible for
us as the church, any more than any other community, to live always with that demanding reassuring
awareness. But what a marvel and a gift! We have given to us and can value that moment of truth when
we come face-to-face with realities that let us break free of our immobilizing self-preoccupation.
At the table as nowhere else we are made aware that true life is in mystery and not in management.
At the table there is no worry about numbers of members or budget, but only the reminder of
meanings given that we don’t have to explain or manufacture. It is overpowering, when we reflect on it,
that all the key verbs in that drama have [Jesus] as subject and not us. We are the subject of no
important active verbs at the table. He took and he blessed and he broke and he gave to us again. It is
his table; we are welcome guests, and we don’t fix the menu or pay the bill.
It follows that at the table, as nowhere else, we are the Lord’s, not ours. We are not ours, and he is
88
not ours. We need not worry there about our destiny. We do not have to justify our existence there.

As a feast of divine generosity, the Supper reminds the Community that it lives by God alone. As a
feast of creation’s bounty, the Supper evokes God’s determination for a covenant partner. As a feast
which redefines the human narrative, the Supper recalls that the meaning given to our lives comes
via the announcement that creation is the object of the divine drama, a story in which the people of
God have a unique role to play. As a feast open to the world, it demonstrates the community’s
posture of hospitality to all. As a feast incontrovertibly bound up with the crucifixion of Jesus, the
Supper forces us to rethink our categories of power and weakness. As a feast embracing the entire
Community, the Supper exposes the Community’s catholicity. As a feast grounded in the economy of
cruciform love and celebrated amidst the world’s violence, the Supper always retains the possibility
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of being our last meal. And finally, as a feast open to the future it demonstrates the Community’s
universal hope. To celebrate the Supper is to do no less than to ‘share even now in love’s victory’.89
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Dunedin, February 2011
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