Come to me, and I will refresh you…

An Instructed Eucharist for the 11 o’clock service
The Rev. Paige M. Blair
“Come to me, all you that are weary and are carrying heavy burdens, and I will give you rest. Take my yoke upon you, and learn from me; for I am gentle and humble in heart, and you will find rest for your souls. For my yoke is easy, and my burden is light.”

As Christians on our journey of faith, we are blessed to respond, over and over, to Jesus’ invitation to come to him, to allow him to refresh us.  One of the ways we accept that invitation is by our regular participation in the celebration of the Eucharist.

This morning, in lieu of a sermon, we will have three reflections on the history, spirituality and theology of the Eucharist, and explore the spiritual and biblical origins of this sacrament.  Not that sacred mysteries are meant to be understood, like an algebraic formula, or law of physics, but because we come to understand, a little more, every time we open ourselves to God through the sacraments, every time we hear Jesus call to us, “Come to me,” and respond, “Yes.”
The word “liturgy,” in Greek, laos ergon, means “the work of the people.” Worship is not a performance by us and the choir, and you are not the audience! Instead, all of us make an offering to God—God is our audience. And so I invite you to follow along in your red prayer books and bulletins, to play your part, say and sing your lines with gusto, as we do this work of the people, to the glory of God.

The service of Holy Eucharist begins with the Entrance Rite, which gathers us together in worship of Almighty God. It includes the Opening Voluntary, allowing people to gather in prayer, an opening hymn, followed by an Opening Acclamation, which changes from season to season, and acclaims some aspect of God’s nature. During Ordinary Time, or the season after Pentecost which begins on Trinity Sunday, the Opening Acclamation celebrates the triune nature of God.
The Collect for Purity follows. The Collect for Purity reminds us that for God to be known to us, we must be known to God, from whom no secrets are hid, and was part of our Eucharistic liturgy as early as the 11th century, and was at times prayed solely by the priest as part of the vesting rite.
The Gloria, or another song of praise follows, depending on the season.  The Gloria is dated to the second century, and continues the theme of praising God. The celebrant then addresses the congregation using an ancient Jewish greeting: “The Lord be with you.” And the Collect of the Day follows; a prayer meant to shape our worship for that Sunday, in this case, the Feast of St. Francis.  The congregation responds by saying Amen, a Hebrew word meaning “so be it,” indicating the congregation’s assent to the prayer. 

The reading of and reflecting on scripture is a Jewish tradition that continued in the early church. The readings’ location in this service, coming before the breaking of bread, hales from the actions of Christ himself.  Usually we hear a reading from the Hebrew Bible, a Psalm, which was a hymn in its first life, and a reading from the Epistles. 

The Gospel is set apart by our words, music and actions because it is read so that we may experience the presence of Jesus through his own words.  We stand and say special responses, praising and glorifying Christ before and after the reading by the deacon. Some people make small crosses with their thumbs on their foreheads, lips and chest, as they pray that Christ be in their minds, on their lips, and in their hearts. 

Let us turn to worship Almighty God, with the opening acclamation for Ordinary Time, found on page 355.
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When I prepare a sermon, I ask God to break open these ancient texts, and show me the Good News for today, so that I may break them open for you, and offer you spiritual bread for your journey. This week’s good news is indeed that Jesus invites us to come to him, to be refreshed by him.  He invites us to share our burdens and travails with him.  And indeed, to find rest for our souls, in him.  We, as members of the Body of Christ, are called to go out into the world and break open this story for others, sharing with them how the Good News of God in Jesus Christ is their story as well, and inviting them into a deeper relationship with God, inviting them to find rest and refreshment in him.  Just as those early disciples did, and just as we do when we come together in this place, and celebrate—truly celebrate—the sacraments.  Sacraments are outward and visible signs of inward and invisible graces. The bread and wine, the Body and Blood of Christ, broken and poured out, are the outward and visible sign of the inward and invisible grace of God’s gift of abundant love which is the life, death and resurrection of Jesus Christ, into which each of us is baptized, that we may experience resurrections out of our deep pains, that we may have everlasting life in him.

On Sundays and feast days we continue with the Creed. The Creed’s “We” language reminds us of the spiritual reality that we believe within in a larger community of faith, and even during those times when we doubt, the larger community, the larger “We” believes on our behalf. 

The Prayers of the People expand that community even further, as we pray for the church and the world, the nation, our local community, those who suffer, and those who have died. 

Because we live our relationship to God in the communion of the Body of Christ, the Confession and Absolution are also a communal activity. Private confession is an option, but not a requirement, in our tradition. 

Reconciled to God through prayer, we turn to each other to offer reconciliation in the Peace, as Jesus made it very clear that before we come to God’s altar, we must be reconciled to one another. Although The Peace is often associated with the revisions that brought us the 1979 prayer book, there are many references to The Peace in the Epistles and other documents of the early, first century, church.

Now let us stand and say together the story of our faith, the Nicene Creed, on p. 358.

Nicene Creed

Prayers of the People

The Peace

The Eucharistic prayer is based in large part on the Jewish Passover. There are four essential actions in the Liturgy of the Sacrament, which follow Jesus’ actions in the feeding of the multitude, and in the Last Supper, which was also a Passover meal, and at the meal with the folks from the road to Emmaus: He took bread, blessed it, broke it and gave it to his disciples. 

The offertory is the first action, as we take from what God has given us, and return a portion of it to God. When the bread and wine are brought forward, the celebrant takes the bread and wine and prepares the table.

The Eucharistic Prayer is the second action, the blessing. Eucharist means “thanksgiving” in Greek. We give thanks to God by remembering and by seeking to commune. Praying shapes believing, and memory shapes who we are. We are people with whom God has been present through our salvation history: from creation unto today. We are people for whom God made the ultimate sacrifice, in Jesus Christ. We remember Christ’s resurrection, and his overcoming death on our behalf, so that we may have everlasting life, having been made God’s children. And we seek communion, with God and the entire Communion of Saints in all times and in all places, the Angels, Archangels and all the company of heaven, as we sing, as we pray, and as we receive the broken Body and Blood of Christ, in which we experience the Real Presence of our Lord and Savior. We receive the Body of Christ to become the Body of Christ in the world.

The Lord’s Prayer reminds us that through Jesus Christ, we call the Creator, Father, our Father, again reminds us that we believe in community with others, for the prayer does not begin “My Father…” but “Our Father.”

The Breaking of the Bread, or the Fraction, is the third action in the Eucharist. It symbolizes the reality that we who are many are one body, as we share in one bread, and commemorates Christ’s suffering and death, his body broken on the cross. It symbolizes how we too are broken and offered to the world, and every time the priest breaks the host, we remember that God meets us in our very brokenness.
The fourth action in the Eucharist is the giving, the Administration. Communion is received first by receiving the bread by placing your right hand over your left and extending it to the priest. You may then eat the bread, and receive the wine, by guiding the chalice to your lips. Or you may hold the wafer and dip it in the wine, a method called “intinction”—which means “to make pink.”

Having accepted Jesus’ invitation to find rest and refreshment in him we pray The postcommunion prayer which continues our thanksgiving and reminds us that communion is not an end in itself. Having been so refreshed, fed with spiritual food at this banquet, we are sent out to be the Body of Christ, to love and serve God, and make Christ know in the world.  Similarly, after the closing hymn and the deacon gives the Dismissal and sends us out, giving us our “job description”: Go in Peace to Love and Serve the Lord.  And we Thank God for giving us this ministry. The Closing Voluntary allows us some reflective time to prayerfully consider how we will respond to that call, to serve the Lord and as members of the Body of Christ, to break open this Great Story, and make Jesus known to others by inviting them to find rest and refreshment in the experience of this story as their own.
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Go in Peace to Love and Serve the Lord...
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