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extensive comments from Volf to note that a willingness to be open rather than bounded
is both common and challenging.

I would like to introduce here the concept of permeable belonginghe idea that
there is a clear understanding of the community to which members belong, but that entry
points are intentionally porous. When considering what it means to

belong to the Body of Christ, those who approach the Lord’s Table

are affirmed in their unity to one another through Christ; the
Lordship of Jesus himself is the core to which all belonging is w
centered. Christ must be the center, the essence of ultimate belonging -
within a community of believers who call themselves Christians.
When it comes to understanding the identity of a community, the periphery, or boundary,
is less critical than the core. If Christ is at the heart of identity within a community, the
boundaries become less significant; but they do not disappear. Rather than considering
those boundaries as solid and rigid, like a metal ball however
(Fig. 2), I propose to think of them more like a woven basket,
clearly identifiable, but able to be easily penetrated (Fig. 3).

I imagine a solid boundary of belonging to be one of

Figure 3, Woven
Boundary

assurance—assurance of who is “inside” and “outside” of that
boundary. Those who belong learn to trust one another, know one
another well, rely on one another, and ideally, express the love of Christ sacrificially for
one another. All of that is possible because members clearly know who belongs and who
does not. But like the exoskeleton of an insect, or the cell wall of a plant, solid boundaries

leave no space for growth, expansion, or opportunity to change based on the
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environment. Ultimately, if an insect does not break its exterior structure and grow a new
one, it dies. Likewise, I believe that congregations who excessively value the unity of
belonging, who assert that membership is not ambiguous, will have no opportunity to
grow or expand, or survive in the long term.

On the other hand, oftentimes when a congregation shifts its primary identity to
being “seeker-sensitive” or welcoming outsiders and is focused on drawing in new
people, boundaries are completely removed, with no distinction between “guests” and
“members.” This posture diminishes the ability to trust one another, know one another
well, and love and mutually care for one another. Belonging becomes diffused into what I
can only describe as gaseous vapor, with participants fluttering from one appealing mist
of a church to another. It becomes challenging—or impossible—to recognize the identity
of a community whose central core is Christ. Identification of any type of actual
community to which one might belong becomes vague.

These, of course, are hyperbolic extremes, with most expressions of the church
somewhere closer to one or the other form. The challenge is for congregations to practice
ways of selective permeability, deliberate ambiguity around the borders of membership,
but with a firm identity revolving around (and moving towards) the core, which is Jesus.
This posture requires that all identity of membership be based around Jesus: Not simply
“we gather,” but “we gather in Jesus’ name;” not only “let us break bread together,” but

“let us break bread together in Jesus’ name.” A congregation’s actions of gathering,
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belonging, and welcoming must be consistently understood in light of the reality that they

bear the name of Jesus in their essence.'”

Scriptural examples of Permeable Belonging

When observing the stories of Jesus in scripture, a model emerges for how to
understand permeable belonging in churches. Like Jesus’ story of the Good Samaritan
(Luke 10:30-37), Jesus regularly touched and ate with those considered impure in his
community; those who did not “belong.” Like the Pharisees who called for reform of
Judaism, Jesus, too, called his community to alter their standards. However, Jesus’ call
was substantially superior to the Pharisees’ because he “redefined holiness as mercy
rather than separation.”!

Jesus’ participation in meals with others connects his teaching and social concern.
His choice of meal companions—from religious and financial leaders, to the
marginalized and those labeled “sinners,” to close companions and friends—does not

“promote an elite model of Christian community,” but rather an inclusive and expanding

table.!? This very practice of permeable belonging, what Rubio calls being “mercifully

10 A comment must be made here to recognize the role of baptism in the process of belonging.
While this dissertation is deliberately limited to the Eucharistic ritual and not baptism per se, I recognize
that baptism is the traditional and essential initiation rite into the Body of Christ (amongst its other
functions). Churches rightly understand the relationship between these two rituals. I would argue that a
posture of permeable belonging is helpful when understanding even the initiation role of the baptism ritual.
A willingness to embrace initiation with ambiguity recognizes the multitude of ways people enter the Body
of Christ (see Acts 2:41, 8:35-39, 10:44-48, and 19:1-6 for scriptural examples). It also allows for both the
priority of a preferred process (for the Independent Christian Churches, that process is believers’
immersion) as well as flexibility based on particular circumstances.

' Rubio, 83.

12 Ibid., 85.
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inclusive,” is a better identity than solid, exclusionary walls. In fact, merciful inclusion
“can be a means of furthering [a church’s] identity rather than compromising it.”!3

The willingness to be mercifully inclusive, to practice permeable belonging, is
rooted in allegiance to the very nature of God in Christ. It is

Precisely because of the ultimate allegiance to God of a// cultures and to Christ

who offers his “body” as a home for all people [that] Christian children of

Abraham can “depart” from their culture without having to leave it (in contrast to

Abraham himself who had to leave his “country” and “kindred”). Departure is no

longer a spatial category; it can take place within the cultural space one

inhabits.'*
My understanding of permeable belonging is confirmed by Volf’s description of
“departure” from one’s culture, and allegiance to God in Christ, as taking place within
one’s own cultural space. The very nature and example of Christ, who “departed” from
the right hand of God in order to welcome “enemies” of God into God’s Kingdom, allows
churches the ability to loosen the boundaries of “us” and embrace “them” into the porous
boundary of the Body of Christ.

Churches need not sacrifice welcoming others into their midst in order to maintain
an identity of purity; clear, definable and solid boundaries do exactly that. On the other
hand, churches need not sacrifice trust, community and belonging in order to open up the
floodgates to new faces; unclear, vague or absent boundaries do just that. Permeable
belonging welcomes others into a space where Christ is at the center and the periphery

faces inward towards Christ. Churches can find creative ways to practice permeable

belonging in how they eat together and how they practice the Eucharist together.

13 Ibid., 89.

14 Volf, 49. Emphasis in original.
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The final two sections of this chapter explore some thoughtful ways churches can
practice permeable belonging in the ritual of the Lord’s Supper and in other meals they
share together. These sections suggest ideas for re-imagining how churches can practice
the Eucharist and shared meals to foster both belonging and hospitality. While I make
recommendations for churches to consider, they must also keep in mind the particular
context of each congregation, which suggests that expressions of Communion will be
somewhat unique; this posture affirms the congregational nature of the Independent
Christian Churches. However, I challenge churches to think creatively, and to bravely
imagine ways to thoughtfully practice ritual eating of the Lord’s Supper that leads to both

belonging to one another in Christ, and welcoming others into their midst in Jesus’ name.

Re-Imagining Communion Practices

Re-Imagine Purpose

In surveying members of Independent Christian Churches, I discovered that the
majority of those surveyed believe that the purpose of Communion is to cultivate an
individual’s relationship with God in Christ. They do not focus on belonging to a
community, the Body of Christ, or to connecting to God with others.!> In other words,

members of Independent Christian Churches believe that Communion is primarily

15 Lines, “Communion Practices Survey.” Around 80% of survey participants understood
Communion as a time of “introspection on my sins and the forgiveness I receive through the Cross” or
“personal time to reflect on my relationship with God.” These individual-oriented responses contrast with
community-centric responses. Only 42% recognize Communion as “Eating and drinking Jesus’ body and
blood with Jesus’ Body (the Church).” This response tied (42%) with “In breaking the bread and pouring
the cup, we participate in God’s redemptive work.” Finally, the lowest response (28.6%) acknowledged
Communion as a “Ritual to connect to God with others.”
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between themselves and God, a one-on-one relationship, rather than an opportunity to
respond to God—and receive from God—as part of a larger body of believers. |
recommend that churches look for ways to re-imagine and communicate the purposes of
the Eucharistic ritual. As noted throughout this dissertation, historically the purpose of
Communion is multi-faceted, but the primary orientation has been a connection between
God and the people of God. I challenge church leaders to reconsider the very purpose of
the ritual. Only then can they enrich the way they practice the Eucharist in order to foster
belonging and hospitality.

In re-imagining the purpose for shared meals, which will be discussed more in the
following section, I also challenge churches to use shared meals as intersections between
ordinary and holy practices. Can churches look for innovative ways to bring the Lord’s
Supper into a potluck meal? Like Jesus’ table gatherings, and like the meal practice of the
early church, occasionally incorporating the Lord’s Supper ritual into a common meal
reminds participants of the sacredness of the ordinary and grounds the ritual into material
particularity. For churches within the Restoration Movement, this seems quite consistent

with their ideal of restoring New Testament practices.

Re-Imagine Priority

During my research for this dissertation, I noted that the amount of time spent on
Communion is quite minimal when compared to other elements of a worship service. I

personally observed Communion lasting only 4-8 minutes within a worship service, in
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contrast to an average of 25 minutes of singing and 30 minutes for sermons.'¢ As noted in
Chapter 1 of this dissertation, most participants of my research surveys believe that
church leaders prioritize singing and sermons, in contrast to the time spent on
Communion.

If a congregation agrees that a robust practice of Communion can encourage
belonging to the Body of Christ, congregational leaders will need to consider what
changes need to be made to worship services in order to unequivocally highlight the
priority of the Lord’s Supper. These decisions should include the amount of time set
aside for the ritual, as well as where Communion fits within the trajectory of a service.
Does the service move like an arc, with Communion as the climax in the middle of the
service? Does the service flow more like an upward slope, culminating with Communion
as the concluding pinnacle? Does the sermon inform any type of Communion meditation,
or vice versa? A creative worship team can thoughtfully imagine and communicate ways
that highlight the significance of Communion within the broader worship service.

Within Roman Catholic worship, the Mass is generally shaped around the
consecration and distribution of the Eucharist.!” As part of the Protestant tradition,
Independent Christian Churches have historically prioritized sermons in the worship

service, while maintaining the obligation for weekly observance of Communion. Re-

16 Personal research observations of Anaheim First Christian Church, Anaheim, CA, (October 2
and 16, 2016); Eastside Christian Church, Anaheim, CA, (December 10, 2016), and East View Christian
Church, Normal, IL, (December 2, 2017).

17 “General Instruction of the Roman Missal,” accessed December 4, 2018,
http://www.vatican.va/roman_curia/congregations/ccdds/documents/rc_con_ccdds_doc 20030317 ordina
mento-messale_en.html. Paragraph 78 lists the Eucharistic Prayer as “the center and summit of the entire
celebration.”
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thinking the priority and value of the Eucharist will require a paradigm shift for many
leaders. In the words of Restoration historian Bryan Lambert,
We are the prisoners of our own customs. My own experience in trying to
encourage change in one or two minor arrangements at the service of the Supper
in a local congregation makes me skeptical whether anything can be done at all
except through lengthy teaching. Certainly one of the greatest challenges we face
from the very start is making the Lord’s Supper the truly central act of worship in
our churches instead of one of the two, or the lesser of the two features of
worship, the other and more dominant being the sermon, which for generations of
Protestants has been the reason they come to church.'®
As mentioned in Chapter 1, many Independent Christian Churches are considered
“mega churches” that is, churches with at least 2000 weekly participants.!® Churches with
large attendance may be challenged by the logistics of prioritizing the Lord’s Supper in a
way that participants regularly and actively understand its significance.?’ I imagine the
tendency would default towards a utilitarian and efficient approach to nourishing several
thousand participants.?! In that vein, I want to encourage the leaders of these churches to
seriously imagine ways to highlight the formative value of the Lord’s Supper. William
Willimon suggests that
The bigger and more widespread a church’s membership, the more often it needs
to eat together. After all, we know what happens to people who eat together....

Larger churches sometimes claim that Communion is difficult for them because
they have so many people to serve or it takes too long. If a church is too big to

18 Lambert, 26.

19 Scott Thumma and Warren Bird, Recent Shifts in America’s Largest Protestant Churches:
Megachurches 2015 Report (Hartford Institute for Religion Research, 2015),
http://faithcommunitiestoday.org/sites/all/themes/factzend/files/denom/icc.pdf.

20 “[Megachurches’] large size makes aspects of their religious work that much more difficult,

such as creating commitment, community, and member engagement.” Ibid.

21 Although if Jesus creatively found a way to nourish thousands on a hillside—with leftovers
even!—can churches not also find thoughtful ways to do the same?
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serve people, too big for people to fellowship with one another and with Christ on
a regular basis, a church is too big to be a church!??

I would like to give these large churches within the Restoration Movement the
opportunity and challenge to prove Willimon wrong. Can they creatively find ways to
highlight the rich practice of Communion without diminishing it to the point of an

individualized, self-contained and efficient snack?

Re-Imagine Presiders

When highlighting the communal nature of the ritual, it is important and helpful
to thoughtfully consider who presides and leads Communion. Guiding a community to
approach the Table is not a position of authority, but one of function and service, a
reminder that Christ is the Table host and participants come together to receive the
elements from fellow members of and servants to the Body of Christ. With that in mind, I
offer a few challenges, as well as disclaimers.

First, historically the Independent Christian Churches have practiced what they
understand to be the “priesthood of all believers,” a recognition that the Holy Spirit
dwells within all believers. While some leaders have studied and are paid and often are
ordained to lead a church, leaders are not priests who are set apart to intercede for laity;
rather, everyone is capable of interceding on behalf of one another. In that spirit,

traditionally in the Independent Christian Churches a non-staff member has presided over

22 William H. Willimon, Sunday Dinner: The Lord’s Supper and the Christian Life (Nashville,
TN: Upper Room, 1981), 107.
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Communion while a staff member presents the sermon. In recent years however, I have
often observed that those presiding at Communion are the ministers, preachers, or staff.?}

In seeking ways to encourage belonging and hospitality through the practice of
Communion, opening the opportunity for more members of a congregation to guide their
fellow members through the giving and receiving of Christ’s meal is an optimal way to
enrich the experience for everyone. Like the challenge of making Communion a priority
within a large assembly, | imagine that inviting congregational members to lead the
Communion ritual will pose utilitarian challenges; it is much simpler for those who are
trained and paid to smoothly transition into and through the ritual, to keep to the allotted
time, and make sure everything said is “appropriate.” Allowing a congregational member
to guide this time, rather than a trained staff member is much riskier. However, if there is
hesitancy about the choice of presiders because control of the service might be lost, I
challenge church leaders to trust and be open to the wisdom and work of the Holy Spirit
in church members.

When a church member presides at the Table, it allows them to engage more fully
with the elements, the scriptures, the actions, and all of the facets of meaning in
Communion. When sitting in pews or rows week after week, I daresay worshippers might
have the tendency to become detached from the meanings and actions of the ritual. By

stepping into the role of presider, a person is obliged to consider the value of the ritual

23 Lines, “Communion Practices Survey.” Among those surveyed for my research, 70% of
respondents’ reported that a staff person led Communion. In my observations of specific worship services,
a staff member presided over every Communion time. See footnote 16 for specific congregations observed
who follow this trend.
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they are leading others through; the experience can becomes more meaningful for the

guides themselves when they prepare to lead others.?*

Re-Imagine Provisions and Preparation

I challenge Independent Christian Church leaders to re-imagine the choice of
elements used in Communion, and the way they are prepared. Most Christian Churches
utilize individual cups of juice and small wafers of bread.?> Pragmatic decisions in order
to functionally serve thousands of people quickly can easily become the motivating factor
in choosing the type of Communion elements a congregation uses. Should efficiency be a
motivating factor? Regarding all-in-one mini-communion elements, Phil Kenneson
argues that

If efficiency involves accomplishing a desired task with the least amount of

resources expended... then we might be forced to agree that this is brilliantly

efficient. But it might also be wise to ask: efficient at doing what exactly? If all
we care about is that each person present has distributed to them some bit of bread
and juice in the least amount of time with the least amount of effort, then yes, this
is... efficiency at its best. But what if we care about other things more??°
Hygienic arguments might be made in favor of individual elements. While I have not

found evidence that individual Communion elements reduce exposure to germs, [ will

continue to maintain that if a church values actions that express the hoped-for reality of

24 A brief disclaimer here: this dissertation does not engage the argument for or against presiding
at the table being limited to elders, deacons, or a single gender. It can be inferred from my own gender and
from what I have argued, that I see formative value in all committed followers of Jesus being eligible to
guide this ritual, notwithstanding their title or gender, though that is not a case I want to examine here. My
point is to challenge churches to recognize the value of lay members rather than pastoral staff leading the
Lord’s Supper.

25 Lines, “Communion Practices Survey.” Only 19% of survey responders reported using a single
loaf and single cup for Communion.

26 Philip Kenneson, Practicing Ecclesial Patience: Patient Practice Makes Perfect, Renewing
Radical Discipleship (Eugene, OR: Wipf and Stock, 2013), 20. Emphasis added.
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the unity of the Body of Christ, they will be vulnerably open to the greater work of God,
which is affirmed in shared elements.

I would like to see Independent Christian Churches return to the historic and
symbolically rich use of commonly shared elements, a single loaf and a common cup.
These communal elements highlight the communal aspect of Communion: together as
part of the Body of Christ, participants share in the body of Christ. If there was a single
recommendation I would offer churches who rise to the challenge of allowing the Lord’s
Supper to be an opportunity to nourish belonging and hospitality, it would be to find a
way to use a single loaf and shared cup for Communion. As Ignatius argued, the
Eucharist is “a sacrament of unity,” for “there is only one flesh of our Lord Jesus Christ
and one cup to unite us in his blood.”*” The choice of single loaves and cups powerfully
speaks to the hoped-for reality of the unity of the Body of Christ.

What kind of loaves should churches use? I have two suggestions. First, I believe
there is much value in providing loaves that are gluten-free. In today’s context where
many Americans find themselves not only intolerant of gluten, but allergic to it,?
churches that desire to offer Communion as a place of hospitality should consider ways to
welcome those with dietary needs. Second, churches might choose to offer bread made
by members of their congregation. Kenneson suggests that members who make bread for
Communion “take exquisite care” in preparing the loaves. “There’s nothing particularly

efficient about this,” he writes; “rather it’s an act of devotion. It’s a small way of giving

27 Phil. 4.

28 Bimear Gallagher, Gluten-Free Food Science and Technology (John Wiley & Sons, 2009), xii,
notes that “reactions/intolerances to gluten is rising.”
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yourself to others.”?® Personally, making bread for my church’s Communion allows me
to connect deeper with my brothers and sisters. I pray for them as I knead the dough. |
think about my place in the Body of Christ. I find the disciplined time of making bread to
be an opportunity for introspection and meditation. In a minuscule way, I connect to the
suffering of Christ and others who suffer when my arms ache, sore from kneading. When
I receive bread during Communion that was made by another member of my church, 1
think about the connection I share with them, as well. Similar to encouraging a variety of
church members to preside at Communion, the opportunity for members to make
Communion bread engages the participants more deeply in the experience and with one
another.

Should a church serve wine or grape juice? Over the past century, Independent
Christian Churches have almost exclusively used grape juice rather than wine during
Communion. I do not have a strong formation case to make with either juice or wine, as I
believe the more important decision is that of using a single cup instead of tiny individual
cups. Throughout scripture, wine is understood as a generous gift from God.*° While the
case can be argued that, like wine, juice from grapes is also a gift, wine shared in social
settings can “open up a community to conviviality and communal bonding” and foster a
joyful atmosphere.”! My personal preference is to use wine, for the reason that Frederick

Buechner suggests:

29 Kenneson, 20.

30 For instance, see Ps. 104:14-15, Joel 2:24. cf. Gisela H. Kreglinger, The Spirituality of Wine
(Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 2016), 5.

31 Kreglinger, 98. cf. Ibid., 37.
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Unfermented grape juice is a bland and pleasant drink, especially on a warm
afternoon mixed half-and-half with ginger ale. It is a ghastly symbol of the life
blood of Jesus Christ, especially when served in individual antiseptic, thimble-
sized glasses. Wine is booze, which means it is dangerous and drunk-making. It
makes the timid brave and the reserved amorous. It loosens the tongue and breaks
the ice especially when served in a loving cup. It kills germs. As symbols go, it
is a rather splendid one.*

However, again, I encourage churches to consider the contexts in which they worship,

and the way they communicate choices made about the elements of Communion.

Re-Imagine Performance and Participation

There is a great deal of meaning and value in how Communion is enacted in a
worship service. How do congregation members participate in the actions of
Communion? Do they remain seated and merely open a little container of bread and juice
they picked up when they entered the worship space? How do presiders present the
elements? Do they offer some words and a prayer, with no connected actions? Perhaps
there are visual, symbolic elements sitting on a table for the congregation to view without
any interaction, like stale display case food. All of these scenarios are common within
Independent Christian Churches; and all of them reflect what Charles Taylor identifies as
the “excarnation” of this age, the “transfer of our religious life out of bodily forms of
ritual, worship, practice so that [religion] comes more and more to reside ‘in the head.”*?

If churches desire to connect and unite participants in Communion, the actions

themselves are just as crucial as the choice of elements and words: “People need to be

32 Frederick Buechner, Wishful Thinking: A Theological ABC (New York: Harper & Row, 1973),
95-96.

33 Charles Taylor, A Secular Age (Cambridge, MA: The Belknap Press of Harvard University
Press, 2007), 613.
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affirmed in their beliefs by enacting them.”** Breaking the loaves of bread and pouring
juice or wine into the cup are vital to connecting participants to one another and Christ.
The actions of breaking and pouring recall the host of the Eucharist, Jesus. Just as the
disciples at Emmaus recognized Jesus when he broke the bread, when a presider breaks
and pours, participants in Communion are reminded of the One who created the new
ritual at the Last Supper. Breaking and pouring portray the connection of participants
together in Christ, the one who sacrificially gave his wounded body and poured blood to
make a new people of God, breaking down “dividing walls of hostility” (Eph. 2:14).
Breaking the bread and pouring the cup connect participants with those suffering around
the world as well. The actions “promise a new time” where those who have been broken
and those who have been poured out like Christ, will be “assured by the promises of God
that our tears will be wiped away and...all will be freely welcomed at the... feast of
Christ.”?

Performance of Communion need not be theatrical. In fact, in theater
performances, “an audience-performer boundary is demarcated and maintained through
the performance” but when a “spectator becomes [a] participant,” an event becomes a
ritual performance.’® Therefore, I encourage churches to shape ways for those worshiping
together to physically interact with one another and the worship space in a “ritual
performance.” When participants stand and move together towards a location to receive

the elements, they are required to engage their body and their true selves more fully in the

34 Stephenson, 47. Emphasis mine.
35 Carvalhaes, 3.

36 Stephenson, 113. cf. 42, “there is no ritual if it is not performed... a rite requires performance.”
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ritual than what passive passing of the elements enables. When participants stand in a line
together to receive elements, they find themselves sharing the experience with those
around them—eye contact is made, smiles shared, maybe even handshakes or hugs
offered as people proceed towards the table. Kenneson expresses his experiences of
processing forward for the Eucharist as “some of the most consistently and profoundly
moving times of gathered worship.” He describes the people he joins in processing in
“this pilgrim way,” including teachers, “wise old saints of the church,” students, infants
carried by tired parents, cancer patients, and others. Kenneson suggests that
There is, of course, nothing particularly efficient about this procession, but best |
can tell, no one seems to mind. Indeed, we seem happy to take our time, slowly,
patiently moving toward the front, and then, once we have returned to our seats,
taking in the faces and bodies and lives of those who are processing after us.’’
Besides physically moving towards a Communion table, receiving the bread and
cup from fellow members of the Body of Christ is also valuable. I have participated in
Communion rituals where participants move to a Communion table and serve themselves.
This appears contrary to the purpose of connecting to God with one another. When
someone offers the bread and cup to someone else, giving and receiving the symbolic
body and blood of Christ with one another, connections deepen within the Body of
Christ. Sharing the elements together reminds participants of their shared connections in
Christ. When strangers are offered the elements, an opportunity for belonging occurs. I
have found it meaningful to share thoughtful words (such as “the body and blood of

Christ” or “peace of Christ” or “the Lord’s blessing” etc.) when giving elements to

others; even more connection is built when a person’s name is added—*“peace of Christ,

37 Kenneson, 21.
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Jennifer”—or if unknown—*“the Lord’s blessing, my friend.” When the bread and cup are
given and received, participants are reminded that, like Christ, they can be both guest and

host of one another.

Re-Imagining Potluck Practices

I also challenge churches to re-imagine the purpose for their shared meals,
“fellowship meals” or potluck suppers. These already take many forms—in church
basements and fellowship halls, in small groups meeting in members’ homes, and in
restaurants following worship services. While the practice of them need not change
necessarily, | encourage members to reconsider the purpose for these meals. “Eating
together is often a beautiful act of abiding, devotion and attention,” reminds Kenneson.3®
These meals can also serve as a venue for times of healing when people are in
disagreement with each other. Can churches find opportunities and spaces to creatively
invite others to these tables? Are visitors invited to join a group of friends who head to a
local restaurant after Sunday worship? Do those around the church building know there is
a place for them in the potluck line? Are neighbors invited to small group suppers and
genuinely welcomed? Rethinking the purpose of eating common meals together reminds
participants that breaking bread builds unity.

Churches can also practice shared meals as occasions for the intersection of
sacred and ordinary events. As I alluded to in the previous section, I challenge churches
to occasionally integrate the Lord’s Supper into their shared meals. This might mean that

Communion elements are set out on tables during potluck meals, passed and shared at a

38 Kenneson, 19.
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specific time of the meal. It might mean that bread and wine are parts of a small group’s
regular meal and casually shared with thoughtful remarks to one another on the presence
of Christ as host, guest, and nourishment. It might mean that churches use elements that
are already prepared for a shared meal, such as passing around tortillas during a taco
night and, in the midst of table conversation, tell stories of Jesus’ welcome of everyone to
his table. I believe it is best for churches to use their imaginations, and not just innovation
for innovation’s sake, to allow a celebration to emerge naturally out of the context in
which it will be practiced.

Throughout the shaping of this experience however, churches would do well to
keep in mind the foundations for re-imagining the Communion ritual and mirror those
substances in informal practices as well. That is, if the purpose, priority, participants,
provisions, and performance of the experience are not thoughtfully considered, then even
an informal ritual has potential to diminish and fragment participants instead of fostering

belonging and hospitality.

Conclusion

The Christian Churches have a long history of looking to the New Testament and
the early church as authoritative sources for theology and practice. I believe churches
have the ability and resourcefulness to model the practice of Communion after the way of
Jesus and the ways of early believers, in order to facilitate belonging in the community
that is the Body of Christ.

The Restoration Movement emerged with the ideal of being a unity movement,
refusing to allow denominational differences to separate one believer from another and

encouraging distinctions within congregations. While this value of being a unity
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movement has unfortunately remained more of an ideal rather than reality, churches have
the ability and ingenuity to return to that principle in ways that foster hospitality. The
welcome of others to shared tables and to Christ’s Communion Table will focus the goal
of being a community who, like a crazy quilt, is filled with bright and contrasting colors
and shapes, tied together in trust of a super-abundant God, in Jesus as guest and host.

I envision an Independent Christian Church congregation seamlessly connected to
God and one another through both the formal Communion and informal potluck tables;
these places of belonging and hospitality then become bases for the congregation’s
engagement with the world around them. Individuals find community—welcome and
belonging—by participating together with others at these tables. No longer selves that
“hang in the void, slowly twisting in the wind,° individuals discover themselves to be
part of the Body of Christ, “many grains brought together, ground, and mixed so as to

form a single loaf.”**

Postlude

Jennifer enters First Christian Church’s auditorium, along with a few hundred
others from her neighborhood. She is ready to greet and be greeted by those she has seen
throughout the week around her community. Jennifer is worn out from a long week of
balancing work and her two young children, but thankful for the help she received from

her church while her husband, John, has been away on a 3-day business trip. Her children

39 Bellah, 84.

40 Cyprian, Letter 63, 13.
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join her in hugging Mrs. Archer, an older widow who missed worship last week because
she was sick. John will be glad to hear Mrs. Archer is feeling better.

As the worship service begins, Jennifer and her children slip into an aisle to sit
between Mrs. Archer and the kids’ dentist, Dr. Martin. They join the congregation
together to sing “We are a sea of voices/Gathered under one name/O for a thousand
tongues to sing/The glories of our Lord God Almighty” with the rest of the congregation.
The kids grow fidgety when a young man steps up to read scripture, but quickly comply
when he asks everyone to stand for verses read from Matthew. Jennifer’s mind wanders
briefly as she realizes she cannot remember that young man’s name, and makes a mental
note to greet him after the service in order to jog her memory.

They sit again as a woman moves to the front of the room to share. As the woman
pulls out her notes, Jennifer thinks back to the time when the woman, Cindy, first came to
First Christian. Recently divorced, Cindy visited First Christian one Sunday and was
invited by Jennifer and John and their good friends, the Thompsons, to join them at a
Thai restaurant after the worship service. Jennifer laughed at the memory of Cindy’s
shock to be eating with strangers she just met! But that was the beginning of Cindy’s
welcome and healing in the church. Cindy clears her throat and begins:

We’ve been talking about Abraham and Sarah in our services recently. One of my

favorite stories about them is when three visitors show up at their tent by the oaks

of Mamre. It’s a hot afternoon and Abraham is sitting under the oak trying not to

doze off, when three visitors arrive. He greets them and asks them to stay for a

meal. Then he rushes off to ask Sarah to make some bread while he prepares a

lamb. After washing their guest’s feet, Abraham and Sarah offer them the bread

and meat. Over the meal the three visitors, whom the text calls the Lord, inform
the couple they’ll have a son by this time next year.

Traditionally, these three visitors are understood to be a manifestation of
the Trinity, the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. Can you imagine rolling out and

cooking bread that will be eaten by God? I wonder if Sarah knew that’s what she
was doing when she served her guests.
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The tables are turned a bit this morning, for as we stepped over the
threshold into the sanctuary, we are now all guests at God’s table. We’re not
sitting on the ground under an oak tree, but around God’s table. But like Sarah
did, I have the privilege of preparing the bread that will be served to the guests—
that’s you, by our Host, Jesus. I kneaded and rolled and cooked the bread we eat
for communion—even burnt my finger on the stove! When I knead, I prayed for
you, my church family and those I don’t yet know, everyone who will receive the
bread. As we break bits of bread this morning, remember our Host, who has
invited us to sit around his table, as His Body, receiving his body.

The Lord Jesus on the night he was betrayed, sat around a table eating a
meal with his followers. During that meal, he took a loaf of bread, and when he
had given thanks, he broke it and said, ‘This is my body that is for you. Do this in
remembrance of me.” In the same way he took the cup after supper, saying, ‘This
cup is the new covenant in my blood. Do this, as often as you drink it, in
remembrance of me.

The congregation sings “Bread of the World, in Mercy Broken” while Cindy
breaks the bread and pours the cup then hands the elements to two servers; meanwhile,
people line up to receive Communion. Jennifer grabs her children’s hands and, along
with others in her aisle, walks towards the front of the auditorium. She watches the back
of Dr. Martin moving in front of her and wonders how his knees are holding up. As she
walks closer to the table, she sees that Michael and Stephanie are holding the bread and
cup. Stephanie recently got married and Michael just came out to his parents that he is
gay, news which they had a hard time receiving. Jennifer thinks about how thankful she
is to be part of a community that celebrates weddings and walks through hard times with
one another. She is glad to receive Communion from them both. Stephanie offers her the
loaf of bread and whispers, “Jennifer, Jesus’ Body is for you,” as Jennifer tears off a
small chunk. She dips the bread into the cup Michael holds, as he whispers, “the cup of
the Christ” to her. She smiles at them both and moves with her children back to their

seats.
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Once everyone has had the opportunity to receive Communion, the executive
Pastor dismisses children from the auditorium for KidzMin Junior Church down the hall.
The senior pastor then steps up to share a short message on how the birth of Isaac
fulfilled God’s promise to Abraham and Sarah and became the path God used to bring the
blessing of Christ to all people. Finally, the congregation closes with one more song,
“Build Your Kingdom Here.”

Thinking about ways God’s love has overflowed in First Christian’s care for one
another, Jennifer looks for members of her small group as she exits the service. She
wants to remind them that a refugee family from Burma is joining their Wednesday
gathering and everyone needs to bring a bit more food to share. She heads down to
KidzMin to find her kids and is grateful that she and John are part of a loving and

welcoming church community.
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