The Great Banquet

Sacramental Grace
Talk Seven 

Overview, Purpose, and Approach to Presentation


This talk provides an introduction to the transforming power of the Holy Spirit as experienced in the sacraments – the special rites, ordinances and practices of the local church that were commanded by Jesus and which vividly represent the meaning of his life and death.


This presentation is not intended to be a crash course in sacramental theology.  Over the centuries Christians have disagreed – sometimes vigorously – about the number, the significance and the details of these “sacred moments.”  

Sacramental Grace takes an experiential approach to this subject.  Our aim is that the guests be able to identify the vertical and horizontal elements in each sacrament – the way that a particular practice connects us simultaneously with God and the Body of Christ.  This talk is not intended to be an endorsement of any particular doctrinal perspectives.  It is a celebration of the sacramental nature of the Church.


Sacramental Grace, which is the weekend’s longest presentation, immediately precedes the Dying Moments communion service in the chapel.

Scripture texts are provided as references and illustrations,

and are not required parts of the talk.

Presentation (75-90 minutes, including a break)

Dying Moments

Everything we have right now – our jobs, our possessions, our relationships,

and our very lives – we will eventually lose.   Everything considered “worth

having” in this world will eventually pass away.

Dying moments are those times in our lives when we experience the feeling

or reality of death.

A “dying moment” is an experience of loss.  We may lose opportunities,

treasured gifts, our health, our loved ones, and even hope itself.  A dying


moment can also be emotional or intellectual.  Examples include fear, anger,


arguments, unforgiveness, resentment, and bad attitudes.  These dying


moments kill things on the inside of us.

Through dying moments, however, God is able to give us gifts and 

opportunities we would otherwise never ask him for.  

Speaker’s note:  Feel free to share how God has helped shape

your walk with him through your own “dying moment” experiences.


Jesus experienced the ultimate dying moment on the cross.  What appeared

to be the world’s greatest loss – the death of God’s Son – turned out to be

the world’s greatest blessing.

Sometimes our own dying moments provide special opportunities to leave

behind our old habits and old securities and old dreams and old ways of 

seeing things.  “Do not conform any longer to the pattern of this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your mind.” (Romans 12:2) 
Sometimes dying moments are terrible losses.  When we are willing to give

them to God, they are often his means of blessing us with new life. 

Jesus calls us from death to life.

Sacraments are one of the ways in which God shows that he is a God of new

life – and that our new life with him, through his gift of grace, is possible only

because of Jesus’ dying moment on the cross.

What is a Sacrament? 


A sacrament is an act of worship that Jesus commanded his followers to


experience with one another.  

Sacraments may be thought of as “sacred moments.”


A sacrament by definition is “an outward and visible sign of an inward and

spiritual grace.”  

To put it another way, these acts of worship briefly make visible (through

everyday objects like water, bread, wine and/or juice) extraordinary realities

that are, by nature, invisible.



Theologians point out the sacramental nature of Jesus himself:

· Outwardly, he had an ordinary body.

· Inwardly, he was both fully human and fully divine.

· The Bible describes this as the Word becoming flesh.

(John 1:14; John 14:8-9)



Likewise, there is something sacramental about the church.

· Outwardly, the church is a gathering of people.

· Inwardly, the church’s true identity is the Body of Christ.

· The Bible says that ordinary Christians have in fact

become the temple of the Holy Spirit (I Corinthians 3:16).


Sacraments are for the entire Body to share.


They are not intended to be solo experiences for individual disciples.


The symbol of the cross helps remind us that every sacrament has both


a vertical and a horizontal dimension.  Sacraments simultaneously connect


us vertically with God and horizontally with those who belong to the


community of Christ’s followers (that is, the church). 

What is the Purpose of the Sacraments?


Sacraments build up and strengthen the Body of Christ.

They bring glory to God and communicate God’s grace.  They also provide

insight into the ways that God gives us new life through Jesus’ life and death.

They deepen our relationship with God and enrich our fellowship with other

Christians.  The Lord’s Supper is called “communion,” for example, because

of the profound ways that it strengthens our sense of community with others.

The purposes of the sacraments cannot be accomplished without faith.  Apart from faith, these acts of worship will be nothing but empty rituals.

How Many Sacraments Are There?


Historically, different Christian groups have come to different conclusions


regarding the sacraments.  Roman Catholics acknowledge seven:

· Baptism

· Confirmation

· Confession

· Extreme unction or healing

· Marriage

· Ordination

· The Lord’s Supper (which Catholics call “mass”)

Most Protestants acknowledge just two – baptism and the Lord’s Supper.


It is not our task to referee the centuries-old debate about which sacraments


are valid.  It’s important to note that even though Protestants don’t agree with

the Catholic claim that all of these seven actions of the church are sacramental,

virtually all Protestants experience these rites in one way or another.


In this talk we will therefore take an experiential look at all seven rites of the

church listed above.  

Again, the speaker should remember that our mission is not to “solve” 

the doctrinal debate or to explain how the sacraments “work”.

In addition, God calls his people from death to life through two other important

experiences:  study of scripture (which was the focus of the previous talk) and

prayer (which will be highlighted in this presentation along with the sacraments). 

Baptism


In his final words of instruction to his disciples, called the Great Commission,


Jesus said, “Go therefore and make disciples, baptizing them in the name of


the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit…” (Matthew 28:19).


Baptism is the public sign that someone has left behind their old life and


been welcomed into a new life.  Their identity has changed from someone

who belongs to the world to someone who has been adopted (by grace) into

a new family called the church.

The water that is placed on the outside of someone’s body is the outward sign 

of a spiritual cleansing on the “inside” that is accomplished by the Holy Spirit.

The act of being baptized is a picture of what it’s like to be resurrected – we

leave behind an old life and are raised to a new one (Romans 6:3-4). 

In baptism we see a vertical element – the one who is baptized receives

a new identity as a child of God – along with a horizontal element – the one

who is baptized becomes part of the Body of Christ.

Historically, many church traditions have chosen to baptize infants.

(The dynamic of adult baptism will be addressed below under “Confirmation.”) 

What is happening when a child is baptized?

· Baptism is a sign of God’s covenant love for children who have been

born into Christian households of faith.

· When a child is baptized its parents publicly pledge to do all they

can, by education and example, to bring that child to a personal

profession of faith in Christ.  The church also promises its fullest

spiritual support for both parents and child.

· Infant baptism is an outward sign of God loving us first, before we are

even capable of responding.  It is a gift of grace.

Confirmation

Confirmation may be described as a rite of Christian maturity.  Young people –

often at the beginning of their teenage years – “confirm” the promises their

parents made when they were baptized as infants.  They make their own

profession of faith in Christ in the presence of a local church body (Romans

10:9-10).

In church traditions that do not practice infant baptism, this first-time public

profession of faith is usually accompanied by “believer’s baptism,” since the

one being baptized is old enough to declare their own trust in God.

Regardless of the timing of baptism or the age of the one professing faith, this

is a life-changing moment.  It is evidence of the Spirit’s call from death to life. 

Confirmation or profession of faith is our response to grace.

Confession


When we open our hearts to receive Christ as Savior, God graciously


forgives all of our sins – past, present and future.  We can know with


assurance that God has given us the gift of eternal life and canceled the


ultimate consequences of our sins (Colossians 2:13-15).


While our sins cannot destroy our relationship with God, they do break


our fellowship with God.  Sin robs us of effectiveness in doing his work

and blocks his gifts of peace and joy.  God therefore calls us to acknowledge 

the reality of our sins by confessing them to him (I John 1:8-10).  


Confession with forgiveness is a form of spiritual healing.

Healing


Jesus practiced a ministry of healing – the restoration of broken bodies,


shattered emotions, and ruined souls.  When Jesus sent out his disciples,


he gave them authority “to heal every disease and sickness” (Matthew 10:1).


James commanded the early church to pray for the sick and to anoint them


with oil (James 5:14-15).  All churches practice healing in one form or another.

In Catholic tradition this anointing became known as “extreme unction” or the

sacrament of last rites.  

Every congregation is called by God to help bring healing and restoration to

those who are sick or broken.  Healing moves us from death to life.  For many,

this Banquet weekend is a time of significant healing.

Prayer


Prayer is ongoing conversation with God.  Prayer is talking to and listening

to God.  Paul wrote, “Do not be anxious about anything, but in everything, by

prayer and petition, with thanksgiving, present your requests to God.  And the

peace of God, which transcends all understanding, will guard your hearts and

your minds in Christ Jesus.” (Philippians 4:6-7)


Prayer requires us to be honest about ourselves…about what we are


and what we aren’t…about our sin…about our ignorance…and about 


our world.


When the disciples asked Jesus, “Lord, teach us to pray,” he responded


with a model of simple dependence on God which is now called the Lord’s


Prayer (Luke 11:1-4).  

We do not have to be brilliant or skilled with words to talk with God.  The best

way to learn to pray…is by praying.  God always listens to those who open their

hearts to him.

As we pray God calls us from death to life. This weekend’s prayer chart 

is an outward sign of the inner, transforming work of the Holy Spirit.

Transformation is happening in both those who are prayed for and those

who pray.

Marriage


God blesses most people with a multitude of relationships, but marriage is


unlike any other.  Marriage is the most intimate relationship of human life.

It is not a contractual relationship where the average spouse thinks he/she is 

in a contract that can be torn up or re-written if he/she gets a better offer. In the covenant of marriage, one man and one woman make unconditional promises, under the authority of God, to care for and stay with each other until the end of their lives.


Marriage describes our relationship with God.  In the Old Testament God is


pictured as Israel’s husband.  In the New Testament the church is pictured as


the bride of Christ.  God is the most intimate participant in your life.


God’s design for marriage is stated in Genesis 2:24: “For this reason a man will

leave his father and mother and be united to his wife, and they will become one

flesh.”


Ephesians 5:21-33 teaches that a husband is to relate to his wife as Christ

relates to the church, and the wife is to relate to the husband as the church

relates to Christ.  Good marriages are characterized by both sacrificial love

and sharing.  Men are called to lay down their lives for their wives. Women

are called to respect and love their husbands.


Since so many spouses carry impossibly high expectations for marriage,


secretly or openly demanding that their partner meet all of their needs,


marriage frequently becomes an arena for dying moments.  God calls


husbands and wives to look to him above all.  Only after receiving God’s 

grace are marriage partners able to give grace to each other.

Ordination

Ordination is the public acknowledgement of a “call” on an individual’s life

as they pursue God’s call to a particular ministry.

Ordination bestows honor and authority on different roles of ministry and

service.

Ephesians 4:11-12 emphasizes the different roles of ministry of those who

are called to “build up and equip” God’s people for ministry as the Body of

Christ.

Full-time ministry is a unique and demanding call from God.  It is marked by 

both joys and difficulties.  Disciples are called to support, encourage and pray

for those who shepherd them, so that they might be the servant leaders that

God has called them to be.


Speaker’s note:  This is a good opportunity for personal examples


and witness, especially on weekends when clergy are guests.

The Lord’s Supper


Communion is a sacred meal of bread and wine that was first shared by Jesus


with his disciples the night before he died, and is still shared by Christ’s followers


today (I Corinthians 11:24-27).  


Not only is Jesus the focus of this meal, but he is invisibly present and powerfully

 
active as the meal’s host, and (in a way we cannot fully understand) he is the


meal itself.


In communion we experience spiritual realities of the past, present and future:

· Past tense

“Remember me” 
  (God has already worked).

· Present tense
“Take and eat”
  (God is working right now).

· Future tense

“Until I come again”
  (God will keep on working).


Jesus said, “This is my body, broken for you.”  For you reminds us of his


sacrificial death on the cross.  Shortly before he died, Jesus said, “It is finished,”


(John 19:30), which means that he personally paid off the full debt of our sin.


Jesus also said, “This cup is the new covenant in my blood.”  New covenant

means that he established a new possibility for us to know God’s love and grace.


In communion we see the vertical dimension of God drawing us to himself


and the horizontal dimension of God drawing us to Christian unity with others.


Jesus sits with us – sharing the burden of our deepest struggles – whenever


we come to the Lord’s Supper.  He calls us to this table just as the master of


the Great Banquet invited everyone who was willing to come and receive a


life-giving feast (Luke 14:16-23).  


Read the Great Banquet story from Luke 14:16-23, using the image to set


up the worship and communion service.

Jesus invites the poor in spirit, those who are crippled or maimed by life, and


the blind who can’t see how to get through their present circumstances.


He sits with each of us “in the presence of our enemies” (our dying moments) 


just as the Lord promised in Psalm 23, so that he might anoint us with the


Holy Spirit.

At the close of the talk, the spiritual director

will silently lead the guests to the Dying Moments

service in the chapel.
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