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Week 14  

Aug. 30 – Sept. 5  
The Sacrament of the Altar 

There are so many names for this sacrament! Eucharist (Greek for thanksgiving). The Lord’s Supper. The 
Divine Liturgy. The Mass. The Holy Sacrament. The Great Thanksgiving. Holy Communion. Different 
traditions use different titles. Some gather around a table while others kneel at a railing. Some have a 
challis and paten while others just call them a cup and plate. Some communion ware is gold and 
bejeweled and some is pottery. This is all the shared meal that Jesus commanded us to do in 
remembrance of him.   

“How does a simple sharing of bread and wine carry with it such deep importance that it has 
become in some sense “contested ground” among Christians? Even among Lutheran churches, 
the question of what holy communion means and who is admitted is not always understood and 
practiced the same way. How did the sacrament of unity with Christ become a sacrament of 
division? Much of the ecumenical theological discussion among churches today wrestles with this 
issue, particularly between churches with closely related traditions and much common history, 
like that which Lutherans and Roman Catholics share. The urgency is greater in places where the 
population is religiously mixed and intermarriage between adherents of different traditions is 
common. Married couples and families who can’t share this sacrament together feel the pain of 
this separation very strongly, and they live in the cracks of a broken Christian church.” By Heart, 
page 152 

It was at the Passover meal that Jesus instituted what we know of as the sacrament of the altar. Jesus 
and his disciples gathered to remember the final plague in Egypt where God’s angel of death took the 
first born of every household that had not marked their doors. On that night the Hebrew people were 
instructed by God to celebrate this meal of salvation. Jewish household continue to celebrate the 
Passover even yet today. Remembering is a powerful thing.  

By Rabbi Joshua Ginsberg, Beth Abraham Synagogue wrote in the Dayton Jewish Observer:  

“For the Jew, the main reason to remember the past is that it continues to live in the present, 
influencing who we are today. Memory is the key to the future, or as the Baal Shem Tov said, “In 
memory lies the secret of redemption.”                                                 This is because memory is not 
the same thing as history. Of course, we are deeply concerned with the facts of where we come 
from and how we came to be here. 

This is why my education at the Jewish Theological Seminary was very focused on the history of 
the Jewish people. But unlike history, memory is more than simply recalling the past. 

Rather, in Judaism, the past is very much alive in the present. Memory defines us and gives 
meaning to our lives. We see the past through the prism of faith. And memory creates 
community.” 



While Luther rejected the notion of “transubstantiation” (the actual change of substance from bread 
and wine to body and blood) he recognized the mystery of Jesus actual presence in, with and under the 
bread and wine.  

The Augsburg Confession states: “IT is taught among us that the true body and blood of Christ 
are really present in the Supper of our Lord under the form of bread and wine and are there 
distributed and received.” The Apology of the Augsburg Confession adds: “We are talking about 
the presence of the living Christ, knowing that ‘death no longer has dominion over him.’” 

“The ‘how’ of Christ’s presence remains as inexplicable in the sacrament as elsewhere. It is a 
presence that remains ‘hidden’ even though visible media are used in the sacrament. The earthly 
element is…a fit vehicle of the divine presence and it, too, the common stuff of our daily life, 
participates in the new creation which has already begun.” The Use and Means of Grace: A 
Statement on the Practice of Word and Sacrament, page 37 

 

Questions: 

1. Do you remember your first communion?  
2. How do you approach the altar? Is it with; joy, 

relief, reverence or some other feeling? 
3. Which do you prefer; bread, unleavened bread, or 

a wafer? Does it matter to you? Why?  

Prayer:  

Lord God, we give you thanks that in this simple meal of 
bread and wine we are given the promise of forgiveness 
and restored community. May our remembered 
communion send us forth as your people to meet the 
needs of the weary world. Amen. 
 
 


