Thinking about the frequency of Holy Communion 
Graham Redding

In recent months Session has been discussing the practice of Holy Communion here at St John’s. At present, we celebrate the sacrament quarterly (4 times a year) in morning worship. Session has decided that from March to September next year we will be trialling monthly communion. Congregational feedback will be sought towards the end of that time. Printed for you below is one of the papers that Session considered in reaching its decision:

One of the catch-cries of the Reformation was “ecclesia reformata et semper reformanda”, which means, “the church reformed and always reforming”. This did not mean change for change’s sake, but rather change in accordance with the mind of Christ as revealed in Scripture. 

So, what is the mind of Christ in relation to the frequency of Holy Communion? This is where it begins to get rather difficult, because the Bible doesn’t give us instructions on the matter. 

What we can say with confidence, however, is that the sacrament formed an integral part of Christian worship from the outset. In his seminal study on early Christian worship, in which he analysed the earliest written liturgies, Oscar Cullman concluded that the Lord’s Supper constituted the basis and goal of every Christian worship service.
 

We can also say with confidence that a number of sixteenth-century Reformers, including John Calvin, advocated a more frequent celebration of the sacrament. In doing so, Calvin wasn’t merely trying to follow the example of the early Church; he was trying to allow his Trinitarian theology to inform every aspect of the act of worship, and to re-integrate Word and Sacrament. 

A well known Scottish theologian, James Torrance, recently made a critical observation that most worship today “is in practice Unitarian, has no doctrine of the mediator or sole priesthood of Christ, is human-centred, has no proper doctrine of the Holy Spirit, is too often non-sacramental, and can engender weariness.”

There are many people who would agree with Torrance’s assessment. Modern developments in worship often seem to be driven by pragmatic considerations rather than liturgical principles derived from a well thought through theology of worship. 

Torrance and others argue that one of the keys to the revitalisation of worship in our time is a rediscovery of the centrality of Holy Communion, or the Eucharist as it is often called. While the practice of quarterly communion honours the significance of the sacrament by making it a special event in the church calendar, it does not make it the central event from which all other aspects of church life derive their life and focus. 

Interestingly, while the Presbyterian tradition has not followed Calvin’s instruction regarding weekly celebration of the sacrament, it has endeavoured at various times to establish a Eucharistic pattern to its worship. As the introduction to the 3rd edition of The Church Hymnary (1973) stated: “The Committee in determining the order in which the hymns are arranged, has borne in mind that the Order of Holy Communion is normative for worship in the Reformed Church and that, where there is no regular weekly celebration of Holy Communion, the service should still follow the Eucharistic pattern.”

It would appear, though, that this commitment is seldom understood or followed today. Much contemporary worship not only fails to follow a Eucharistic pattern; it has relegated the sacrament to the margins of church life.

What, then, are the benefits of a more regular celebration of the sacrament? They are primarily theological, and have to do with a rediscovery of the centrality of the sacrament in the life of the church and the re-integration of Word and Sacrament. 

Why is this important? We might include in our list the following reasons:

· The Eucharistic liturgy is the high point of Christian worship, encapsulating the drama of salvation, and making us participants in it. Just as, for the Jews the recital of the Passover narrative has the effect of making the Passover a present reality, so, for Christians the recital of the Eucharistic narrative makes the New Passover in Christ a present reality. 
· Through the Eucharist, our meagre offerings of life and worship are joined to the self-offering of the One who alone is capable of worshipping the Father in spirit and in truth, and who does so in our place and on our behalf. The Eucharist ensures that the high priestly role of Christ in relation to prayer and worship is maintained.
· When the Word is preached without reference to the Table there is a danger that the congregation’s attention focuses more and more on the personality, gifts and message of the preacher rather than the One to whom the preacher is bearing witness, and worship becomes a more passive event in which people gather to hear the Word rather than share in the sacrament. 
The costs will be of a more pragmatic nature, and may include:

· Resistance to change, especially among some who are quite happy with the way things are, and feel that quarterly communion is not only what they are familiar with, it is also a defining feature of Presbyterianism as they know it.
· The logistics of change, including all the practical details associated with coordinating and organising a more regular celebration of the sacrament. 

· The pressure of time that would be placed on our worship services, which mostly fit within the hour.

· While the form of quarterly communion would remain the same, a more regular celebration of the sacrament will require us to adopt less labour-intensive ways of serving communion on the other Sundays. 
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