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  PREFACE

  THIS volume represents one of a trilogy, the first to be published (1994). 'Other Temptations of Jesus', though conceived first, was published in 2004 as the Archbishop of Canterbury's Recommended Lent Book. The third, in preparation, will be 'Other Prayers of Jesus'.

  'Other Communions' has influenced the thinking of a substantial number of progressive Christians since its first publication, including students at theological colleges. It is time to make this study available again so that those who have not previously been aware of its existence may have the opportunity to be informed and challenged by it. The material is at one and the same time scholarly, devotional and practical. Some of John Henson's 'Buttons Polished' (i.e. updated hymns) are introduced in the sections. In the appendices are patterns for experimental liturgies.

  John Henson is now best known for his work on the 'Good As New' version of the Christian Scriptures, which he accomplished in community with the radical network 'ONE for Christian Exploration.' His other works include 'The Bad Acts of the Apostles' (1995) and 'Gems Reset and Buttons Polished' (1999)

  This edition of 'Other Communions', John wishes to dedicate to his family, now seventeen strong, who all live nearby, and who give him a lot of love and support, namely Valerie his wife, their children and partners - Gareth, Sarah, Iestyn, Liz, Rhoda, Gary; and grandchildren- Aidan, Bleddyn, Carys, Gwenllian, Dyfrig, Iona, Isobel, Tomos and Ffion-Medi.


  INTRODUCTION

  THE idea suggested by the title of these studies, that Jesus on more occasions than just one celebrated Holy Communion (Eucharist, Mass, Christ's Supper, Breaking of Bread etc) during his earthly ministry may come as a surprise to some, cause anger to others and annoyance in yet others. Some may be annoyed by yet another attempt to comb the scriptures in pursuit of scant evidence for a dotty thesis. Those angry will be so probably because the forms of theology of Holy Communion that they have received through their particular tradition they regard as authoritative and final except perhaps in minor detail, and the possibility of a major shift in emphasis with scriptural backing will pose a threat.

  Our practice, if not our theology of holy communion is derived almost exclusively from the Institution of Christ's Supper, which took place on the night of the betrayal of Jesus, in the Upper Room, as recorded by Paul in his first letter to the Christians of Corinth (11: 23-26). This account has special authority in that it is the earliest account of the eucharistic meal in the Christian scriptures- earlier than the accounts recorded in the gospels Mark, Matthew and Luke. The claim of Paul to have received the tradition from the Leader himself (whatever that may mean) has also to be taken seriously. But Paul, as always, was addressing a particular situation in a particular Christian community. Much of Paul's teaching intended for the particular has been applied to the general with less than happy results. The celebration of Christ's Supper or the Agape (= 'love-feast'; probably there was no clear distinction between the two at the time) was, at Corinth, chaotic, blasphemous and quite un-Christian. There was over indulgence by some, and the food communally provided to ensure that the poorer Christians received a square meal, was unfairly shared. Paul's answer was to sound the solemn note by informing the Corinthian Christians of the words of Jesus spoken on his betrayal night, which indicated that the sharing of the elements was to be in remembrance of his death and therefore not an occasion for riotous behaviour. This he coupled with warnings against eating and drinking unworthily. (Judas is not mentioned, but his shade is invoked.) Paul's advice in this particular situation where things had got out of hand was that normal eating and drinking should be done at home and that the remembrance of Christ's death in the ritual of bread and cup be a solemn and formal occasion within the worship of the Church.

  If the Corinthians were immediately obedient to Paul's instructions, we can imagine agape features being stripped away from Christ's Supper and something like our ordered celebrations emerging, especially since they now had a liturgy to hand contained in Paul's account of the institution. Where this left the poor one can only speculate, but it is difficult to imagine they were better off as a result of Paul's advice, eating and drinking in their own homes instead of having the sporting chance of picking up a good meal in the fellowship of the church. The pattern laid down for Corinth was probably gradually adopted by other churches, especially as copies of Paul's letters came to be passed around. Thus a solemnifying of the feast came about in communities where perhaps Paul's strict line was less needed than in Corinth. Even in his letter, Paul shows he is aware that Christ's Supper does not exclusively celebrate the death of Jesus. The words 'until he comes' point to that aspect which is an anticipatory celebration of final victory and the banquet of God's New World (The Kingdom). However it looks as if Paul may have been responsible, probably unintentionally, for the strong emphasis placed on the death of Jesus in our celebrations of Christ's Supper, especially in western Christendom, almost, but not quite, to the exclusion of other aspects. Our own narrow literalism and our emotional need to have things neat and tidy has led us all to fasten on to Paul's order - to go with him to the Upper Room and to stay there behind locked doors. Mark, Luke and Matthew follow suit. By the time they came to be written there would have been time for the Pauline pattern to become widely established and thus, even if the gospel writers draw on separate remembrances of what took place on that fatal night, they would also by then have in mind the liturgical need of the Church for an ordered pattern of eucharist on the lines that Paul intended. This concern is especially the case in Matthew.

  But was Paul's account of what happened in the Upper Room the sole origin of Christ's Supper? Was Paul's line so direct and hot to Jesus that no other lines can be imagined to exist? Paul does not actually say, 'I am now giving you the institution of Christ's Supper'. That is what we have said he is doing - it is a fair interpretation in the context. But an equally fair interpretation would be that Paul is simply saying, 'This is what I know for a fact to have happened on the night Jesus was betrayed'. 'In particular, on that night, one of the disciples partook unworthily and made a mockery of the communion. Make sure you don't do the same!'

  The Corinthian Christians were already celebrating Christ's Supper, albeit unworthily, before Paul sent his letter. Where did they get their customs and practices from? From Paul's missionary foundation of the church? If so, why were they not doing things properly? Had they lapsed? Or had Paul not given them the teaching he now gives them? He seems, against the background of what is their present practice, to be advocating a quite radical reform, for which, nevertheless, he claims the authority of Jesus himself. Had he only just had revealed to him in some kind of vision of Christ the significance of the Upper Room communion, whose details he would have probably had from one of the friends of Jesus who had been present?

  The communal meal was an important feature of the life of the first Christians. They had 'all things in common' (Acts 3:43ff) and to break bread together from house to house must have been the central act of their unity, as fundamental as it was common. It is pointless to ask whether this 'breaking of bread' was agape or Christ's Supper. Jesus must have been remembered at every meal - indeed, in this charismatic (excitingly spiritual) and eschatological (looking to the end of time) community, he was never forgotten. The circumstances of his death were very close in terms of time and the sense of his risen presence was not a pious hope but a reality, since within the community were many witnesses of his resurrection who would have been thrilled, but not surprised, had he walked through the door as he had dome only quite recently. However hard we try we cannot capture that immediate sense of Christ's presence that was uniquely theirs. The idea of Paul receiving guidance from a direct face to face interview with Jesus is difficult for us, but not for the first Christians. Rocky (Peter) and others had had similar interviews a short time previously.

  For the origin of the sacred meal as the centre-piece of Christian life and worship it is best to begin with an appreciation of the importance of shared food in eastern culture. In the east, to share food with another, be it only humble salt, produces a bond of friendship that is sacred. In the west, despite the fact that eating and drinking plays its part in socializing, it is difficult to capture the strength of this feeling. The nearest equivalent in terms of bonding would be our society's traditional feelings about shared sex as an event that sacramentally joins two people together in an extreme and unbreakable way. Since such sentiments are now cherished with decreasing tenacity only by an unfashionable minority in our society, we cannot even cite sex as a telling comparison.

  One of the best examples of the significance of the common meal as a bond is the story of the Gibeonites in Joshua 9. In order to escape the Israelite 'ban', which entailed the extermination of conquered peoples, the Gibeonites disguised themselves as wandering beggars. In accordance with the customs of hospitality to strangers they were received and food was accepted from their hands. As a result of this food-sharing, which embodied a treaty of friendship, they could not be exterminated when the truth was revealed. Though by trickery, they were now kith and kin to the Israelites. Joshua avenged the trick by giving them the status of 'hewers of wood and drawers of water'.

  Only against this kind of feeling can the indignation of the first Christians against the action of Judas be understood. They were put in mind of Psalm 41:9 'Someone shared my food, then kicked me.' (John 13:18 Good-as-New)

  Jesus and his disciples followed the practice of other groups of pious Israelites bound together by some shared interpretation of the Law or hope for the future, in eating and drinking together in this understood and accepted bond-cementing way. The description of God's New World as a feast and the open invitation to others to join in, is an important theme in the teachings of Jesus. Frequently it is linked with a picture of himself as the Bridegroom, and those responding to this appeal are the guests of the Bridegroom. The feast is a wedding banquet and thus definitely not a time for mourning. A wedding is a time of rejoicing and also a time of hope. The friends of Jesus cannot, like the Strict Set (Pharisees), indulge in fasting, for the Bridegroom is with them and the guests at a wedding do not go without food. (Mark 2: 18 & 19). The picture of Jesus as the Bridegroom, and the Messianic age as a banquet, is one which persisted in the communities of the first Christians (Revelation 21:9 & 19:9) Jesus's acceptance of invitations to dine with the most dubious of characters and the consequent disgust of the Strict Set must also be understood against this background. Nowhere does Jesus so justly earn the title 'Friend of Sinners' than in his willingness to sit at the same table with them. (Mark 2:15 & 16; also Matthew 11:19; Luke 19: 7. Stories about feasting: Matthew 22: 1-10; Luke 14: 15-21; Luke 15: 22ff; Matthew 25: 1-12; Matthew 8:11)

  The sacred meal formed an important part of the Jewish sacrificial system. The primitive idea behind such meals was that both God and worshipper shared the same food and so were bound in a relationship of friendship or covenant with one another. The Passover meal was one such occasion. The Passover lamb, sacrificed to God in the Temple, was later shared by the Jewish family in a feast of remembrance. Thus table and altar are linked, and each pious family group with father at its head was a microcosmos of the holy people of Israel whose leader and parent was God. The covenant relationship is thus re-enacted and reaffirmed in every loyal home.

  Jesus and his disciples, like similar groups of disciples, acted as a family, and as a family celebrated the Passover Meal. Even without the special words of Jesus in the Upstairs Room proclaiming the New Covenant, for the Christian with hindsight the picture of Jesus eating with his friends must in itself produce its own train of thought. The God thought of as present with his people through sacrifice and sacred meal is now present in the flesh and presides at the meal in person. From God's own hands and not from the hands of any priest or officiant, the friends received the food and drink. In reality and not just symbolically, the life of God and the life of God's friends entwine and transfuse each other.

  Thoughts such as these have inspired these studies whose prime purpose is devotional. The scholarship is not watertight. I hold the view that we have insufficient evidence either in terms of documents or knowledge of first century culture to do any more than guess at the practices of the first Christians. It is unlikely that there was anything approaching complete uniformity. I hope there may be spiritual insights in these studies that will add to our appreciation of Christ's Supper. It is not my object to cancel out other insights but rather to add to them. To stress the aspects of life and Resurrection in Holy Communion is not to deny the eternal remembrance of and gratitude for Christ's sufferings and death. Nor to stress the aspects of Jesus's daring and shocking communion with sinners while yet in their sinful state (which the Church still finds it as difficult as did the Pharisees to swallow) is it to deny those aspects of consecration and commitment that are also present.

  If, as a result of these studies, Christ's Supper for someone contains more joy and more of the sense of release from the oppression of guilt; if above all there is a greater sense of the reality of the presence of the risen and all-loving Christ, I am content.

  THE CRITERIA

  How many communion services are to be found in the gospels? The answer will depend on what your view of a communion is. But should not our thinking be the other way round? Should not our view of the communion service depend rather on those recorded incidents in the life of Jesus that appear to foreshadow it? - those occasions when Jesus sat at table, or sometimes without a table, and ate and drank in fellowship (communion) with other people. Shall we say that some such occasions cannot relate to the practice of Christ's Supper because our ecclesiastical rules do not appear to apply? Eating and drinking that do not take place within hallowed walls, in which there is carelessness with regard to the credentials of servers and recipients, to say nothing of table manners - how can anyone suggest that they constitute an observance of Holy Communion? Ought we not rather to ask, how can our observances of The Jesus Meal be truly such if they ignore the principles and practices, indeed the spirit of those occasions when Jesus ate and drank with people in his day? Do we stick fast to Paul's account of the words and institution of Christ's Supper and shut out every other breaking of bread by Jesus to which the gospel writers bear witness because Paul's account resembles most closely communion as we understand it and wish to confine it? Or dare we allow the light from Jesus himself to illuminate and enrich the important witness of Paul?

  In identifying the communion services of Jesus I have adopted three basic criteria. They are criteria all would regard as essential for a celebration of Holy Communion. They may be regarded as arbitrary only in the sense that they may be considered by some to be insufficient. This must be a matter of opinion. I hope to convince. The criteria I have adopted are these:-

  1. THE PRESENCE OF JESUS

  This is the central reality of Christ's Supper. Not remembrance, not sacrifice or thanksgiving, nor commitment nor unity - all of which are relevant and play their part.

  
    Thy presence makes the feast;

    Now let our spirits feel

    The glory not to be expressed,

    The joy unspeakable.

  

  
    (Charles Wesley)

  

  The doctrine of the 'Real Presence' - how it is defined, in what sense is Jesus present in Holy Communion, has been the source of the greatest division within the Church. When Jesus walked in Galilee his friends were spared this debate. He was present, could be seen, heard and touched. To be with Jesus, to eat and drink, and to do everything else with him that comes within the bounds of common human experience - this was the unique privilege of the first century inhabitants of The Middle East. Only in the Resurrection communions do doubts begin to arise and we see already beginning to germinate the seeds of the difficulty of how Jesus is to be apprehended apart from his earthly body.

  But however we understand it (and perhaps it is better to scrap the question "how"?), the presence of Jesus is basic to Christ's Supper, then and now. Communion is a meeting - a special meeting - with Jesus.

  2. SHARED ELEMENTS OF

  FOOD AND DRINK

  The second criterion for an identification of Communion within the gospels is the specific mention of elements of food and drink taken and shared by Jesus and others. Although Jesus is frequently pictured at table and was regarded as something of a 'bon-viveur' by his critics, we are not afforded full details of the menu on these occasions. We can assume that Jesus dined at some of the best houses, and tasted the full variety of Jewish fare at that time. It is significant that only four elements of food and drink are specifically mentioned and these always with a sense of deliberation. Of these, three have been perpetually used in Christian worship (bread, water and wine) and the fourth (fish) was probably so used by the early Christians and has been used by the Waldensian Christians from the middle ages onwards. We shall see that there is a case for restoring this neglected element on occasions. (The mention of honey is not found in all the Greek manuscripts. It appears in the King James, J. B. Phillips and Good-as-New versions. It may reflect early Christian practice based on a memory of Jesus himself.)

  These elements thus become 'Jesus-food' and 'Jesus-drink' in the minds of Christians. The fact that Jesus is not specifically described as 'taking and eating' the Passover lamb, although we know that he regularly did so, is important, for it means there were no attempts to continue the eating of lamb in Christian worship and custom.

  We must not, however, fall victim to the finicky literalism and fundamentalism that Jesus spent so much energy opposing throughout his ministry. If people meet together in the name of Jesus and thus in his presence, with the facts of the Good News inspiring their hearts to worship and praise, whatever food and drink they share will be Holy Communion. Those Dutch Catholic priests who in early Vatican II days' liberation were reprimanded by the Vatican for celebrating the Mass with coffee and biscuits may have been irregular or gimmicky, but true to the spirit of Jesus none the less. Much will depend on whether we believe that thoughts of the death of Jesus must override all other thoughts at every communion, in which case the red wine (or red fruit juice), the blood sign, will be missed, if absent.

  3. SIGNS

  The third criterion is the use of the shared elements of food or drink by Jesus himself or by the gospel writers as signs to impart some truth relative to Jesus himself. The food and drink are used symbolically or sacramentally. Whether the bread and wine at the Last Supper are used by Jesus as visual aids to portray his death, or whether they are perpetual vehicles for the flow of his life to the believer, or any of the other almost innumerable ways of understanding what Jesus was doing, the bread and wine are nothing of themselves but only matter by virtue of the significance provided by Jesus. In every instance in the gospels when Jesus shares food with others there are overtones - the language of parable from Jesus himself or commentary and skilful innuendo by the gospel writer. On each occasion some different aspect of the communion is emphasized and brought out so that our appreciation and joy at our Leader's Table is the less if it is never included.

  The idea that hard, scientific fact constitutes the only truth is a popular modern folly. It is shared by the Biblical literalist who believes that to hold events described in the Bible as figurative is to devalue them. The ancients thought otherwise. For them computer exactitude about the facts themselves was of little value. What was important was the interpretation put on events - their spiritual content. They looked for patterns and markers that would speak of the eternal significance beyond what they experienced. The stories of Jesus are told not to provide a diary of day to day happenings but to illustrate the Good News. We do not need a complete list of Jesus's dinner engagements or tape recordings of all the small talk. What we have are carefully selected and related accounts of Jesus having food or drink fellowship on a limited number of specific occasions, so that we can grasp the eternal realities to which these occasions bear witness and which we can, if we will, share in ourselves.


  
CHAPTER ONE

  

  

  WATER INTO WINE

  JOHN 2: 1-11


  '. ..there was a wedding in Cana. The mother of Jesus was there and Jesus and his friends were guests as well. When all the wine had been drunk, Jesus's mother said to him, "They've run out of wine." Jesus said to her, "Stop interfering, woman! It's not the right time for people to find out about me." Nearby there were six stone water jars, the kind used by Jewish people for ceremonial washing, each holding from twenty to thirty gallons. Jesus said to the waiters, "Fill the jars with water. And they filled them right up to the top. Then he said, "Now go back to the well and take what you draw from it to whoever is in charge of the catering." So they did. The supervisor, tasting the water, which had now become wine, not knowing where it had come from, (though the waiters knew) called across to the bridegroom and said, "Everyone else serves the top quality wine first and the poorer quality after the guests have got drunk. But you've kept the best wine till now." By showing his special qualities in this way in Cana of Galilee Jesus gave the first clue as to who he was. His friends learned to trust him. After this Jesus went on to Nahum Town with his mother and the rest of his family and friends.'

  THE story of Jesus turning the water into wine at the wedding in Cana of Galilee is not a favourite for preachers nowadays. It is tricky. Still less would many preachers use the story as an introduction to the celebration of Christ's Supper. Yet all the criteria we have seen to be necessary for a valid communion are there. Jesus is present at the feast and his presence is crucial, as it turns out. Those who share with Jesus in the celebration partake of a drink that Jesus has provided and that he alone can provide. The gospel writer makes it quite clear that we are to understand what has taken place as a 'sign', the first of a series by which Jesus reveals his special character. Even if we have been reading the story as plain history, the writer's comment at the end bids us go back and read it all again.

  Jesus is present at the wedding in Cana. He is there as a guest. The fact that mother is listed as a guest before her son may be because it was a family wedding on his mother's side, or may have deeper significance, as we shall see. The chief lesson the Church seems to have drawn from the presence of Jesus at Cana is that he thus hallowed the institution of marriage, and this point was made in the older forms of the marriage service. Among the early Christian communities there was a party that advocated celibacy, and the story of Jesus' presence at Cana was likely used to confound them. (We have no certainty as to whether Jesus was himself married or no. It is foolish to argue from the complete lack of firm evidence either way. The almost universal assumption that Jesus was unmarried rests on grounds other than historical!) However, it is unlikely that Jesus attended the wedding at Cana in order to assure future generations of his approval of marriage. If a member of the family, or a close friend, he would have been expected and attended as a matter of course. The presence of Jesus speaks of his humanity and his natural involvement in everyday life. The special calling of Jesus and his disciples, though it did involve a radical change in priorities, did not call for an opting out of the world in a monastic sense. Weddings and funerals, as seen in the games the children played (Luke 7:32), were the focal events at which communities would be at one, downing tools to join the general rejoicing or mourning. Jesus' schedule of teaching and missionary activity was tight but not so tight as to prevent him from taking time off to play his part in a major event in the life of the community. It is the Church that has turned Jesus into a monkish figure, to be sought after in elaborate ritual or charismatic ecstasy. But Jesus is rarely to be found in the spectacular or way-out. He is someone who belongs to the ordinary and everyday.

  
    We may not climb the heavenly steeps

    To bring our Lord Christ down;

    In vain we search the lowest deeps,

    For him no depths can drown...

  

  
    But warm, sweet, tender, even yet

    A present help is he;

    And faith has still its Olivet

    And love its Galilee.

  

  
    (J.G. Whittier)

  

  Christ's Supper, like Jesus its author, must have about it his sympathy with the simple and commonplace. The attempt of the Church, from the best of motives, to dress it up by increasing elaboration of both verbal and ritual elements runs counter to the essence of the communion and at time comes near to destroying it. It is the presence of Jesus, not his remoteness, we are called upon to celebrate. The medium must not contradict the message.

  At Cana, the elements involved are two - water and wine. These two elements are present in regular celebrations of Holy Communion today. In places where it is the liturgical custom for members of the congregation to process the elements to the table for offering, water and wine are often brought in separate flasks, later to be mixed. The water enables the wine to go further, as in Cana, and also reduces the alcoholic potency if fermented wine is used. But the water deserves to be considered as an element in its own right. Water is a basic essential for life. As such it is used as a symbol by Jesus. "Whoever trusts me will have a supply of fresh water inside them." (John 7:38) Just as on a planet in the solar system scientists look for the presence of water and oxygen as indications that life may be possible, so Nick the theologian is provoked by Jesus into exploring the possibility of similar factors for spiritual birth and eternal life. Thus believers will be reminded by the presence of water at The Jesus Meal of that God-given basis underlying all natural life as we know it, and also they will be reminded of their baptism, a sign of new life.

  At Cana, the two elements, water and wine, do not exist side by side, nor do we understand that they are mixed. Rather, one is transformed into the other. We cannot help being sidetracked by the historical/scientific question as to whether Jesus did or could do such a thing. It is a sidetrack because it is not what the story is about and it is not what we are meant to concentrate upon. But our twentieth century minds cannot escape. Much depends on our view of the relationship between the divinity and humanity of Jesus. If his divinity is preserved in such a way that the full power and authority of the creator is there in the man Jesus, then he is able physically to change water into wine. If, on the other hand, it is considered that in Jesus the divinity is, by God's own choosing, limited by his humanity to his own time and place and by what is scientifically possible at that date, then miracles of this type are ruled out. Both views are sincerely held by many Christians. Much heat may be wasted and nothing proved. The other question, equally nagging, is whether, if Jesus could perform such a miracle, he would. According to Matthew, Jesus at the time of his arrest could have called on twelve legions of angels to save him. (26:53) But he had already ruled out such short cuts to success in his period of contemplation in the desert. He refused to turn stones into bread. He rejected ideas of impressing by magic or bribing with food hand-outs. The possibilities of turning water into wine are of the same order. The nature of Jesus was such as to respond with a reflex action to human need, and for him the response was more important than abstract principles. The situation at Cana was embarrassing. Jesus would naturally feel for the young couple whose happiest day was about to be marred. Jesus performs his action with a degree of secrecy, which avoids publicity-stunting. On the other hand the secrecy is not complete - the waiters know. Would Jesus have risked such a wonder-working in a situation that was far from desperate? The guests at the wedding were neither starving nor parched with thirst. Indeed a stage in the proceedings had been reached (frequenters of weddings will understand) when more sobrietous guests would be beginning to call it a day. If one is looking for a rational explanation as to what happened, then perhaps what the guests received from the hand of Jesus was scientifically-speaking still water - an explanation to please teetotallers! Water from the hands of Jesus is the best vintage; a crust from his hands, a banquet. Whatever view is taken of the scientific or theological possibility of turning water into wine, the real miracle is the presence of Jesus, which always transforms the ordinary into the extraordinary. By his touch ordinary people become worth their weight in gold, sons and daughters of God. This, and not a divine conjuring trick, however impressive, is the Good News.
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