“Hang ups & Habits”

I Corinthians 11:23-26
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Do you have a morning ritual? You know, a certain way you want to do things in the morning. If something forces you to change your normal pattern it just doesn’t feel right? Causes other things to get out of whack? I hope you do because if you don’t then I’m weird. Come to think of it I am weird. But hay, God loves me anyhow!

Last Tuesday night two of my grandchildren spent the night with us while their parents went to the midnight debut of “Harry Potter and the whatever”. (Speaking of weird!) Two grandchildren spending the night changed my morning ritual. I had to be quieter, I couldn’t turn certain lights on, things like that. It took me till noon to get things feeling normal again.

Ritual is part of the reason I am here today instead of in the other traditional services where I normally preside. Pastor Mike came to us from another denomination of the Christian Church. Cumberland Presbyterians have a process that someone like Mike must go through before our denomination will confirm his ordination to full Christian ministry. Our denomination is trying to be careful that the people we place in worship leadership positions are truly called by God and properly prepared to lead you in your faith journey. This process will hopefully be complete by the next meeting of Presbytery, but that won’t be until late October. Between now and then Mike is somewhat restricted in his pastoral privileges.  For instance, he can’t lead you in the two sacraments of the church. For now Mike can’t baptize you or our children and he can’t lead you in observing the Lord’s Supper. So that is one reason why I am here today. Today we are going to observe the Lord’s Supper. Listen to what Paul had to say about what he teachers about The Lord’s Supper. I Cor. 11:23-26

The verses that I read and the Lord’s Supper we are going to enact are both a classic part of the Christian faith, they are sacraments, sacred acts,. The first Lord’s Supper was really part of the Passover meal that Jesus and his disciples observed. It occurred just hours before Jesus was arrested, tried and crucified. During that Passover meal, probably toward the end, Jesus took some of the bread they had been eating and some of the wine they had been drinking and used them to forever remind his followers of his sacrificial love for them.  They didn’t understand it at the time, but they would later. Jesus said, “Do this in remembrance of me.”

Jesus clearly showed us what we should do and even what we should say when we remember him in this way, but he did not say how often we should do this in remembrance of him. And so the Christian church has developed many different practices for The Lord’s Supper. Some Christian churches reserve The Lord’s Supper for one special time of the year, usually around Easter. On the other extreme other Christian churches make The Lord’s Supper the focus of every worship, every Sunday. In Cumberland Presbyterian churches you will generally find them observing The Lord’s Supper once a month, generally speaking, it varies with the local church’s tradition and leadership.


Think with me a moment about love/hate relationships, because I think maybe Paul had one of those with the Corinthian church. Maybe not quite that extreme, more like like/dislike situations. For instance, the cell phone. A great thing the cell phone, but there are times when we wish it would just go away, like when it goes off just as you sit down to rest after a long day. And it is of course just out of reach.

Sometimes we find ourselves in love/dislike people relationships. Many parents of teens find themselves in that situation. And teens feel the same about their parents. The good news is those feelings are temporary and most families grow to love and respect and like each other in time.

Paul established the Corinthian church and stayed there at least a year and a half. The letters to the Corinthian churches were written about three years after he had moved on to other mission fields, and were prompted by oral reports of problems and a letter he received from the church asking about some specific issues that were dividing the congregations. Among the problems areas was the manner in which some of the churches were butchering The Lord’s Supper.
The reason our denomination is so “ticky” about who can lead and how The Lord’s Supper is practiced is made clear as we read about some of the things some of the churches were doing. I suspect there were many times when Paul loved those churches but wished he had not started them or at the least stayed with them longer.
Traditions and habits were the problem. You can read about them for yourselves in I Corinthians 11. I want to focus today on our traditions and habits. We all have traditions and habits and all churches have their own traditions and habits. The creation of this new worship experience is challenging some of those traditions and habits we hold at St. Timothy, and that is good. Not because those traditions and habits are bad, but because we get hung up on them and can’t imagine another, equally valuable way of worship. We get tunnel vision and miss some good things.

Cumberland Presbyterians used to proudly say that our church is the church your grandparents enjoyed. By that we meant the Cumberland Presbyterian church has not deviated from our faithfulness to the Bible and has not been swayed in our theology by modern socially acceptable trends. We are still the church of a time when church was a trusted place. We don’t say we are the church your grandparents knew and loved anymore because people began to interpret that to mean that we were stuck in the past, unable to see God at work in new ways and follow him. That is not true. But changing old habits and welcoming new ways to worship God isn’t easy. Let me get specific.

At St. Timothy we do not raise our hands in praise. Why? Because, that is why! Now you wouldn’t accept that reason from your children so why should you accept that from your church? Raising hands in praise is biblical. Listen to the bible, Psalm 134:2 says, “Lift up your hands in the sanctuary and praise the Lord.”  If you would prefer a New Testament verse listen to I Timothy 2:8, “I want men everywhere to lift up holy hands in prayer…” Uplifted hands is a sign of praise and prayer. Like all worship practices lifting hands should be a physical response to the movement of the Spirit of God in us. We should never do it because someone else is doing it or because a worship leader wants us to do it. It must come from the heart.

Sticking with the hands thought, at St. Timothy we applaud. We have not always applauded, but some years ago we began to realize that applause is exactly the same as a good old “Amen!” and some of us were not to comfortable with “amens”.  Both mean “That was good! That really blessed me! I completely agree with what you said or sang!”  Applause is biblical, so is an “amen”. Psalm 47  begins, “Clap your hands, all you nations; shout to God with cries of joy.” 
Yep, according to the bible you can “shout to God with cries of joy”. We don’t do much shouting in worship. Maybe that is why Presbyterians are sometimes called “the frozen chosen”, we don’t shout and we don’t wiggle around. But maybe we need a little thawing!
Here is what I am trying to say, authentic worship must not be stifled by hang ups and habits. Can I have an “amen” there? If we allow our hang ups and habits to control us in worship then our worship will stay “frozen” and the joy of worshipping with the Holy Spirit will elude us. The bible clearly tells us that it is perfectly appropriate to clap, to shout with joy, to sing God’s praises, to raise our hands in praise, even dance. (Yes dance. I think the bible had in mind people so happy in worship that they couldn’t sit, had to wiggle around. But I have seen dance companies in a worship service.) In every worship there is a time to be quiet and there is a time to make a joyful noise before the Lord. May we be sensitive to the inspiration of the Holy Spirit and quick to respond. Let go and let God lead you. If you are following the leading of the Spirit of God you can never go wrong.
Today I am going to deviate from our traditional way of observing the Lord’s Supper. Today I am going to blend some old traditions with some older words and shape a new way for us to share in the Lord’s Supper. This will be today’s way, next time it might be some other way. I don’t want to develop a new habit; I want to open the door to possibilities.

Listen these ancient words: Revelations says “Grace and peace to you from Him who is, and who was, and who is to come, and from the seven spirits before His throne, and from Jesus Christ, who is the faithful witness, the firstborn from the dead, and the ruler of the kings of the earth. To Him who loves us and has free us from our sins by his blood, and has made us to be a kingdom and priest to serve His God and Father – to him be glory and power for ever and ever! And the people said, “Amen.”

Today I am going to ask the Elders to take the bread and cup and put them in your hands. I am going to encourage you to be who you are, priests in service of the kingdom of God. You will serve each other! You will take the bread and as the priest you are you will share it with your neighbor, and they will in turn do the same with their neighbor. As we share the bread we will use the ancient words that remind us what this is we are sharing and why we are sharing it. This bread is a symbol of “The body of Christ given for you.” And then we will pass the tray of cups that remind us of the blood that Jesus shed on our behalf, and we will say to our neighbor “The blood of Christ shed for you”.
If you have not yet accepted Jesus Christ as your Lord, if you have not made a public profession of faith in Jesus, then simply pass the plates as they come to you. We don’t want you to pretend something that isn’t true, we don’t want to force you to be hypocritical. God knows your heart, loves you, and appreciates your honesty.
But hear this all of you, this sacred act of The Lord’s Supper is a visual and tactile reminder that Jesus so loved us sinners that he gave his life for us, while we were still in our sins. That gift is still giving, and this sacred act is both a reminder and an invitation.
Jesus said, “I am the bread of life. He who comes to me will never go hungry, and he who believes in me will never be thirsty.” “For my Father’s will is that everyone who looks to the Son and believes in him shall have eternal life, and I will raise him up at the last day.”
