In the URC, Holy Communion is usually in the context of a normal worship service. Thus there would also be confession; declaration of forgiveness; and the Lord's Prayer at some point. There are four suggested orders of service in Worship from: the United Reformed Church, with further material (much of it applicable to a particular season or Sunday) available on a CD-ROM that goes with it. Rejoice and Sing contains responses and corporate prayers for the congregation to use but not complete liturgies. Some of the orders are lengthy and wordy but it is unnecessary to use all material at every service. Try to work out what would be appropriate to the contexts in which you anticipate presiding. 

The Reformed tradition of congregational participation encourages use of congregational responses and other participation. Elders distribute the bread and wine to the congregation. Times of silence may be valuable — especially after the eating and the drinking —to enable the people to reflect on their own relationship with God as He comes to them in/through the bread and the wine.

The Table is set with (only) a cloth and the bread and wine which are covered until the Offertory, when the covers are removed. (Alternatively, the elements may be brought to the table at the Offertory.) The cloths may be replaced after all have received. Any leftovers should be removed with dignity after the service. Traditionally, bread and wine are the only symbols; neither a cross nor a Bible is on the table.

Whilst the use of "thimble" glasses is typical in the URC, there is no reason why a common cup (chalice) should not be used. 

When presiding at an unfamiliar church, you will need detailed conversations before the service with someone from the home church to talk you through the way they do things. Remember that you are on sensitive ground.

There are many understandings about what happens in a communion service. Are we just remembering Christ's sacrifice? Is every service a new sacrifice? Is Christ really present, and, if so, in what sense?

What is certain is that God is outside time. We are entering into the whole history of creation, incarnation, salvation through the shed blood of the cross, resurrection, ascension of Christ to the right hand of the Father, and His coming again in glory. All in God's eternal present. 
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THE SACRAMENT OF HOLY COMMUNION
Jesus said "Do this in remembrance of me'









CELEBRATE!
URC Southern Synod, Revised Edition 2016

Holy Communion
A Sacrament is defined as "an outward and visible sign of an inward and spiritual grace". It is the great dramatic acting out on earth, at a specific time and place, of what God has done and is doing in heavenly places.

Christian denominations differ in the way they understand this mystery and their various understandings reflect their wrestling with the mystery. There are different names given to the sacrament—“Eucharist” (coming from Greek for "thanksgiving"), “Mass” (coming from Latin for "sending out"), “the Lord's Supper” or “Holy Communion” usually used in the Free Churches. 

However, the “shape of the liturgy” (G. Dix) is remarkably similar throughout Christendom. Whilst people have (literally) been burned at the stake in the past for what was thought to be wrong doctrine, today there is considerable degree of convergence as to the form of the service and understanding of the liturgy. Nevertheless, you need to be aware that, even within a single congregation, people may have very different views and hold them strongly. So you need to have a clear understanding of your own convictions whilst avoiding giving offence to others.

The background to the traditions and practice come from (i) the Jewish Passover, (ii) from the Last Supper on the night Jesus was betrayed and (iii) from the early church practice. Some dearly held Protestant views come from the time of the Reformation as a reaction against what were seen as corrupt and/or erroneous practice within the Roman Catholic Church. It is more constructive, however, to focus on what we, as Reformed Christians believe, rather than on what we may deem the erroneous views of others!

The URC background is found on the Basis of Union at A3 paragraph 15 in The Manual.

The Passover is an annual Jewish festival looking back to and celebrating God's mighty work of deliverance of his people from slavery in Egypt. It also looks forward to a Messiah who is to come. It contains much symbolism in its actions— notably washing/purification rituals, the breaking of unleavened bread and the eating—near the end of the feast— of a piece of this broken bread which represented the Messiah, the Deliverer who was to come. It also included drinking 4 cups of wine, one of which represented salvation.
Many but not all scholars believer that the Last Supper was a Passover meal and that, at it, Jesus radically reinterpreted it with respect to himself — see Matt.26:17-30, Mark 14:12-26, and Luke 22:-29; and Paul in 1 Corinthians 11: 23-26, probably the earliest account. In particular note that Jesus, picking up the bread that represented the Messiah said, "This is my body…; do this in remembrance of me". And, as he took “the” cup, "This cup is the new covenant (the new relationship with God) in my blood”. For John’s very different treatment, see John 6 and John 13.
In the Reformed tradition the sacrament is always associated with the preaching of the Word. In public worship in the URC, only an ordained minister or a person authorised by Synod may preside. This is to signify that the celebration is part of the worship of the whole church worldwide and to ensure that everything is done "decently and in order".

It is an awesome responsibility, not only to lead people to the Table but also to enable them to hear and receive the words and actions of the living Christ.

Whilst there is no denominational policy, it is typical in the URC for the invitation to communion to be addressed "To all who love the Lord Jesus Christ and are seeking to be his true disciples" (or similar). Such an invitation imposes no limitation as to denomination, church membership, baptism or confirmation. There are differing views about allowing children to receive. Be aware of the policy or expectations of the particular congregation where you are presiding.

The four great actions in every Communion are the Taking, the Breaking, the Distribution (Sharing) and the Receiving (Eating/drinking).

Some traditions add the Outpouring of the wine—Jesus's love and lifeblood outpoured for all who would receive. It is common for all to receive and to eat and then drink together as a symbol of unity in Christ.

Actions speak louder than words and these are central to the celebration. It is in the drama and the unspoken that lie the power and the mystery—and in the mystery, Jesus is present and God speaks. Many of the battles that have been fought between denominations over the years arise from trying to put the mystery into words. 

The essential elements of the communion service in most Christian worship are:

The Invitation; the Offertory — the presenting (bringing to the table, or uncovering) of the bread and wine (and maybe the collection of money); the Peace—the only time the people minister to the minister; the Words of Institution; the Taking; the Prayer of Thanksgiving (also known as the “Eucharistic Prayer”) — thanks to God for all His mighty works in deliverance; the Breaking; the Sharing the bread; Receiving the bread; the Sharing the wine; the Receiving the wine; and a final prayer of acclamation and worship.

It is common, also, to include some of the traditional Christian prayers from centuries past as a sign that the service is shared with "all your people in heaven and on earth”. The Sanctus, the Agnus Dei, the Gloria, the Kyries, and the Acclamation are in Rejoice and Sing (the quoted phrase is from the Sanctus as set out in R&S 12) and some of the liturgies in Worship from: the United Reformed Church include them.
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