Training for Lay Presidency at Sacraments
HISTORIC ORIGINS

Baptism

It is not unknown for members of church congregations to be unaware, or not to have consciously recognized, that Christianity is rooted in the Jewish faith.  Some ministers tell of being asked in amazement “You mean, Jesus was a JEW?”  

Both Baptism and Holy Communion have their roots in Jewish tradition.

Washings of purification were extensively practiced in Judaism for a variety of reasons.  By long tradition, all pious Jews washed their hands before eating or praying, and they immersed themselves in ritual baths.  But the Essenes gave the practice a greater spiritual weight and made it more important in their lives, immersing their bodies daily before meals and requiring each new member to bathe himself in flowing water, a ritual of initiation which preceded John the Baptist’s rite of

baptism.

Some scholars believe that John may have joined the Essenes at Qumran for a time. 

But his washing was different enough for him to become known as “The Baptiser”.
The Essenes, a name which means  “pious ones” or possibly “healers”  probably emerged in 152 BC when their    leader “the Teacher of Righteousness” 
 denounced the authority of the High priest, the Jerusalem Temple and all its               priests.  The group moved out to Qumran and became a sect as strictly organized as any Roman legion. Each day     began at sunrise with prayer, before which they did not speak. It was the Essenes  who
produced the manuscripts that have  become known as the Dead Sea Scrolls. 









For John this Baptism was not one washing in a series of ongoing purifications, but a unique sign that marked those who repented, as belonging to the renewed people of God, prepared for the coming  of God’s Kingdom.  

When the adult Jesus first appears in the Gospels it is to ask John for Baptism.

As Jesus approaches John, they have a brief conversation in which John questions the need for Jesus to be baptized.  Surely baptism is a sign of repentance for sinners.  John feels it is he who should receive baptism from Jesus.

But Jesus is adamant.  John Proctor (New Testament at Westminster College) says “Accepting baptism is the right thing for him to do.  Matthew’s gospel portrays Jesus as constantly concerned for what is right. Here at the start, it is important that he identify with the people he comes to serve, that he show his solidarity with them and immerse himself in their hopes and needs.”
We are told that when Jesus emerged from the water at his baptism, the Holy Spirit came upon him.  This was not just a gift to him, but one that he would share.

Eucharist

At the end of his ministry Jesus used the tradition of the Passover Meal to institute

a meal through which he could be remembered. 

Passover meals represented two ancient celebrations.  On the one hand Passover commemorated the Jews’ deliverance from slavery in  Egypt, and on the other hand
it had probably more ancient origins as a festival associated with the spring migration of flocks.  At the Passover supper the men and boys sat or reclined on straw mats around a low table while the women served.  The food was probably eaten with their fingers and included unleavened bread, lamb, bitter herbs, wine and fruit. The meal was punctuated by reciting Scriptures and recalling the Exodus. 

The lambs eaten at the Passover meal were ritually killed by priests in the Temple, 
Their blood was drained into a bowl which would be passed down a line of priests
till it reached the altar.  There the blood would be splashed on the base of the altar

reminiscent of the practice of sprinkling it on the doorposts of houses.  This practice of sprinkling door posts was itself a ritual remembrance of the original Passover when the Hebrews had marked their doors with the blood of a lamb in order that their firstborn would not be taken long with those of the Egyptians.  The blood of a lamb had, traditionally, saved God’s people. 

The parts of the Passover Meal that were to become central in our Christian worship was the unleavened bread for which Jesus gave thanks before breaking it apart to signify the imminent breaking of his body, and the wine which he said represented his blood poured out to save God’s people from their sins.  He also spoke of this being the blood of a new Covenant recalling the scene at Mount Sinai when Moses dashed blood against the altar to seal the Covenant God had made with the people of Israel. 

What is a sacrament?
Augustine of Hippo defined a Christian sacrament as “a visible sign of an invisible reality.”   

A sacrament, then,  is a religious symbol or rite which conveys God’s grace and  blessing,  upon the believers who participate in it, or a tangible symbol which represents something we cannot see.  For example, water used in baptism representing and conveying to the child or believer the gift of the Holy Spirit, forgiveness of sins and membership of the Church.  At Holy Communion the bread and wine represent Christ’s body and blood sacrificed for the forgiveness of our sins, and through which we take Christ into ourselves and are assured of his never ending love for us. 
Baptism

The Reformed understanding of Baptism is that it has a double function.
1 To confirm our faith before God

2
     To enable us to confess our faith to other people.

Baptism is a token and proof that our sins have been forgiven, and that they will never be recalled.

Baptism is a symbol of dying with Christ and gaining new life with him, and we commit ourselves to living out our new life, dead to sin and alive to goodness.

Baptism is also a means of adoption.  We are not only united to Christ in his death 

and resurrection, but united in such a way that we share all his blessings as the Son of God.  Our baptism means we are adopted into God’s family.

In the Basis of Union the United Reformed Church affirms, along with the whole Church of God, that there is one baptism which God has given us as the means of entry into the body of Christ.  Almost alone among the churches the URC holds in trust for the coming great Church a dual track practice of baptism in which as a church we recognize both infant and believer’s baptism. Beyond those differences we hold that baptism “is the sacrament of entry into the Church and is therefore administered once only to any person.”  We therefore affirm that “Baptism is an unrepeatable act.  Any practice which might be interpreted as “rebaptism” must be avoided.
The URC believes that careful pastoral practice will help to prevent some of the pain and misunderstanding that have been a feature of previous experience. On the one hand the seriousness of vows made by parents and the congregation must be stressed. On the other hand, we would wish to encourage opportunity to be given for the reaffirmation of baptismal vows both at the point of personal declaration of faith (Confirmation) and as a regular feature of the church’s worship.

Eucharist

The Reformed tradition is that we believe in the   “Real presence of Christ” present at the Eucharist.  We do not believe in transubstantiation – that the bread and wine become the body and blood of Christ – which is the major stumbling block for unity with our Roman Catholic friends.  Rather in our tradition we believe that in receiving the bread and wine we are drawn into the life of Christ through the power of the Holy Spirit.   What is most important is not what happens to the bread and wine, but what happens to those who receive the Eucharist in faith.  The union with Christ which we experience in the Eucharist should have a transformative effect in our lives.
John Chrysostom described Christians who came to receive at the Lord’s table, yet would not give food or show mercy to their brothers and sisters who were poor, as missing the point of the Eucharist, and Calvin himself followed Augustine in referring to the Eucharist as “The bond of love” that inspires compassion and care for one another.

Calvin also said

“The Sacrament of the Lord’s Supper was not ordained to be received only once a year.  Rather it was ordained to be frequently used among all Christians in order that they might frequently return in memory to Christ’s Passion, by such remembrance to sustain and strengthen their faith, and urge themselves to sing thanksgiving to God and to proclaim his goodness.  Finally, by it to nourish mutual love, and among themselves give witness to this love and discern its bond in the unity of Christ’s body”.

In today’s world we often use the words remember and remembrance in terms of casting our minds back.  We look at photographs and say “Oh do you remember that holiday?”  or nostalgically “I remember that garden so well.”  But in the context of 

Holy Communion – to remember is to re-member - to put back together, to unite, the opposite of dis-member.  We come to put Christ back into our lives, to take his Spirit into ourselves, to nourish our love for him and for our neighbour.

The Practicalities - Baptism
Pastoral care  :   

Requests for Baptism (or a Christening) are often made without any appreciation of what Baptism is, and it is good to give the family written information about Baptism, 

Thanksgiving and Blessing before visiting them, so that they can make an informed choice of what they would like.  I also supply a copy of the Baptism promises so that they are aware of the commitments involved.
The interview prior to Baptism may be the first real contact families have had with the church and while it is important to be open and welcoming, it is also essential that the family is aware of the promises they are being asked to make, and the seriousness with which the church regards those promises.   

Churches may have their own guidelines about frequency of baptism services, but families often have their own ideas of a date for special reasons.  (Shift work, Mother’s and Father’s Day, birthdays or anniversaries, either to be used or avoided)

This is a matter for the church to work out with their authorized person.

It is useful to have a printed form on which to record all the details of child’s name(s)

always check spellings, date of birth,  parents names and names of godparents, and addresses.  I ask both parents to sign the form which says they understand what they are committing to.  

Ask how many people they will be bringing with them, and how many and the ages of children – warn your Junior Church staff.

Explain what will happen on the day. Where in the service the Baptism will be, where they will sit (Ask someone on the door to watch out for the party and direct them to the seats reserved for them.) 
On the day of the baptism, MAKE SURE THERE IS WATER IN THE FONT.  

(Or you may wish to invite a member of the Baptism party (possibly a child) to bring the water in a glass jug or other attractive container to the font from a pre-arranged place 
If at all possible have your Baptism Order of Service in a small ring binder. It saves the pages of the Service book flicking over and losing your place.  

Stand where everyone can see what is happening.
Beware of the child dressed in shiny satin   (not often now)  or an older baby who might well go for your microphone, glasses, or nose!  Small babies are best held in the crook of your arm, older ones upright, where you can clamp a roving hand if necessary.

Invite any brothers and sisters to accompany the parents to the font.
Optional extras :  Take the baby round the church – but not if the child is distressed

                            or you are not confident about it.  (Could ask mum to carry the child 


and accompany you)




Present candle with child’s name and date of Baptism, and ask the 

         
parents to light it on the anniversary of the Baptism and tell the 



child about the promises made and encourage their child to confirm




those promises when old enough




Give flowers to the family before they leave.




Present the Baptism Certificate  (Who will complete this?)




Give details to the Cradle Roll Secretary if you have one.

Practicalities : Holy Communion

You may have no say in whether the bread used is one loaf from which the congregation break off a piece, or small cubes previously prepared by those appointed to do so.

The Reformed tradition has always rejected the unleavened bread that was introduced in the Western church around the tenth century – wafers. Most of our churches have traditionally used ordinary bread cut into cubes. The criticism sometimes leveled at this custom is that it emphasizes the individual communicant rather than the community.  Some congregations are now passing around a loaf from which each person can pull off a piece – a more fitting symbol of the fact that being many, we are still one body because we all partake of the one bread.  

Many churches are now providing gluten free alternatives on the plate for those who

require them.

Customs involving the cup have been greatly influenced by two developments – the introduction of grape juice and the invention of individual cups.  Many Reformed communion tables hold trays of individual cups filled with grape juice rather than a chalice filled with wine. The choice of fermented or unfermented wine, grape juice or fruit cordial is a matter of choice for the church.  

A flu epidemic in 1918 introduced the individual cup in many congregations, and the fear of “catching something” has made it a permanent feature.  It is good that in smaller groups, a shared cup is now acceptable in many churches.

Our Reformed theology has always insisted that Jesus Christ is really present in the Eucharist,  believing that he is present in the action of the sacrament.  To symbolize this we emphasise the breaking of the bread and the lifting of the cup, and these actions must be visible in order to be meaningful.
I was taught when reading the words of the Institution of the Lord’s Supper to read them from a Bible, in order to remind the congregation that what we are doing is Biblically based.  I don’t always do this, but I do try to say these words as though 

I were speaking personally to the congregation.  

The symbolism of breaking the bread must be seen to remind the congregation that Christ’s body was broken for them.  Again, lifting a chalice is important from the point of view of being visible, something an individual cup cannot provide.  And the chalice should contain wine and not be on the table merely as an ornament.

The sacrament of Holy Communion does not have to involve an elaborate liturgy; 

the words of institution, a prayer of thanksgiving, and the invocation of the Holy Spirit are all that are needed, following Jesus’ pattern, we give thanks, break the bread and share it, using the words that he used in the upper room, certain that he will be there eating and drinking with us.

However, most of us will use one of the set Orders of Service in the URC Worship Book or some other source. I often use the book of Common Order of the Church of Scotland.

Whichever order you use, try to make the Eucharist something you are sharing with the congregation.  By that I mean, that if you are slavishly following the words in a book without making eye contact with the congregation, it will appear from the body of the church that this is an activity in which you alone are engaged.  

I appreciate that for some of you, presiding at the sacraments will be an occasional 

event which prevents you from becoming familiar with the words but, as far as you are able, say the words from memory when breaking the bread and lifting the chalice so that you can make eye contact with the congregation.  It’s a relatively small detail but makes a big difference.

(Just a minor point) : the last lines “ for as often as you eat this bread and drink this cup you proclaim the death of the Lord until he comes again” are Paul’s words, not those of Jesus.  You may wish to say “and Paul concluded……..

Christians have used many names to refer to the sacrament instituted by Jesus the night of his arrest,  The Lord’s Supper, Holy Communion, Eucharist.

Eucharist, a Greek word meaning “thanksgiving and gratitude” has been used as a name for the sacrament since the second century.  The Eucharist refers to the tradition of Hebrew prayer originally offered before meals, in which Jews blessed God, gave thanks in remembering, confessing and proclaiming what God has done for his people.  When the early Christian church gathered for the sacrament, they did so in the context of a meal, which included a Eucharistic prayer for the work of Christ.  Eventually Christians used the term Eucharist to describe not only the prayer but the entire sacrament as well.

The word Eucharist emphasizes the spirit of thanksgiving and gratitude with which we come to the table of our Lord. 

Home Communions
It is important to make the person receiving Communion feel that they are still part of the fellowship of the local church, whether their absence is a temporary or permanent state of affairs.  I take home communion with either the pastoral assistant or the member’s Elder, and if the one receiving home communion wishes to do so they invite those they would like to share with them.

Allowing time when you first arrive for sharing Church news, also adds to the feeling  of inclusion, rather than walking into the home and immediately starting the service.

After a suitable time, set out the elements on a suitable surface, and using one of the  “shorter” versions for home or hospital, conduct the service.

I try to allow sufficient time for home communions so that it is possible to stay for a little while afterwards to socialise, (sometimes even a cup of tea.)
Holy Communion in Hospital

Very much the same applies as for home communions, but it is not always possible in a busy ward to allow quite as much time, and certainly not the opportunity to have
other people involved due to restrictions of numbers of visitors at one bed.

Pulling the curtains round to increase privacy, may seem like a good idea to you, 

but check with the patient, as though most will welcome the privacy, some folk feel claustrophobic in such situations.

In both Home and Hospital Communion sensitivity is the watchword.

