John 6:51-58
51  “I am the living bread that came down from heaven. Whoever eats of this bread will live forever; and the bread that I will give for the life of the world is my flesh."

52 ¶ The Jews then disputed among themselves, saying, "How can this man give us his flesh to eat?"  53 So Jesus said to them, "Very truly, I tell you, unless you eat the flesh of the Son of Man and drink his blood, you have no life in you.  54 Those who eat my flesh and drink my blood have eternal life, and I will raise them up on the last day;  55 for my flesh is true food and my blood is true drink.  56 Those who eat my flesh and drink my blood abide in me, and I in them.  57 Just as the living Father sent me, and I live because of the Father, so whoever eats me will live because of me.  58 This is the bread that came down from heaven, not like that which your ancestors ate, and they died. But the one who eats this bread will live forever."
1 Corinthians 11:23-26

23 For I received from the Lord what I also handed on to you, that the Lord Jesus on the night when he was betrayed took a loaf of bread, 24 and when he had given thanks, he broke it and said, "This is my body that is for you.  Do this in remembrance of me."  25 In the same way he took the cup also, after supper, saying, "This cup is the new covenant in my blood. Do this, as often as you drink it, in remembrance of me."  26 For as often as you eat this bread and drink the cup, you proclaim the Lord's death until he comes.
This is the Word of God for the people of God.
Taken, Blest, Broken, Given

Did you hear the verbs, action words in Paul’s letter?  They tell us where he’s going.  They’re the same words we hear in Matthew, Mark, and Luke:  Jesus took the bread and the cup, blest it, broke the bread, and gave it for all to eat.  That’s what happens in Holy Communion because that’s what happened with Jesus life, and that is what we are to be:  taken, blest, broken, and given.
Taken

There is a voice that has been whispering your name.  On the cross, that whisper became a shout with all the power that spoke the world into motion.  In Holy Communion, God speaks your name and takes you back to God’s self.  This is what God is doing inside of us now, what God has been doing since He knit us together in our mother’s wombs.  And we are taken into a community, into fulfilling relationships with God and with each other, into communion with Christ and with our neighbor (which is why we celebrate Holy Communion as a united, gathered body, not as individuals).
There is a festival in India that’s celebrated about this time every year, called Holi.  Now Stanford University has it’s own rendition of holi as a charity fundraiser.  Holi is a festival of spring, a festival of colors, where young people explode into the fields of Stanford and use over 5,000 lbs. of (environmentally safe!) paint to drench each other with eye-popping colors from water pistols, colored water balloons, and even buckets.

When the festival is over the fields are hosed down and returned to their original green in fairly short order, but the people say it takes at least an hour to scrub the bright colors off your skin and nails and then the bathroom floor.  Bur for just a little while, everybody is drenched in so many shocking colors, that you can’t tell what color anyone is anymore.  We are taken into one body.
Now, I said we are taken by God, not snatched up, but taken – or better said, taken back…again, and again, and again.  You see, we’re all sinners working on sainthood, and we do fall short of the perfection that God intends for our lives.  And thank the good Lord; God forgives us – again, and again, and again.

And the amazing thing is that Long before we sinners ever thought of returning to God, long before we’re even aware of it, God is waiting for us to come home – waiting with arms wide open; arms stretched out not in condemnation, but in love; arms that were nailed to a cross, to show us that greater love is meant to be.  We are called; we are claimed; we are community; we are taken.
Blest

We usually use the words “blest” or “blessed” as adjectives to describe, well…us, or the stuff that comes our way.  We’re so blest; have a blest day; Pastor Tom, your sermon was such a blessing to me; or here in the South:  poor Pastor Tom – he doesn’t have the sense God gave a tree stump, bless his heart.  Sometimes, we use “blest” and “blessed” as verbs.  Jesus blest the children.  Can we eat yet – has the food been blessed?  We tend to bless things and people.
But what if “blessing” was understood like a table blessing – giving thanks – where instead of the focus being on us and what we’re receiving, the focus is on God.  What if we understood blessing as giving thanks to God for who God is and for what God does?  What if we acknowledged God’s blessedness?
The ancient Jews understood God’s blessedness and the blessedness of everything that comes from God.  They actually had prayers to remove God’s blessing, to deconsecrate things so they could use them for their own ordinary purposes, since these things were already blessed because they belonged to God.  There is even a redemption ceremony for the first born son, to redeem him back from the Lord, so he can return to the family, otherwise he would belong to God.

When we celebrate Holy Communion, listen to the words that the celebrant (not the leader, but the celebrant who is one among the people) uses to give God thanks.  They’re a lot like a Jewish blessing called the Kiddush, that was recited in Jesus’ day at mealtimes, especially on the Passover.  It’s a thanksgiving that blesses God as the creator of the universe, who rested on the seventh day, making it holy for us; a blessing of God who saved Noah on the ark; a blessing of God for remembering his people in Egypt and delivering them from bondage; a blessing of God who gave us commandments and prophets and made covenant to be our sovereign God; a blessing of God who’s love remains steadfast even when our love fails.  And of course, we bless God for sending his only son, Jesus Christ to redeem us.

God is blessing.  So we give thanks, the Great Thanksgiving, blessing God for who God is and for what God does.  Likewise, the communion meal is blessing for what it is (the body and blood of our Lord and Savior, Jesus Christ) and for what it does (provides a means for God’s abundant grace to come to us as we encounter the living Christ who promised to meet us here every time we come).
Now, we can argue about the holy mystery of how God comes to us, about how Christ is present, and make all kinds of claims about the symbolism of the bread and the cup.  But in this holy, intimate meal we feast on God through our faith, not our stomachs.  Through the power of the Holy Spirit we receive Christ in our hearts as a sort of spiritual transfusion where Christ’s blood is comingled with our own; and his heart beats within us; and somehow, mysteriously, the power to love is infused within us.  That’s blest!
Broken

Jesus Christ gave his life for us.  This bread and this cup represent the breaking of Jesus body and the pouring out of his blood on the cross.  He was broken that we might be made whole.  And just as Christ was broken for all people, we offer his brokenness to all people.

Do you remember the last verse of our epistle lesson?  It’s “For as often as you eat this bread and drink the cup, you proclaim the Lord’s death until he comes.” (1 Cor. 11:26)  Yes, as Christians, we do proclaim the resurrection, but we also proclaim Christ’s death, for by his wounds we are healed.  The ultimate symbol of brokenness, the cross, is what we point to as proof of just how far God is willing to go to love us.
Grains of wheat must fall into the earth and die before they bear fruit, the kernels of wheat must be plucked and ground into flour to make bread, and the bread must be broken before it is given.  There is no resurrection without a cross, no Easter without Good Friday.  We have to die to self - to loose our life in order to find it.  We take up our cross every day, even minute by minute; but that is not the end of the story.
There is a bell in Russia, a huge bronze bell.  It’s called the Tsar Bell, the “king” of all bells, because it’s the largest bell in the world, ever.  It’s over 20 feet high and 21 ½ feet around, weighing in at 216 tons; it has portraits and inscriptions and grand ornamentation from top to bottom.

But this bell has never been rung.  In fact, it’s not even hung up, but sits on the ground outside the Kremlin in Moscow, because while it was still being cast in the foundry, it cracked and a huge slab of bronze (about 11 ½ tons) broke off from the rest of the bell.  For over a century, this “king of all bells” was never even taken out of its casting.

Finally, one day, it was put on display and a very strange thing happened.  People started using the broken place in the bell to climb inside of it, and the broken bell became a chapel for prayer to God almighty.  Some of the old Russian believers say that on Judgment Day, the bell will be made whole again and lifted up to heaven where it will ring to summon the believers home.
We are all broken; and the broken places are exactly where God enters in and transforms us into something wonderful.  

Given

Sometimes we quote the Bible:  “I can do all things through Christ” (Philip 4:13).  But what can Christ do through us?  Romans 12.1 says that we are to offer ourselves as living sacrifices.  In Holy Communion, we even pray for this twice.  Part of the words we say beforehand are, “…we offer ourselves in praise and thanksgiving as a holy and living sacrifice…”  And part of the prayer after Holy Communion is, “Grant that we may go into the world in the strength of your Spirit, to give ourselves for others, in the name of Jesus Christ our Lord.”
The work of God is the calling of a people to give themselves for others.  The church is not simply the bearer of the message of reconciliation, like a newspaper or recorded telephone message.  Nor are we vendors of a market commodity.  Nor is the church simply the result of the message, like an alumni association is the product of a school.  No.  Giving is the reason for the church’s existence.  We are called to be Christ’s hands and feet in this world, to give ourselves in love as Christ did, taking that as far as he did, if we are called.   We don’t just sit inside these four walls.  We go out into the world.  After Jesus was resurrected, his very last words on earth were, “…you will be my witnesses in Jerusalem, in all Judea and Samaria, and to the ends of the earth.”

This is the incarnation, the revealing of the spiritual through physical, tangible, earthly means.  God takes ordinary, common things and invests them with divine significance.  It seems strange to talk about Jesus as ordinary, but this is God who was also fully human.  Likewise, in Holy Communion, we’re eating bread and drinking grape juice, but we’re also feasting on God’s flesh.  And in the same way, Jesus calls us to follow him into the world – not just following the leader, but going where Jesus takes us, having the mind of Christ and the heart of Christ beating within us, being fully dependant on the power of Christ for our every need, and taking Christ’s love out into the world.  We eat the bread of life and drink the cup of salvation so that we can put on Christ for the world.  That’s the incarnation of the church.

We have seen the love of the cross, hope of resurrection, and felt the waters of baptism splashing us.  We know there are thirsty people, and we know where the river of abundant life flows pure and plentifully.  And we know where the hungry are, and where the bread of life is.

Come and feast, that you may be as Christ:  taken, blest, broken, and given.

Amen.
� Wikipedia, “Tsar Bell” entry.
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