
FIRST COMMUNION, Sept. 2, 2018 

 Here’s a good question to with which to start your day:  what do angels eat?  Accepting 

for the moment the premise that there are angels, which many of us might do, and that they do 

eat, which might be a little less clear, what do they eat?  A few obvious answers come to mind, 

no?  Angel food cake.  Angel hair pasta.  Divinity.  Probably not Devil’s Food cake or deviled 

eggs, and so on.  And almost certainly not the extraordinary variety and amounts of food I saw 

and did my best to consume at the State Fair yesterday!  One can hardly imagine angels weighed 

down with pronto pups, mini-donuts,  and bacon on a stick and remaining so swift and fierce, can 

one?  However, good though our answers are to this timely question, our Psalm 78 provides a 

different answer to the question of an angel’s choice of food:  manna.  Manna, as in the bread-

like flakes that rained down from the heavens on the people of Israel during their Wilderness 

Wanderings as they fled through the desert from the slavery of Egypt.  In verse 25 of this psalm 

we read, “Mortals ate of the bread of angels,  God sent food to them in abundance.’  “The bread 

of angels”.  This was one of the stories our children studied during our First Communion class, a 

perfect example of God providing food for people in need.  Literally, the skies rained manna in 

the morning, and in the evening, quails would descend on the camp for meat.  So many Bible 

stories involve meals, actually, and God’s provision of food for meals, that it’s no wonder Holy 

Communion is one of two sacraments within the Church, and it’s a meal.  A meal being shared 

with Jesus and with believers around the world, and on earth and in heaven.  A meal of wine and 

bread.  And that bread is surely to us what the manna in the wilderness was to the escaping 

Hebrew slaves:  “the bread of angels”.    

 September, as I mentioned, is First Communion month for us, and it is appropriate for us 

to begin the month with some reflections on the meaning and significant of Holy Communion.  



Like so many things that matter deeply---baptism, communion, marriage, having children---we 

only come to truly grasp the depth of these kinds of happenings over time, and in layers of 

meaning that accumulate with our life experience.  For that reason, every time we attend a 

wedding, we should actually listen to the sermon, because after being married many years, we 

might finally grasp something about the holy state of matrimony for the first time.  Likewise, for 

Holy Communion.  We can’t learn about it or think about it too often; it is always gaining in 

depth of meaning for us as we come to the altar in all the times and seasons of our lives, seeking 

a meal with Jesus, seeking the Table of Second Chances.  

 So, let me ask you something a little less abstract than what angels eat; I believe you will 

know these answers.  Is this “our table” or “the Lord’s table”?  Correct.  “This is not our table,  it 

is the Lord’s table.”  And secondly, “Who is welcome”?  Again, correct.  “All are welcome”.  

There is a place at the Lord’s table for any one who seeks it.  This is not our tables, it is the 

Lord’s table, and all are welcome.  That is as deeply true for me as anything I know, but it’s 

worth thinking about.  Let’s unpack these two profound truths for a moment.  

 Why is this not merely our table, but rather the Lord’s table?  I mean, we set some pretty 

mean tables, don’t we?  We enjoy wonderful meals individually, with our families, with our 

church or community.  We have National Night Out picnics and fishcake dinners and potluck 

brunches.  We have many fine tables and meals, no doubt about it.  And God blesses those meals 

and our fellowship together.  Again, read through the Scriptures: God is all about food and good 

meals!  This meal of Holy Communion, however, is unique.  It is one of two sacraments within 

the Lutheran Church:  Holy Baptism and Holy Communion.  And just as we might say of 

baptism, that God is present in all our encounters with water, but Holy Baptism is unique among 

them, so we can say that God is present in all our meals, but Holy Communion is unique among 



them.  A sacrament, by Lutheran definition, is a means of grace.  It is uniquely an encounter in 

which we experience the grace of God.  Not by any stretch of the imagination the only kind of 

encounters in which we experience the grace of God, but Sacraments are unique among them.  

The Sacrament of Holy Baptism and Holy Communion bear the two hallmarks of sacraments 

within Lutheranism:  they involve concrete elements.  Water.  Bread and wine.  And they are 

commanded by Jesus.  “Go there and baptize”, Jesus tells us.  And “Take, eat, drink---do this in 

remembrance of me.”  The words of Jesus and the concrete element, taken together, provide a 

brush with the Holy, an encounter with Christ that is described in Holy Communion as “real 

presence.”  Which is to say, while we do not claim that the bread and wine are literally changed 

in substance into flesh and blood, we say instead that Christ is truly present in the bread and 

wine.  In sharing in this meal with Christ, we partake of Christ’s very self; God is with us and 

God is within us; mortals eat the bread of angels.  That makes this meal unique from every other 

meal, and it means that this is not our table; it is the Lord’s table.  It is the sacrament of Holy 

Communion, not just a grab and go snack.  And it is because this is the Lord’s table that we share 

in this meal weekly, as often as possible.  Which was how the earliest of Christians did, but not 

how many of our forebears did.  For example, I grew up in the Methodist Church.  We had Holy 

Communion 4 times a year, quarterly, whether we needed it or not, right?  So, even if you were a 

pretty regular church goer, if you happened to miss church on Holy Communion Sunday, you 

could go half a year without receiving Holy Communion.  And longer, of course, if you missed 

that particular Sunday the next time around. I don’t recall any particular emphasis on learning 

about Holy Communion specifically, but we communed for the first time on our Confirmation 

Sunday, in 9th grade I’m thinking. Many of you likely had a similar experience. Holy 

Communion was offered less frequently, and you were older when you first received it.  So, why 



has that changed?  Particularly since whatever was done when we were young was obviously the 

“right way” and the best way possible?   

 Well, as it happens, over the last decades, there have been some significant changes in 

thinking about Holy Communion across mainline Protestantism. These changes were actually a 

return to the practices of ancient Christianity for the vast bulk of church history.  Holy 

Communion was celebrated weekly in virtually any Christian Church for the first 1500 years of 

church history.  Even after the Reformation of 1519, Lutherans continued to celebrate Holy 

Communion weekly.  Some of the other reformed churches opted for less frequent celebration of 

Communion---like the quarterly practice of my home Methodist Church for example-- and 

eventually many Lutheran churches fell into the monthly practice of offering Communion.  But 

as early as the 1970s and 80s, most Protestant denominations began to return to more frequent 

celebration of this meal with Jesus.  This included the Lutheran Church, which returned with 

renewed enthusiasm to the practice of Martin Luther and the long held practice of weekly 

Communion.  So, in the last half a century, many or most churches have returned to the practice 

of the first 1500 years of Christianity in gathering at the Lord’s Table weekly.  It’s been an 

across the board movement. And to those who might complain that having Communion less 

often made it seem more special, I’ll give my husband’s response:  Do you limit how often you 

express love and romantic affection to your spouse, because less is better?  Is it much more 

special if you do it less frequently?  I don’t think so!  That’s not how relationships work, and 

faith in our loving Lord is a relationship that benefits from time spent together, like any 

relationship does.  We gather here weekly, because this is not just any table of ours, it’s the 

Lord’s table. 



 But how about that second profound truth: that all are welcome at this table who seek a 

place here?   Like our frequency of celebrating Communion, this practice has also varied through 

time and across denominations.  Some denominations, like ours, proclaim that all are welcome.  

Others, including some we have probably attended a service within, do not.  They set rules about 

who is welcome that may include your denominational identity or your age.  It’s interesting to 

me that just as the frequency of Holy Communion has returned more closely to the practice of 

the ancient church, so has the notion of how old a recipient of Holy Communion should be. 

Much of the ancient church, and the Orthodox Church to this day, communed infants as soon as 

they were baptized.  While the Catholic Church eventually moved that age upward, they 

continued to hold First Communion earlier than many Protestants, often around 1st grade.  

Protestant Churches, in a well-intentioned effort to get away from any sense of the sacraments as 

being magical, emphasized knowledge and understanding as an important aspect of receiving 

Holy Communion.  This eventually led to many being confirmed and communed for the first 

time together, as teen-agers. But that is a relatively recent and relatively short-lived tradition 

within the Church’s 2000 year history.  So even if it’s what we grew up with, which 

automatically makes it the correct standard, right, it actually isn’t the longest held practice but 

more of an aberration. Already, as I mentioned, in the 1970s and 80s, this was being re-thought.   

I first had to re-think this when I was doing my internship, in 1985, in Fergus Falls.  There was a 

group of developmentally disabled adults who lived in a group home nearby the church and 

regularly attended worship.  My supervising Pastor suggested we do a simplified instruction on 

Holy Communion for them and invite them to share in this meal with Jesus.  Initially, I was a 

little taken aback.  How could they really understand Holy Communion?  But, then I recalled that 

certainly no age is specified in Scripture, just as no age for baptism is specified.  And I also 



thought about Martin Luther and his teaching in the small catechism that the only thing 

necessary for the receiving of Holy Communion appropriately is a believing heart that accepts 

what he considered the two most important words of the communion liturgy:  “for you”.  The 

body and blood of Christ, given and shed “for you”.  Developmentally disabled adults can get 

that.  So can younger children.  So can adults with dementia.  Can we truly believe that Jesus 

would not call any of these groups to His table to share His meal?  None of us fully comprehend 

the mystery of Christ’s presence in the bread and wine but we can believe that it is there and it is 

for us.  And like so many of the things that matter most, we grow in our understanding by doing 

and participating over the years.  Which means that who is welcome at the table is not based on 

age, nor for that matter on denominational affiliation---the latter seems self evident to me.  The 

church itself, much less denominational divisions, didn’t exist at the time Jesus instituted the 

meal of Holy Communion.   

 Are there other factors that determine our welcome at the Lord’s table?  Worthiness?  I 

don’t think so.  Which of us could claim to be worthy of eating the bread of angels?  

Preparedness?  Again, how would we know if we were ever truly and fully prepared if such a bar 

was set?  This is, in fact, the one place where none of that matters.  At all.  I am convinced that 

receiving Holy Communion is the most radically unifying and equalizing action in which I 

participate in any given week in a world that grows more divisive, polarized, and hostile every 

day.  Because here, none of that matters. I recently saw a young man wearing a t-shirt with a 

slogan that made me look twice:  Jesus is for losers.  Jesus is for who?  Oh—I get it.  For losers.  

That’s not the insult I first took it to be, but an entirely truthful and Scriptural statement, because 

He is.  Jesus is for imperfect, broken people, for losers and winners, for rich and poor, for all of 



us, all over the world.  Our race, language, or socioeconomic status mean nothing at that altar 

rail.  Every single one of us is welcome, regardless, if we seek a place at the Lord’s table.   

 Listen to these profound and beautiful words of invitation from the Iona Abbey: The table 

of bread and wine is now to be made ready. It is the table of company of Jesus, and all who love 

him. It is the table of sharing with the poor of the world, with whom Jesus identified himself. It is 

the table of communion with the earth, in which Christ became incarnate. So come to this table, 

you who have much faith and you who would like to have more; you who have been here often 

and you who have not been for a long time; you who have tried to follow Jesus, and you who 

have failed; come. It is Christ who invites us to meet him here. 

   This morning and month of First Communions mean a lot to me, I’m not 

going to lie to you.  I so value Holy Communion as a means of grace, and I so value these 

children and the children who will be celebrating their First Communions throughout this month.   

Don’t you?  They are our children, grandchildren, or great grandchildren.  They are our little 

siblings in Christ. I hope that every time you see a child at this altar, whether they are receiving 

Holy Communion or are receiving a blessing instead, that you pray for them. Pray that they will 

grow in the grace of Christ, that faith will blossom within them and make them strong and loving 

for Jesus.  And pray that for everyone at the table of the Lord, including yourself.  That we may 

receive the grace of God and grow in the love of Christ.   At the Table of Second Chances.  At 

the Lord’s Table.  Where all are welcome. Amen.  

  

 


