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While teaching church history at Chicago Christian High School I led field trips to different 
branches of the church. In trying to understand what made each branch distinctive students were 
encouraged to ask questions about authority, scripture, worship, leadership, sacraments, etc. Our 
hosts were gracious and the exchanges were colorful. 
 
On one occasion we visited a Greek Orthodox church and the students were awed by the smells 
and bells and icons. Wherever they looked – to the side, to the ceiling, to the iconostasis on the 
altar – there were images of men and women of the faith. The students were overwhelmed by the 
silence, the candle light, the incense, the sense of the holy. This was decidedly different than any 
other place in their lives. They were wading into a river deeper and longer than their immediate 
concerns.   
 
With a black beard of biblical proportions, the priest was warm and welcoming. The students 
whispered questions and he answered with clarity and kindness. Then a smart-aleck in the last 
row asked, “Since you believe that the wine turns into the blood of Jesus what do you do if you 
spill it?” He looked around for affirmation. 
 
Without missing a beat, the priest replied, “I get down on my hands and knees and lick it up, for 
not a drop of the precious blood of our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ would be lost or wasted.” 
The students were stunned. Silent. They had studied the doctrine of transubstantiation but here 
was one who genuinely believed it. 
   
However, the young man in the back row was undeterred. With a sly grin, thinking this was a 
win, his hand shot up again. “What happens if you spill it on the carpet?” 
 
And again, without hesitation or a hint of incredulity, the priest responded, “We cut out that 
section of carpet and with a special set of prayers it’s burned.” The young man was wide eyed 
and speechless.     
 
Dear friends, the church of Jesus Christ has always gathered around the preaching of the Word 
and the celebration of the sacraments. Sacraments are visible tangible expressions of invisible 
spiritual realities. The word “sacrament” comes from the Latin sacramentum, which means 
“something sacred.” And while different traditions have different ideas about how sacraments 
function, there is something mysterious, precious, and sacred at work. 

Catholic and Orthodox churches recognize seven sacraments: confirmation,  
marriage, last rites, etc. Most Protestant and particularly Reformed congregations 
recognize two sacraments: Baptism and the Lord’s Supper.  

And given that we are celebrating both this morning,  
and given that churches all over this wide world are celebrating communion,  
I want to think with you about sacraments in the Reformed tradition.  
(Scintillating sermon stuff, I know…)   



 
Reformed folks emphasize that baptism and the Lord’s Supper were instituted by Christ. He 
commanded his disciples to baptize all future disciples. And he commanded his disciples to “do 
this in remembrance of me.”  

In response the church has dunked, sprinkled, waded into, and poured out water.  
We have shared wafers, Wonder Bread cubes, and torn chunks of thick-wheaty-bread. 
We’ve passed plates and held out our hands.  
We’ve dipped and dripped.  
We’ve walked forward in joy and waited patiently in silence and brokenness.  
The form doesn’t seem to be the thing that matters, the act of communal obedience is 
what counts.  

 
And maybe that’s the place to begin. Sacraments are a corporate activity. As John Witvliet writes 
sacraments are “deeply personal but never private.” They are intended for, or have been 
practiced by, the gathered community.  
 
Some of you may remember that a colorful gifted pastor baptized the baby of a local bank-teller 
in a private ceremony, and then he wrote about it in the denominational magazine, which in turn 
landed him in hot water. The issue wasn’t that the grace of God overflowed to the bank-teller; 
the issue was that the sacrament was taken out of the community.  

In the Reformed tradition baptism and communion are, to borrow a line that we often use, 
“the gifts of God for the people of God.” They are given to the church for the sake of the 
church. They’re not intended for private practice or individual spirituality.  They root us 
and remind us that we “belong, body and soul, in life and death” to Christ and his church. 

 
Therefore, when we redesigned this chancel and a little team dreamed up and built this 
communion table and baptismal font what we imagined were sacraments symbolically done in 
the center of our life together ~ almost “in the round” as it were. And when babies are walked in 
and among us, or as we watch folks of all ages and stages make their way forward to gingerly dip 
bread into wine, the reminder stands:  

You are not alone.  
You belong to God in Christ.  
You are part of the community that runs back to Jesus of Nazareth and a rag-tag band of 
disciples.   

 
On another occasion we took a church history field trip to a Pentecostal-Prosperity-Gospel-type-
church. The entryway was like walking into a mall. Atop fake marble floors and under fancy 
chandeliers there was a coffee shop and a gift shop with praise music being piped in through the 
sound system. The pastor and his wife, the “First Lady,” met the class in his office. The walls 
featured pictures of the pastor with celebrity preachers and inspirational speakers. The frames 
were gilded gold and the furnishings were plush. We sat in leather chairs around a long 
boardroom table as they set out potato chips and cans of Mountain Dew.  
 
The students had been to a variety of churches and knew the drill. They asked questions and tried 
to understand the primary commitments of each particular ecclesiastical branch. So, one student 
asked about how they celebrated communion and the pastor’s wife responded, “We have 



communion anytime we want. Let’s have it right now with these chips and Mountain Dews. 
What matters is that we remember Jesus. Who wants a Dew?”  
 
Again, the students were stunned silent.  
There must be more than this… 
 
In the Reformed tradition sacraments are neither trite practices nor the means by which we are 
reconciled to God.  

They’re neither meaningless nor magical.  
They straddle a sort of mysterious middle ground.  
They carry or communicate a spiritual reality.  
They point to the activity of God in Christ.  

We’re not the actors in baptism or the Lord’s Supper. The actor is God.  
And, the sacraments are “signs and seals” of what God has already done in Christ.  

 
The Belgic Confession of 1561 puts it this way: 
 

We believe that our good God, mindful of our crudeness and weakness, has ordained 
sacraments for us to seal his promises in us, to pledge good will and grace toward us, 
and also to nourish and sustain our faith… For they are visible signs and seals of 
something internal and invisible, by means of which God works in us through the power 
of the Holy Spirit. So they are not empty and hollow signs to fool and deceive us, for their 
truth is Jesus Christ, without whom they would mean nothing.   

 
Did you get that?  
In the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus Christ the covenant promises of God were fulfilled. 
Baptism and the Lord’s Supper are the means of grace by which that reality is signed and sealed, 
like a wax seal on a back of an envelope that bears the king’s signature.  

You belong to God in Christ.  
Nothing will break that seal or change that reality.  
The sacraments celebrate, point to, confirm, and embody what God has already done in 
Christ. You are ingrafted and sustained by these gifts.  

 
Which brings me to one last thing… 
To call today’s political discourse a conversation does a disservice to anybody who’s ever talked 
to anybody else. It is a partisan shouting match from heavily fortified silos, with twisted tribal 
narratives and ugliness on both sides. I’m continually staggered by the parallel alternative 
universes. At times I can’t fathom how they’re looking at the same reality. At times I can’t bear 
one more word, one more mocking divisive rant, one more perspective, one more social media 
post. (Quite frankly I’ve seen among us demeaning lines that belittle those with whom you 
disagree and with whom you share communion.) I’m disgusted, discouraged, and dismayed 
about our collective future as a country. I don’t know what will bridge the chasm.  

But, part of what baptism and the Lord’s Supper mean is that we belong to a reality that 
is deeper, broader, and more eternal than this political moment. We belong to more than 
these flawed and fallen human constructs. We belong to God in Christ. And, we belong to 
thick bearded Orthodox priests and slick-fancy-pants-Pentecostal-preachers. The 



communion of God in Christ supersedes theological differences and political persuasions. 
The baptism of God in Christ subverts national identity and ethnic distinctiveness. 

 
Therefore, in this toxic troubled time, may the church around the world proclaim in Word and 
sacrament… 

You are found. 
You are forgiven.  
You are free.  
You are forever God’s.  
And, despite your particular political bend and despite the bend of someone sitting down 
the aisle from you, you belong to one another.  

 
Thanks be to God.  
Amen.  


