
Food for the Journey:
The Church as Waystation

And day by day, attending the temple together and breaking bread in their
homes, they partook of food with glad and generous hearts, praising God and
having favor with all the people.  And the Lord added to their number day by day
those who were being saved.

Acts 2: 46-47

What can Christians do to prepare themselves for their journey of faith?  What
nourishment can the church provide for the sojourner?  Where does one find food for
the journey?

The church has provided various means for feeding the wandering Christian. 
These include means offered only by the church in the context of its weekly gatherings
as well as the knowledge needed to use other sources during the week.   This section
specifically lifts up the sacraments, worship, solitude and silence, and prayer as ways of
obtaining sustenance for the journey.

The Sacraments - Baptism and the Lord's Supper

Baptism
The sacraments are important for Christians to observe because they have been

ordained by Christ Jesus.  They are two in number - Baptism and the Eucharist, and in
partaking of them we  allow a channel of grace from God to enter into our lives.  The
sacraments are a sign of God's love and grace towards us, and means by which God
strengthens, confirms, and deepens the relationship between God's self and Christians. 
The sacraments are signs that point to a reality, though not seen, is nevertheless very
real.   By this I mean that the ordinary elements of water, bread and juice become
extraordinary channels through which God can work.

All Christians should partake of the sacraments.  Hans Kung makes an
interesting and correct point when he states in his book The Church that there can be
no church without baptism or the Lord's Supper.   1

In baptism we are initiated into, grafted onto, the body of Christ in this world - the
church.  Through baptism we enter "into the household of faith;"  baptism is the
sacrament of entrance.   Further, it is a sign of our acceptance of the grace of God, as2

well as evidence of a new birth through Jesus Christ.  

      Kung, pp. 266 & 275.1
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Baptism is not, however, just a human activity of sprinkling or pouring with or
immersing with water.  Baptism is more than confession, and it goes beyond the mere
repetition of certain key words or phrases by a minister.  Baptism is first and foremost
an activity of God.   And there is more.   By being baptized, one becomes a "member of3

the community"   The communal aspect of baptism is most important, for in the4

community of faith we find strength, support, concern, compassion and healing. 
Baptism not only connects us with people in the present, but it also connects us with
the past, with the apostolic community gone by.  Baptism also conveys our openness to
Christ, and it links the future of each Christian with the mediating work of Christ.   In5

conclusion, baptism provides the grounding for all the rest of the Christian journey. 
Without baptism, Christians have already missed a central means of God's grace and
care for us.

The Lord's Supper
Come, sinners, to the gospel feast;
Let every soul be Jesus' guest;
Ye need not one be left behind,
For God hath bidden all mankind.6

William Willimon in Sunday Dinner writes of how our various names for the
Lord's Supper describe what takes place during our celebration of this event.  He
states:

We call it the Lord's Supper, reminding ourselves of that primal experience of
table fellowship which was enjoyed by Jesus and his disciples and continued in
the church.  We call it Holy Communion, reminding ourselves that in this eating
and drinking together we are in the presence of Christ and our brothers and
sisters in Christ.  We call it the Eucharist, coming from the Greek word
Eucharistein, meaning "to give thanks."  This reminds us that the Lord's Supper
is an act of joy and thankfulness for the work of God in Jesus Christ.  We have
also called this meal the Mass. This designation comes from the words at the
end of the Lord's Supper as it was celebrated in the medieval church, "You are
sent out," (Ite Missa Est).  In the Mass, Christians receive the nourishment and
sustenance they need in order to go out into the world to do the work that they
are supposed to do.7
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The Lord's Supper is a sign of the love of Christ towards us, as well as a service
of remembrance of the actions of Jesus Christ on our behalf.  The presence of Christ is
with us at the breaking of the bread and drinking of the cup, and this same presence
enters anew into the lives of those partaking of this sacrament.  This is not just a meal
of remembrance - long on memories, but short on the ability to affect real change in the
heart of the person communing.  Kung states "In the Lord's Supper I encounter not
merely bread and wine, not merely body and blood, but the Lord acting in the present
time in the community and thus in me." (emphasis added)8

The sacrament of communion is extremely important to me and my Christian
faith.  It readily calls to mind the sacrifice Christ made for me, and to which he also calls
me.  Some of my most memorable moments in my journey have faith have been at the
table of fellowship which the Eucharist provides.    I know that the Lord's Supper has
brought me closer to God and to other people.  It can and should be a highlight in
worship, and it should be practiced frequently be all Christians - at every gathering of
Christians in worship if possible.

It is absolutely essential that the practice of open communion be maintained and
proclaimed in the church, for it serves as a model for the inclusive church that we
should, but so often fail to, be.  Much needs to be said in many local churches about
being open to those outside the community, especially those the church labels
"unacceptable."  As Wesley's song above tells us, sinners are welcome at the gospel
feast.  Karl Barth likewise has said, "Christians who refuse to sit with their Master at the
table of publicans and sinners, are not Christians at all."9

Like Baptism, the Lord's Supper is also an unifying event, where "the many are
one in their mutual participation in the sacrament."   As the communion ritual and Bible10

state, "Because there is one loaf, we who are many are one."  Communion unites us
with each other and with Jesus Christ, and these "ties that bind" help us in our struggles
to "keep on keeping on" in the faith.

Kung summarizes the sacrament of the Lord's Supper by delineating the various
ways the Lord's Supper works through the human conception of time.  The Lord's
Supper, in looking back to the past, is a meal of recollection, remembering and
thanksgiving for what has gone on before.  For the present, the Lord's Supper serves
as a meal of fellowship and covenant.  The persepctive of the future sees the Lord's
Supper as a trial run, an anticipation of "the eschatological meal of the Messiah."  11

Through participation in the Lord's Supper we can see where we have come from,
where we are going, and who it is that walks with us.
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Worship
"In our worship, we retell and are held accountable to the story about what God
is doing with us in Christ.  All ministry can be evaluated by essentially liturgical
criteria:  How well does this act of ministry enable people to be with God."12

Worship is the central act of the Christian community.   During worship believers
come together to pray, sing, and listen.  But for some worship is anything but an
invigorating experience, and for perhaps even more it is an increasingly infrequent
event.  The church needs to recapture the sense of excitement that worship can offer
those attending.  It needs to make the worship experience meaningful for people, so
they will see the need and benefit of coming together on a weekly basis.  Abraham
Joshua Heschel points out perhaps the significant problem for today's church.  He feels
much of religion and ritual has become meaningless and void.  He writes:

Religion declined not because it was refuted, but because it became irrelevant,
dull, oppressive, stupid.  When faith is completely replaced by creed, worship by
discipline, love by habit, when the crisis of today is ignored because of the
splendor of the past; when faith becomes an heirloom rather than a living
fountain;  when religion speaks only in the name of authority rather than with the
voice of compassion - its message becomes meaningless.13

Worship, and religion, should be anything but irrelevant, dull, oppressive and
stupid.  It should touch the hearts of those attending, and give them strength to get
through the next week's trials and temptations.  Worship should put people into contact
with the fath of the past, the hope for the future, and the way of love in the present.  

Worship should be the time when it is most apparent that the congregation is in
fact the "family of God."  Donald P. Smith, writing in Congregations Alive states:

Frequently the sense of being a family is obvious to the visitor on a Sunday
morning in warm relationships which are expressed within the worship service
and in times of fellowship before and after it.  Laughter, friendly conversation,
earnest dialogue, the clasping of hands, the catching of the eye of someone
across the room.14

Smith goes on to detail how worship can nurture the family of God through the
singing of choruses, symbolic acts of partnership, the sharing of joys and concerns,
active lay participation in worship, the development of an effective worship committee,
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and preaching that is inspirational and relevant to the congregation's life.   If a15

congregational worship experience includes these things, then it is very doubtful that
the experience provided will be meaningless.  Indeed, it will nourish people throughout
the week.

Solitude, Silence and Prayer
In Reaching Out, Nouwen outlines three movements each person needs to

make in order to lead a good spiritual life.  These are the movements  "from loneliness
to solitude," "from hostility to hospitality," and "from illusion to prayer."  Since the issue
of hospitality has already been addressed, the other two movements will now be
examined.  

There is no question that life is akin to a storm, tossing people to and fro like so
many tiny boats out during a hurricane warning.  Distractions are the norm.  Noise
surrounds us and has become such a part of our lives we have even coined the phrase
"background noise."  Urban Holmes makes this point when he says, "Many persons . . .
live in a fairly constant state of noise, with their unresolved past and uncertain present
breaking in upon them.  They lack a still center and it is only for such a quiet point that
we can listen attentively.16

Many are constantly surrounded by both other people and their material
possessions.  Their material and physical successes are obvious, but a loneliness
haunts their lives.  Nouwen points out the benefit, even the necessity of cultivating a life
where solitude can replace loneliness.  A solitude of the heart is a receptive mode of
being where we both empty and open ourselves so that God can enter into dialogue
with us.   17

Nouwen plays up the importance of a life of prayer as well.  He points out three
"rules" which need to be observed in order to develop one's prayer life to its fullest
potential.  These include contemplative reading of scripture, meditation upon the word
through silence, and the utilization of a spiritual guide whom one can trust and turn to
for direction.  Nowuen states that "without the Bible, without silent time and without
someone to direct us, finding our own way to God is very hard and practically
impossible."18

But if we practice these rules, our lives will be enriched immeasurably.  John
Wesley devoted a period of time each day to being alone with God and the scripture.  In
doing so he found the active presence of God nurturing and teaching him.
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I sit down alone, 
Only God is here;

In his presence I open,
I read his books;

And what I thus learn,
I teach.19

We too can echo Wesley's sentiments through the practice of meditation, silence and
contemplative prayer.  Through this type of praying, we can obtain the nurture and
sustenance we need.  Rabbi Harold Kushner has said, 

"We can't pray that God will make our lives free of problems; this won't happen,
and it is probably just as well . . . But people who pray for courage, for
strength to bear the unbearable, for the grace to remember what they have lost,
very often find their prayers answered.  They discover that they have more
strength, more courage than they ever knew themselves to have.  Where did
they get it?  I would like to think that their prayers helped them find that strength. 
Their prayers helped them tap reserves of faith and courage which were not
available to them before."20

Nouwen, in a lecture at Morristown,NJ, also made connection with the
importance of prayer.  He stated that the continuing presence of God in our lives is
brought about and maintained through a life of prayer.  Going on he said:

Life without prayer becomes constant busyness.  We must leave space, empty
space for God to touch us. The demon's plan is to fill up all our empty spaces.  

The need for emptiness is so great, Nouwen claims, that originally churches were built
as empty spaces.  Here people could  empty themselves of all unnecessary distractions
to the point of being able to hear God speak in a little song, or bread or wine.  

In conclusion, perhaps Christians need to see prayer as being less a way to get to God,
out there in never-never land, "as it is our hearing and responding to God as he reveals
himself to us in the ferment of our interactions with others in this life."21
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