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INVITATION 
 

“Everyone who thirsts, come to the waters! 
You with no money, come buy and eat!” 

— Isaiah 55:1  
                   

LETTER TO THE CHURCHES 
 
Sisters and brothers in Christ, grace and peace to you in the name of our 
Lord Jesus Christ. 
 
The Association for Reformed & Liturgical Worship invites you to explore 
the deep and joyful waters of Baptism, and to be nourished by the bread 
and wine of the Lord’s Supper alongside the read and preached Word of 
God.  
 
In 2006 the Office of Theology and Worship of the Presbyterian Church 
(U.S.A.) published Invitation to Christ:  A Guide to Sacramental 
Practices.  The purpose was to invite congregations to engage in specific 
sacramental practices and to reflect theologically on them in the hope of 
enriching congregational life around font and table.  Since the initial 
publication and public invitation, Invitation to Christ has awakened many 
Presbyterian congregations to renewed discipleship and sacramental life.  
 
The Steering Committee of AR&LW has been impressed with the value of 
this resource and requested permission to edit the document for a broader 
audience.  With the blessing of the Office of Theology & Worship of the 
Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.), representatives from several church bodies 
gladly entered into a process of preparing this new edition and inviting 
wider ecumenical participation in Invitation to Christ – Extended. 
 
Specifically we invite every church to practice five simple disciplines: 
1. Set the font in full view of the congregation. 
2. Open the font and fill it with water every Lord’s Day. 
3. Set cup and plate on the Lord’s table every Lord’s Day. 
4. Lead appropriate parts of weekly worship from the font and 

from the table. 
5. Increase the number of Sundays on which the Lord’s Supper 

is celebrated.  
 
Concrete suggestions for engaging these sacramental practices are 
included in this resource together with some helps to prompt your 
theological reflection on the sacraments of the church and how they are 
practiced in your congregation.  The intention is to do the thinking about 
the sacraments in the context of a shared sacramental practice. 
 
All around us is a changing world where hungry and broken people are 
looking for a trustworthy word, a place to belong, a chance to start over, a 
way of life that can satisfy the longing within.  The Word of the gospel and 
the water, bread, and wine of the sacraments are God’s gifts to the church 
for the sake of this very world!  As we find ourselves surrounded by 
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growing numbers of people who have not been raised in the church and 
have little understanding of its life, it becomes urgent that our ministry 
focus clearly on these simple and central gifts we have been given—Word, 
water, wine, and bread. We need to explore anew how best to offer them, 
along with the new life they bring, to a hungering and wanting world. 
So we invite you to renewed discipleship and to joyful, passionate, 
baptismal living.  We encourage you to engage your church in these five 
practices and in reflective dialogue with others, both in your congregation 
and in the wider ecumenical community.   
 
While any branch of the church catholic may benefit from engaging these 
practices, it is churches of the Reformed tradition that will find their 
history, theology and experience most clearly reflected in these pages — 
those churches that have emerged from common roots in the Reformation 
of the 16th century.  The Association for Reformed & Liturgical Worship 
aims to serve these churches, through its commitment to “cultivate, 
practice, and promote worship that offers a foretaste of the fullness of 
God’s Reign.  This worship is Trinitarian, ecumenical, incarnational, and 
sacramental; it is both universal and local, and sends the church to live its 
liturgy, bringing God’s justice and grace to all of God’s creation” (AR&LW 
Mission Statement, http://www.arlw.org). 
 
At the font and the table we meet the same risen Lord to whom the 
Scriptures bear witness.  The central invitation that both Baptism and the 
Lord’s Supper extend, together with the Word proclaimed, is the 
invitation to know the Lord Jesus Christ and to live in the world as his 
disciples.   
 
We pray that each of you will be refreshed in your own faith and life in 
Christ.  We join our prayers with yours for the vitality and strength of 
your congregation, and we pray for renewal in the life and work of Christ’s 
whole church. 
 
Faithfully, 
 
 
The 2011-2012 Steering Committee of the  
Association for Reformed & Liturgical Worship: 

Fritz West, Presiding Member  
Sheri L. Curry 
M. Priscilla Kimery 
F. Russell Mitman 
Reford B. Nash 
Bruce L. Taylor 
Marney A. Wasserman 
 
 
November 2012 
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SACRAMENTAL PRACTICES 
 

With joy, you will draw water  
from the wells of salvation. 

                                                         - Isaiah 12:3     
 
 

 

INTRODUCTION 
 
In Luke 24, the evangelist narrates the post-
resurrection appearance of the risen Christ 
to two disciples who have departed 
Jerusalem for Emmaus. In this well-known 
encounter, Jesus appears as their companion 
along the way. Conversation around the 
meaning of the Scriptures concerning the 
Messiah leads to a meal where the stranger 
acts as host. The revelatory meal is one in 
which the identity of the host is made known 
to the two disciples, who are left to ponder 
the meaning of their experience. “Were not 
our hearts burning within us while he was 
talking to us on the road, while he was 
opening the scriptures to us?” The text says 
the disciples returned to share the 
experience with their fellow disciples: “They 
told what had happened on the road, and 
how he had been made known to them in the 
breaking of the bread.”  
 
The Emmaus story holds together different 
and indispensable ways of human knowing: 
hearing and sensing, word and symbol, 
Scripture and sacrament. Only after the 
experience of breaking bread together did 
the two disciples recognize Jesus. The shared 
meal made it possible to return to their 
hearing of the Word and discover a new 
depth of understanding. The relationship of 
experience to understanding is of great 
importance to our sacramental practice. 
Indeed, when the disciples report their 
encounter with the risen Jesus to those in 
Jerusalem, they name the meal as the place 
where recognition took place even though, in 
retrospect, their hearts were burning while 
he spoke the Word to them. 
 
Believing that lived experience deepens our 
understanding, sacramental practices are 

commended for renewal in every worshiping 
community.  A richer, stronger baptismal 
practice can help us see more clearly how to 
be a Word and Sacrament church in a needy 
world.  A fuller, more celebratory eucharistic 
practice can help us recognize and serve the 
risen Christ in our midst.  Five simple 
disciplines are offered to the church. For 
some congregations, the practices will be 
familiar; for others, they may be new.  In 
either case, the practices are suggestions for 
how to make use of ordinary things that are 
deep with significance. They set before us the 
meaning of our common life as a baptized 
community, nurtured in Word and 
Sacrament, and sent to serve the world.  
 
 
FIVE PRACTICES FOR THE CHURCH AT 

FONT AND TABLE 
 
1.  Set the font in full view of the 
worshiping community. 
 
Place your church’s font in a location where 
it is visible and accessible to the worshiping 
community in its place of worship each week.  
This could mean at the front of the center 
aisle or at the back near the entrance into the 
church. Think in terms of baptismal space, 
including space for people to gather around 
the font and, if the church celebrates the 
Easter Vigil, a paschal candle (recalling 
Christ’s ‘passover’ from death to life).    
 
In preparation for Sunday, spend some time 
during the week experimenting with 
different placements of the font, and 
imagining how each one changes the 
significance of Baptism for the congregation. 
Every time members enter the worship 
space, what do the location of your font and 
table communicate to the congregation? 
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2.  Open the font and fill it with 
water every Lord’s Day. 
 
Remember that the font is the receptacle for 
the primary symbol for Baptism, which is 
water. Let the water be present all the time—
whether there is a Baptism to celebrate or 
not.  If the font has a cover, consider 
removing it, so the water may be visible and 
accessible to all.  
 
Consider starting with some water in the font 
and a pitcher with which to pour additional 
water during worship. The pitcher might be 
placed on a small table, on the floor beside 
the font, or carried in procession. The 
minister, a lay leader, or even a child may 
pour the water. It is important to help the 
one pouring understand the baptismal 
meanings evoked in this grace-filled act. 
 
When during the liturgy might it be timely to 
pour the water? There are many different 
opportunities during worship where pouring 
water or engaging the font helps deepen our 
understanding of baptismal life. Water that 
can be seen and heard—as worship begins, at 
confession and pardon, at offering or 
sending—brings attention to our baptismal 
identity as God’s own, to our ongoing need 
for grace, and to our calling into lives of 
discipleship. 
 
 
3.  Set cup and plate on the Lord’s 
table every Lord’s Day. 
 
The Lord’s table should be in a prominent 
place before the congregation.  Set the table 
with a cup and plate each Sunday.  Together 
these vessels point the congregation to the 
core meaning of our eucharistic life, a life of 
thanksgiving for who we are in Christ.  Even 
empty, they may speak to us of our hunger 
for Christ who feeds us at this table. Just as 
the font must be filled with water to express 
its meaning, so the Lord’s table must be set 
in order to function as a symbol. Be sensitive 
to the possibility that the presence of other 
things on the Lord’s table may distract from 

the meaning of the meal or prevent the table 
from being an effective sign of that meal. 
 
 
4.  Lead appropriate portions of 
weekly worship from the font and 
from the table. 
 
What we do and how we do it convey 
meaning every bit as much as what we say. 
Intentionally leading worship from the font 
helps people make theological connections 
that might not be as clear to them otherwise. 
The presence of the leader at the font invites 
the congregation to see and hear anew 
portions of the liturgy that have baptismal 
implications. For example, leading the 
Prayer of Confession and Declaration of 
Pardon from the font grounds our 
confidence in God’s forgiveness in our 
baptismal identity. Lifting water with a hand 
or both hands as the words of forgiveness are 
spoken makes the abundance and freedom of 
divine grace visible. 
 
Imagine the increased meaning of all acts of 
promise-making if done at the font where 
God’s covenant pledge to us is enacted. 
Reception of new members, profession of 
faith or confirmation, ordination and 
installation, dedication, commissioning, and 
marriage might all take place around the 
font.  
 
The congregation can also engage the font 
while receiving the Lord’s Supper.  When 
worshipers pass by the font as they come 
forward to receive the bread and wine, some 
will look and see, while others will reach in 
to touch the water and remember the gift 
and calling of their Baptism actively. 
 
Baptism gives the church its mission, as well 
as its identity. Speaking the Call to 
Discipleship, Charge and Blessing from the 
font (again, lifting water with hands) can be 
a reminder that we are a sent people, 
baptized for service in the world. Ministry, 
mission, stewardship, ethics, and evangelism 
are all rooted in our being washed in grace 
for self-giving in the world. 
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Leading the intercessory prayers or 
extending the offering invitation from 
behind the Lord’s table can help make 
similar connections. At this table where the 
hungry are fed, our prayers and our gifts for 
others come into focus as ways we respond 
to the Word and reach out to serve the world 
Christ loves. 
 

 
5. Increase the number of 
Sundays on which the Lord’s 
Supper is celebrated. 
 
At Eucharist1 we are fed and nourished to 
live the baptismal life. The Christ with whom 
we are joined in Baptism, and whose body 
we are, continues to give himself to us in the 
meal that bears his name. The Lord’s Supper 
draws us more deeply into the mystery of our 
dying and rising with Christ. We are baptized 
only once, but we are called by Christ to 
gather regularly at his table. 
 
While practice varies in different Reformed 
churches, the Reformed tradition affirms the 
celebration of Word and Sacrament as 
normative for each Lord’s Day and 
encourages its congregations towards the 
recovery of the church’s ancient pattern of 
Word and table on each Lord’s Day. 
Churches might consider adding celebrations 
of Holy Communion on particular Sundays 
in the liturgical year or through an entire 
season, like the season of Easter. Whether 
the annual number of communion Sundays 
is increased by several or by many, more 
frequent and regular use of these means of 
grace strengthens the church in its identity 
and call.  
 
 
                                                
1 Eucharist means “thanksgiving.”  The term is used in 
Scripture, not as a name for the Lord’s Supper, but as a 
verb describing the action of giving thanks with bread 
and wine.  Thus the term is drawn from the Christian 
tradition and is now being more widely used among 
Protestant as well as Roman Catholic and Orthodox 
Christians.  In this document, the names Lord’s 
Supper, Holy Communion, and Eucharist are used 
interchangeably. 

  



6 

QUESTIONS FOR REFLECTION  
 
As you adopt, or adapt, these sacramental 
practices and engage in reflection on your 
congregation’s patterns for celebrating 
Baptism and the Lord’s Supper, you may find 
the general questions below a helpful 
starting place for conversation. More specific 
reflection questions related to Scripture, 
church history, theology, and contemporary 
culture are included in the Theological 
Reflections section to follow.  
 
1. The sacraments of Baptism and the Lord’s 
Supper are made up of spoken words, 
actions, texts, and symbols.  
• Describe the words, actions, texts, and 

symbols that are present in your 
congregation's celebration of the 
sacraments.  

• Make a list of the various meanings each 
of the sacraments has for your 
congregation. 

• How are these meanings expressed in 
your celebration of the sacraments? 

 
2. Describe how font, table, and pulpit are 
related to each other in a typical service of 
worship. 
• What does their physical location in the 

church communicate about their 
relationships? 

• What words, actions, texts, and symbols 
demonstrate a connection between the 
two sacraments? Between Word and 
Sacrament? 

• What parts of worship, in addition to the 
sacraments themselves, involve the font 
or the table? 

 

 
 
3. Describe the preparation your 
congregation offers prior to participation in 
the sacraments. 
• What kinds of preparation for Baptism 

does your congregation offer? For 
whom? When? 

• What kinds of preparation for 
participation in the Lord’s Supper does 
your congregation offer? For whom? 
When? 

• Are acts of baptismal remembrance or 
reaffirmation celebrated in your 
congregation? If so, describe them.  

 
 
This final question may be useful at several 
points in your exploration of sacramental 
practice. 
 
4. Review the sacramental practices 
commended in this resource.  
• Which practices has your congregation 

already been doing? 
• Which new practices has your 

congregation participated in?  
• Compare the congregation’s previous 

patterns with its use of these five 
practices.  

• What insights about the sacraments arise 
from your experience with these 
practices? 

• What do you sense the Spirit of God is 
leading you to explore further? 
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LITURGICAL RESOURCES 
 
For liturgical resources that may help you adapt 
these practices to your congregation, you may 
want to consider what is available through your 
denomination, or explore some of the following 
sources: 

Book of Common Worship.  Theology and 
Worship Ministry Unit for the  

 Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) and the 
Cumberland Presbyterian Church. Louisville: 
Westminster John Knox Press, 1993. 

 
Book of Worship.  United Church of Christ. 

Cleveland: Pilgrim Press, 1986. 
 
Call to Worship: Liturgy, Music, Preaching and  

the Arts. Office of Theology and Worship of 
the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.), 
http://www.pcusa.org/calltoworship.   

 
Font and Table: Resources for the Renewal of  

Sacramental Life and Weekly Eucharist.     
Newsletters of the Presbyterian Church 
(U.S.A.),http://www.presbyterianmission.org
/subscriptions/lists. 

 
Leading Worship from the Font and Table.   

A collection of liturgical resources, 
http://www.presbyterianmission.org/ministri
es/sacraments/worship. 

 
Long, Kimberly Bracken, editor.  Feasting on the 

Word Worship Companion. Louisville: 
Westminster John Knox Press, 2012; to be 
published in six volumes. 

 
Psalter Hymnal.  Christian Reformed Church.  

Grand Rapids: CRC Publications, 1987.  For 
additional resources visit the website for the 
new CRC hymnal, Lift Up Your Hearts, to be 
published in 2013.  
http://www.liftupyourheartshymnal.org. 

 
Reformed Worship: Resources for Planning and  

Leading Worship.  Grand Rapids: Faith Alive 
Christian Resources. A journal of the 
Christian Reformed Church in North America, 
http://www.reformedworship.org. 

 
Wasserman, Marney A. “Leading from Font,  

Table, and Pulpit.” Call to Worship.  
Louisville: Office of Theology and Worship of 
the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.), 40.4 (2007) 
15–24. 

Witvliet, John D. and Emily R. Brink, editors.  
The Worship Sourcebook. Grand Rapids: 
Baker Books, Calvin Institute of Christian 
Worship, and Faith Alive Christian Resources, 
2004. 

 
Worship the Lord: The Liturgy of the Reformed  

Church in America.  Grand Rapids: Faith 
Alive Christian Resources, 2005, 
http://www.faithaliveresources.org. 

 
Worship Ways. Resources from the United  

Church of Christ, 
http://www.ucc.org/worship/worship-ways. 
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THEOLOGICAL REFLECTIONS 
 

Where do you get that living water? 
       — John 4:11 
 
 
INTRODUCTION 
 
Roger is 52.  He’s a member of Central 
Christian Church where he attends 
regularly. He was raised Methodist, and 
having moved around a lot, he’s been a 
member of a number of churches, including 
Lutheran, Presbyterian, and briefly, 
Mennonite.  He’s taken communion all of his 
adult life.  But he’s never been baptized.  
Somehow his parents just never got around 
to it.  When it was time for confirmation, the 
family had moved and the new pastor just 
assumed all the kids were baptized. Each 
time he joined a new church, the subject 
never came up, and it felt embarrassing to 
call attention to himself.  In his present 
congregation, he’s been touched by the 
believers’ Baptism services he’s witnessed 
and has begun to wonder about his own 
spiritual journey.  His friend has told him 
not to worry about getting baptized:  
“You’ve been a practicing Christian all your 
life.  What difference is a ritual going to 
make now?”  But he’s thinking there must be 
something more to it.  He’s decided to visit 
with his pastor about it. 
 
Charlotte serves as pastor of a Presbyterian 
church in the Midwest that recently 
celebrated its centennial. At the celebration 
Charlotte met Ted, a child of the church who 
had gone away to college but had moved 
back to town with his young family. Ted 
was married to Alice, who had been raised 
in the Southern Baptist tradition. Together 
they had agreed to “dedicate” their two 
children and postpone Baptism until each 
child had matured enough to make a 
personal decision to be a disciple of Jesus 
Christ. Charlotte knew none of this at the 
time Ted's family came forward to receive 
communion at the service. As the family 
became active in the church, Charlotte 

assumed the five- and eight-year-old boys 
had already been baptized. Only after a 
chance conversation six months later did 
Charlotte realize she had been serving 
communion to these children along with all 
the other adults and baptized children in her 
church. Mindful of the church’s long-held 
understanding of the Lord’s Supper as the 
meal of the baptized, Charlotte was 
uncertain about what, if anything, she 
should do. 
 

Sylvia, raised a Roman Catholic and 
married in that church, says that she has 
come to hold strong convictions against 
having grace regulated by religious 
bureaucrats. Perhaps her divorce, which 
now prevents her from receiving 
communion at Mass, has something to do 
with these feelings. She says that doesn’t 
matter anymore because she is remarried 
and worships with her new husband in an 
urban United Church of Christ congregation 
where she helps serve daily meals and 
weekly eucharist to homeless men and 
women.  At this church, each time Holy 
Communion is served, the minister says, 
“All who know and love Jesus Christ are 
welcome to this table.” Sylvia believes that 
such hospitality is more Jesus-like because it 
places the burden of decision making on 
each individual in light of his or her own 
relationship with the Lord. During a 
Sunday coffee hour a friend made a critical 
remark after seeing the Buddhist husband of 
a mutual friend come forward for 
communion. Sylvia was quick to retort, 
"How do you know what God is doing in his 
life?”  
 

Calvin Reformed Church is a block and a 
half from the community college and enjoys 
a surge of visitors each time a new semester 
begins. With the Lord’s Supper once a 
month, the Worship Committee knows it is 
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preparing more communion elements than 
it did a few years ago. Jim, the pastor, 
knows it, too. He also knows from his 
Sunday evening Cappuccino & Christ 
discussion groups that many of the students 
receiving communion at his services have 
never been baptized: they have said so 
freely. After much thought, Jim has decided 
not to push the question of Baptism. A keen 
observer of cultural changes, he believes we 
are in a new paradigm that requires the 
church to offer its life for those hungering to 
know Jesus. “Right now,” the pastor says, 
“knowing Christ a little should be enough to 
be welcome. Baptism will come when people 
are ready. This open table nurtures 
readiness.” 
 
 
While the case studies above are fictional, 
they point to actual scenarios that are 
happening with increasing regularity all 
across the church. Today, as congregations 
welcome visitors and receive new members, 
as we preach and teach sacraments, as we 
gather around the font to baptize and around 
the table to celebrate the Lord’s Supper, we 
are being asked new questions and 
encountering needs that were not present in 
congregational life as recently as twenty-five 
years ago.  
 
In the past decade, some groups of 
Presbyterians have requested that the 
invitation to the Lord’s Supper not be limited 
to the baptized but be extended to “all 
persons of faith” or “all who acknowledge 
Jesus Christ as their Lord and Savior.”2 

                                                
 2 General Assembly Overtures in 1998, 2004, 
and 2010 (#98-33, #04-50, #16-06) raised questions 
about language utilized in the invitation to the Lord’s 
table in the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.).  In July 2010 
the Assembly issued “pastoral advice” and “guidance” 
recommending that invitation to the Lord’s table 
continue to be extended to “all the baptized faithful,” 
“that the approach . . . be gracious and inviting, . . . 
extending Christ’s welcome to the people of God,” that 
“congregations renew the practice of the invitation to 
discipleship . . . ,” and that the “unbaptized persons 
who present themselves at the Lord’s Table be warmly 
received and promptly instructed on the significance of 
the sacraments . . . ” (Overture 16-06, July 2010). 

Similarly, the website of the Christian 
Church (Disciples of Christ) makes no 
mention of Baptism in its statement on who 
is invited to the Lord’s table:  “The Lord’s 
Supper or Communion is celebrated in 
weekly worship.  It is open to all who are 
followers of Jesus Christ.”3   Many 
congregations in the United Church of Christ 
adopt a similar openness.4 
 
To some, such changes may sound 
reasonable or even crucial to meet an urgent 
pastoral need; to others they may sound 
unthinkable, if not heretical. However we 
ultimately answer them, these are significant 
questions because they invite all of us in the 
church to think deeply about why and how 
we do sacraments. Furthermore, they invite 
us to think again, in a rapidly changing 
world, about what the church’s relationship 
is, or should be, with all those who are not 
(or not yet) a part of our fellowship. 
 
It is not incidental that these questions of 
sacramental practice are being raised now. 
God is doing something new in the church in 
North America in the 21st century. In 
numerous places, it is no longer the norm for 
people to be born and raised in a Christian 
church. Many go about their lives unaware 
of, or even hostile to, the institutional church 
in all its forms. Growing numbers of people 
remain outside the church through 
disinterest, suspicion, or experiences of 
rejection. Still, people are spiritually hungry, 
and some come to our churches on Sunday 
mornings looking for answers. We have an 

                                                
 3 Disciples’ congregations celebrate the Lord’s 
Supper every Sunday, and all present are invited to 
respond to Christ’s invitation.  For Disciples, the “open 
table” is a powerful symbol of their commitment to 
diversity and Christian unity. The Christian Church 
(Disciples of Christ) in the United States & Canada, 
“Discover the Disciples” (Indianapolis: 
Communication Ministries).  http://www.disciples.org. 

 4 Significant differences exist amongst UCC 
churches regarding Holy Communion.  The summary 
of a survey on congregational practice of the 
sacraments may be found on the denomination’s 
website.  J. Bennett Guess, “Shall we break bread 
together? ‘Really?’” (United Church News) July-August 
2004.  http://www.ucc.org/ucnews/jul04/shall-we-
break-bread-together.html. 



11 

enormous opportunity to embrace these 
beloved strangers whom God is sending us 
and to welcome them into a fellowship where 
Christ, working through us, may shape all 
our lives more fully in the ways of 
discipleship. 
 
The new realities in which we live place 
important questions before the church, not 
only about who is invited to the Lord’s table, 
but also about how people are led to 
Baptism. Even more profoundly, these new 
realities raise questions about the 
relationship of Baptism to the Lord’s Supper, 
the relationship of both sacraments to the 
ministry of the Word, and the relationship of 
the church’s ministry of Word and 
Sacrament to the life of Christian 
discipleship in the world. 
 
To get more specific, it is worth wondering:   
 What ways of receiving new 
Christians into the church will help them 
learn how to follow Jesus Christ in their 
daily lives?   
 What kind of formation prior to 
Baptism will give adult believers the spiritual 
resources they need to know God more 
deeply?  
 What kind of preparation for 
reaffirmation of faith will help new members 
reclaim their Baptism and discover within it 
the Spirit’s call to grow in faith and service in 
community?  
 When strangers to the church—who 
may be slowly starving in a superficial, 
market-driven, workaholic, high-tech/low-
touch, fast-food, instant-gratification, quick-
fix culture—come to the Lord’s table asking 
for bread and wine, how will we welcome 
them, not just to Christ’s table, but to Jesus 
Christ?  
 
Perhaps in the church today, we need to 
begin by confessing our long inattention to 
baptismal practice. Have we sometimes lived 
as if Baptism and the life of discipleship are 
unrelated? In various parts of the church, we 
have practiced infant Baptism as if it were 
merely a celebration of Christian families. In 
other parts of the church, we have practiced 

believers’ Baptism as if it were all about our 
choosing, our individual faith. Perhaps we 
have trivialized both the incredible gift, and 
the radical call, of our Baptism into the life 
and death of Jesus Christ. Perhaps we forget 
that the church does not define Baptism so 
much as Baptism defines the church. 
 
It may help keep us on the right path if we 
will remember that the invitation the 
sacraments extend is an invitation not just to 
water, not just to bread and wine, but to 
Christ himself who becomes present through 
these elements. In Baptism and in the Lord’s 
Supper, as in the Word of God written and 
proclaimed, it is nothing short of encounter 
with the living Christ that is promised and 
offered. That we may meet Christ, in water 
and Word, wine and bread, in washing and 
eating in community—this is an 
extraordinary promise we have from God! 
And that extraordinary promise bears with it 
an extraordinary responsibility: that the 
church, to whom God has entrusted the gifts 
of Word and Sacrament, use those gifts 
rightly, fully, and well. 
 
In an age of spiritual hunger, the sacraments 
help the church extend the gospel’s 
invitation to know and follow Jesus Christ in 
a way that is direct, concrete, and 
compelling. In a church that desires to grow, 
renewed engagement with the sacraments, as 
both a gift and a call to discipleship, can 
reenergize needed ministries of evangelism 
and hospitality. In our theologically diverse 
traditions and in a fractious world, strong, 
visible, and frequent sacramental practice 
can help build up the church’s peace around 
the One who is our peace. 
 
Much is at stake in how the church responds 
to the opportunities and challenges before 
us. Therefore, this resource is a two-fold 
invitation to the church.  First, you are 
invited to seek the renewal of our life 
together in Christ by engaging in the 
following simple practices:  
 
• Set the font in full view of the 

congregation. 
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• Open the font and fill it with water every 
Lord’s Day. 

• Set cup and plate on the Lord’s table 
every Lord’s Day. 

• Lead appropriate parts of weekly worship 
from the font and from the table. 

• Increase the number of Sundays on 
which the Lord’s Supper is celebrated. 

 
And, second, you are invited to join in lively 
and sustained theological reflection in 
congregations around sacramental practice - 
theology.  Too often we think of theology as 
something professional theologians do in 
academic settings remote from the daily life 
of most Christian communities and most 
Christians. But the truth is that the church’s 
primary theology is lived out Sunday by 
Sunday in worship, in Word and Sacrament, 
prayer and praise, as God’s people gather 
together in the Spirit of the risen Christ and 
are sent by him to serve the world. The way 
we practice Word and Sacrament in Sunday 
worship both expresses what we believe 
about Christ and shapes how we live for 
Christ in our homes and our communities. 
To engage in theological reflection on Word 
and Sacrament is to do theology in its proper 
context in the life of the church, and in the 
common language of the church’s worship as 
it gathers week by week around pulpit, font, 
and table. 
 
The four essays that follow invite 
congregations to reflect on their sacramental 
practice in dialogue with Scripture, church 
history, Reformed theology, and 
contemporary culture. The essays provide 
background material to inform the church’s 
dialogue about Word and Sacrament, and 
they offer multiple entry points to encourage 
important conversations about the role of the 
sacraments in the life and witness of the 
church. Each essay concludes with reflection 
questions designed to prompt continuing 
conversation among the members of every 
congregation and a list of additional 
resources for those interested in further 
reading. 
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SCRIPTURE AND SACRAMENTS 
 

 
LISTENING TO SCRIPTURE 
 
As Reformed Christians, we look to the Bible 
to guide our worship practices, and we share 
the conviction that the sacraments of 
Baptism and the Lord’s Supper find their 
basis in Scripture.5 While we rely on the 
instructions contained in Scripture 
concerning the sacraments, a full 
understanding of the sacraments cannot be 
gained solely from the commands of Christ, 
nor do we find a full sacramental theology 
spelled out explicitly in Scripture.  We must 
also look for principles and themes gained 
from Scripture and examine the witness and 
practices of Israel and the early church; 
together they provide us with a broad 
framework for understanding the 
sacraments.  
 
This essay addresses the Old Testament and 
the worship practices of Israel as the 
essential background to our two sacraments 
and the statements, commands, and stories 
about Baptism and the Lord’s Supper in the 
New Testament. In addition, the essay 
summarizes the scriptural arguments made 
by those supporting and opposing changes 
that would extend the invitation to the Lord’s 
table to the unbaptized. 
 
 
THE OLD TESTAMENT AND THE PEOPLE 

OF ISRAEL  
 
In the Old Testament, we find two different 
kinds of material that contribute to our 

                                                
5 The word “sacrament” does not actually 

appear in the Bible.  It comes from the Latin word 
sacramentum, denoting an oath or pledge, which was 
used to translate the Greek word mysterion, or 
mystery.  The early church referred to the new life in 
Christ as the great mystery, which was entered through 
baptism and celebrated in the breaking of bread. Later, 
beginning in the 4th century, the term was used to 
describe the church’s rites themselves. Peter E. Fink, 
ed., “sacraments,” The New Dictionary of Sacramental 
Worship (Collegeville, MN. The Liturgical Press, 1990). 

understanding of the sacraments. First, there 
is a set of interconnected practices related to 
the covenant between God and the people of 
Israel. These practices include temple 
sacrifices, ritual washings, circumcision, and 
feasts. Second, we find rich narratives 
around the basic elements of water, bread 
and wine, narratives that have for centuries 
contributed to the Christian interpretation of 
Baptism and the Lord’s Supper.  
 
Jewish sacrifices and feasts, washings and 
circumcision are all vehicles of the covenant 
relationship between God and the called-out 
people of Israel. They are effective signs that 
point to and mediate God’s presence and 
purpose. In and through them, God touches 
and guides the people. God’s will is made 
known, the presence of God is encountered, 
sin is acknowledged and dealt with, and 
humans offer themselves to God. All of these 
signs and practices are central to the 
covenant relationship between God and 
Israel. 
 
The temple played a particularly important 
role in the covenant life of Israel. Like the 
tabernacle before it, the temple signified the 
dwelling of God among God’s people. The 
temple practices of the Israelites suggest that 
the temple was a sacred place where heaven 
and earth came together. It was associated 
with life and creation and understood to be 
the place where paradise or Eden was 
located. Called “the house of God,” the 
temple was a “sacramental” place in that it 
mediated the presence of God. Pilgrimages 
to the temple and the pilgrim feasts point to 
a persistent longing among the people for the 
presence, rule, and paradise of God. 
 
What was true for the temple as a whole was 
also true for the sacrifices offered there and 
Israel’s system of atoning for sin. The 
overarching goal of the sacrifices seems to 
have been to reclaim what was lost in Eden. 
In the sacrifices, the will of God for God’s 
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people and the will of the persons offering 
sacrifices coincide, and fellowship between 
God and God’s people is reestablished. 
Heaven and earth meet in the flames and 
smoke. Both the corporate and the individual 
offerings are means to the end of true 
communion between God and God’s people. 
Repentance is a crucial part of these 
practices. For sin and guilt offerings, a 
confession of sin by the individual or the 
community was required before the sacrifice 
was offered (Leviticus 5:5f; Numbers 5:7). 
Many scriptural passages explicitly state that 
there is no automatic forgiveness of sins as a 
result of merely enacting the sacrifice 
(Proverbs 15:8; 21:27) but that the will and 
intentions of the one making the offering 
must be sincere. 
 
Circumcision was another practice central 
to the covenant God forged with God’s 
people.  It developed from the belief that 
circumcision made males more fertile, and 
was the sign of initiation into the covenant 
first established with Abraham, a covenant 
that brought blessing and life to Abraham 
and his descendants (Genesis 17:1–14). The 
themes of fruitfulness and initiation into the 
covenant community are reflected in typical 
Jewish prayers during the ceremony, which 
invite the child to enter a life of obedience to 
the Law, marriage, and good works.  
 
In classical Judaism, the people of the 
covenant also practiced ritual washings, 
or purification rites. While they were done 
for many different reasons, the purity 
regulations surround activities that are in 
fact central to life—eating, sexual activity, 
and worship of God—and conversely, things 
related to death, mainly corpses and certain 
diseases. Among the different rites was 
immersion in a ritual bath (mikveh). 
Proselytes to Judaism were ritually 
immersed upon their conversion to Judaism; 
ritually unclean people and objects were 
admitted back to their normal place in the 
community after their immersion (Leviticus 
11:32, 36); and ritual washing was performed 
by priests and others before attending 
services in the Temple (Exodus 30:18–21). 

Certain ascetic Jewish groups around the 
time of Christ, such as the Essenes and the 
Qumran community, emphasized ritual 
washings as a crucial part of the practice of 
their faith. As these practices inform our 
understanding of Baptism, it is important to 
see how physical, moral, and spiritual 
cleanliness were understood to be 
interdependent and how ritual washings 
were part of a journey back to God and the 
ways of life. 
 
In addition to evidence of Israel’s worship 
practices, the Old Testament provides a 
wealth of narratives that stand behind 
Christian sacramental practice. These 
narratives center on the basic elements of 
water, bread, and wine.  
 
From the beginning, in Genesis 1, water is 
central to the biblical narrative. Out of 
primeval, chaotic water, the Creator God 
brings forth order and life. Later, in Genesis 
7, the waters of the flood wash away sin from 
the face of the earth, giving righteousness a 
new beginning. Exodus 14 records Israel’s 
escape from Egypt through the parting 
waters of the Red Sea and its birth as a 
nation. In Joshua 3, when God’s people leave 
the wilderness behind to enter the Promised 
Land, they cross one more river:  here, the 
Jordan serves as a boundary marker between 
wilderness and home. In 2 Kings 5, Naaman, 
a commander of the King of Syria, is 
cleansed of his leprosy as he follows the 
prophet Elisha’s directions to wash in the 
Jordan River. In all these stories, water holds 
the power of both life and death, even as 
Baptism is both a death and a new life in the 
body of Christ.  

 
The Old Testament also provides narratives 
about meals that deeply inform our 
understanding of the Lord’s Supper. The 
story of the Passover in Exodus 14 is a 
central one. The blood of the Lamb that 
protects God’s chosen people from death, the 
unleavened bread eaten in haste before 
escaping from slavery in Egypt—these 
symbols are rich with meaning for us as we 
gather at the Lord’s table. In Exodus 16, God 
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sustains the people of Israel with manna in 
the wilderness, “bread from heaven” that 
satisfies their hunger day by day through 
forty years of wandering. In 1 Kings 17, the 
prophet Elijah and the widow of Zarephath 
encounter God through a miraculous jar of 
meal that never runs out. Here, God as 
provider is linked with the charge to love our 
neighbors, even as the eucharistic meal 
sends us out to feed the poor. 
 
In all kinds of ways, the covenant practices of 
the people of Israel and the Old Testament 
narratives of water, bread, and wine serve as 
crucial background for our understanding of 
the sacraments of the new covenant. The 
practice of circumcision, as a way of 
initiation into a fruitful covenant relation 
with God, and stories of water with their 
themes of creation, re-creation, and 
cleansing, inform our understanding of 
Baptism. All of these stories reverberate in 
our minds as we gather around the font. 
Similarly, Israel’s meal stories and the 
central meanings connected with the temple 
feasts, festivals, and sacrifices inform our 
understanding of the Lord’s Supper. In this 
feast with the risen Christ, not only are sins 
forgiven, but also the harmony of heaven and 
earth is reestablished and the people of God 
are sustained and strengthened with food 
and the very presence of God.  
 
 
THE NEW TESTAMENT AND THE EARLY 

CHURCH  
 
The early church, following Jesus, took three 
primary material elements of life – water, 
bread, and wine – and used them in the 
sacraments of Baptism and the Lord’s 
Supper.  Through these elements, God 
bestows abundant grace and new life; and 
through them, we gratefully offer life back to 
God, as Jesus offered his life.  In the New 
Testament, our understandings of the 
sacraments are rooted in specific 
instructions, exemplary stories related to 
water, bread, and wine, and various kinds of 
implicit and explicit theological reflections 
about Baptism and the Lord’s Supper. 

Baptism in the New Testament 
Turning first to specific instructions 
about Baptism, we find there are few. The 
command to baptize at the conclusion of the 
Gospel according to Matthew is well known: 
“Go therefore and make disciples of all 
nations, baptizing them in the name of the 
Father and of Son and of the Holy Spirit, and 
teaching them to obey everything that I have 
commanded you” (28:19–20; cf. Mark 
16:15–16).  
 
There are, however, numerous exemplary 
stories about Baptism. John poured water 
from the Jordan over Jesus and he was 
proclaimed the beloved of God as his 
ministry began (Mark 1:9–11; Matthew 3:13–
17; Luke 3:21–22; John 1:29–34). Jesus sent 
his disciples to baptize and they did 
(Matthew 28:19–20; cf. John 4:2). In Acts, 
many stories of baptisms surround the 
growth of the church, such as Philip’s 
baptism of an Ethiopian eunuch (Acts 8:26–
40). These stories do not tell us much about 
how to baptize; rather they witness to the 
way that many who heard the good news 
responded to the invitation to follow Jesus 
and were subsequently baptized. 
 
There are also many stories that center on 
water. Jesus offered living water to a 
Samaritan woman (John 4:1–42) and calmed 
the chaotic waters of the Sea of Galilee 
(Matthew 8:23–27; Mark 4:35–41; Luke 
8:22–25). He commanded a blind man to 
wash the mud from his eyes, and the man’s 
sight was restored (John 9:1–12). The New 
Testament ends with the vision of “the river 
of the water of life” that flows from the 
throne of God, and the invitation for all who 
are thirsty to come to the waters as a gift 
(Revelation 22:1–2, 17). We invoke these 
stories when we baptize children and adults 
as new members of the body, allowing the 
symbol of water to call to mind God’s 
promises of cleansing, healing, and life. 
 
In addition to instructions and stories, the 
New Testament writers offer theological 
reflections on the meanings of the church’s 
central actions. These reflections often reveal 
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how familiar Jewish rites were reinterpreted 
in light of the ministry, death, resurrection, 
and ascension of Jesus and the coming of the 
Spirit. The Acts of the Apostles suggests that 
the early church came to associate the 
practice of baptizing in water with the 
presence of the Spirit, while at the same time 
avoiding any claims that the Spirit’s presence 
is the result of our ritual practices. In the 
writings of Paul, the meanings associated 
with Baptism are grounded in the person 
and work of Jesus Christ. In Romans 6, the 
apostle says boldly that Baptism is a dying 
and rising with Christ, thus linking Baptism 
explicitly to the cross and articulating what 
participation in Christ and life in his Spirit 
mean. In 1 Peter 3, the saving of Noah and 
those with him on the ark prefigures 
Baptism, and Baptism is tied to the 
resurrection of Christ. The meanings of 
Baptism, which grow out of the stories and 
covenant practices of Israel, gain new 
specificity in the early church in light of 
Christ’s life, death, and resurrection. In 
Baptism, we are not just washed, in Christ’s 
name and by his Spirit, but fundamentally 
joined to Christ, buried with him, and raised 
to walk in newness of life. 
 
In the Gospels, Jesus echoes these themes as 
he speaks to his disciples about a baptism 
unto death in the synoptic gospels, and when 
he tells Nicodemus about a baptism that is 
linked with new birth in John. Unlike the 
other Gospel writers, John records neither a 
specific command by Jesus to baptize nor an 
account of the institution of the Lord’s 
Supper. Instead, the sacraments are 
integrated into the call of Christ to follow 
him in his life, death, and resurrection.  
 
In the New Testament, then, we find that 
Baptism develops from the actions that 
initiate and sustain covenant life in Israel 
and comes to be seen as a way that 
Christians are incorporated into the saving 
life and work of Christ through the Spirit. In 
Baptism, we are thrust into the middle of 
God’s redemptive action in Jesus Christ.  
 
 

Lord’s Supper in the New Testament 
In regards to the Lord’s Supper, a quick 
survey of New Testament texts yields strands 
of materials similar to those discussed above 
concerning Baptism. 
 
In terms of specific instructions, the 
narratives found in the synoptic gospels and 
Paul are central (Mark 14:22–26; Luke 
22:14–23; 1 Corinthians 11:22–26; Matthew 
26:26–29). In addition, there are other 
instructions about meals and eucharistic 
practice in the early communities of faith. 
Notably, in 1 Corinthians 11:17–34, Paul 
chastises the Corinthian church for the way 
that it was celebrating the Lord’s Supper, 
and in his instruction gives us insight into 
the meaning of the sacrament. 
 
There are also many exemplary stories 
about meals. Jesus turned water to wine to 
assure that a wedding feast could continue 
(John 2:1–12). Jesus turns scant resources 
into abundance to feed multitudes and is 
known for eating and drinking with outcasts 
and sinners (Matthew 9:10–13, 11:19; Mark 
2:15–17; Luke 5:30–32, 15:1–2, 19:7). Jesus 
calls himself the bread of life (John 6:25–36) 
and presides at the Passover meal with his 
disciples on the night before his death. After 
the resurrection, he makes himself known to 
two disciples from Emmaus in the breaking 
of bread (Luke 24) and reveals himself as he 
serves breakfast on the beach (John 21:14). 
The early church after Pentecost gathered 
regularly for the breaking of bread and 
prayers (Acts 2:42). 
 
Finally, there are also various kinds of 
theological reflections on the meanings 
of the Lord’s Supper in the New Testament. 
Similar to the way the meanings of Baptism 
grew out of the practices of the people of 
Israel, within the New Testament we see the 
sacrifices and meals of ancient Israel 
reinterpreted in relationship to Jesus. The 
narratives of the early church in Acts suggest 
that they shared several different kinds of 
meals and that there were initially fluid 
boundaries between what we would 
differentiate as sacramental and non-
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sacramental meals. During the period in 
which the New Testament letters were 
written, there appears to have been gradual 
movement towards a clearer distinction 
between the fellowship meals and the 
eucharistic meal of bread and wine. The 
Apostle Paul explicitly grounds the words 
and actions surrounding the breaking of 
bread in the life, death, and resurrection of 
Jesus Christ and points to the ethical 
implications of sacramental practice (1 
Corinthians 5:8, 10:14–22, 11:17–34). 
Throughout the New Testament, the 
sacramental actions associated with 
Eucharist find a foundation in the narrative 
of Christ’s life, passion, and resurrection. 
The breaking of the bread is an encounter 
with Jesus that empowers the early church in 
its life and mission.  
 
In conclusion, once these practices are 
placed in the context of a distinctive 
Christian narrative, basic patterns for 
Baptism and the Lord’s Supper develop in 
the early church. Christian Baptism is no 
longer a general purification rite nor merely 
an initiation into the people of God; more 
specifically, it is an immersion into the life, 
death, and resurrection of Jesus and 
incorporation into the body of Christ, the 
church. Likewise, in the Lord’s Supper, a 
shared meal becomes connected to this same 
central gospel narrative. The commandment 
to remember Jesus grounds the lives of 
believers in the pattern of his life, death, and 
resurrection.6  Additionally, it is through the 
power of the Spirit that we are baptized into 
the one body of Christ (1 Corinthians 12:1–
13) and united as one people at his table. In 
these communal, Christian sacramental 
actions, we are immersed into the 
redemptive action of God, through Christ, in 
the power of the Spirit. Regarding whether 
or not the unbaptized might commune at the 

                                                
 6 The Greek word for “remember,” 
anamnesis, means more than simply calling a memory 
to mind, but has a more active sense of making present 
through enactment. Gerhard Kittel, Gerhard Friedrich, 
Geoffrey W. Bromiley, eds., “anamnesis,”  The 
Theological Dictionary of the New Testament (Grand 
Rapids: Wm. B Eerdmans, 1985).   

Lord’s Supper, the biblical texts do not give a 
specific command, but we do know that 
people were both baptized and ate together 
at table as a part of the full expression of 
their faith and life in Christ and the Spirit. 
 
 
BIBLICAL-THEOLOGICAL RATIONALES 

CONCERNING “OPEN TABLE” PRACTICE 
 
Shall people who are not baptized Christians 
be invited to the Lord’s table if they are 
“persons of faith” or “acknowledge Jesus 
Christ as their Lord and Savior?” This 
practice is often described today as “open 
table”, a phrase that has changed meaning 
over time. Originally used in reference to 
communing with those from different 
Christian traditions or denominations, and 
later in reference to opening the table to 
baptized children, the phrase “open table” is 
now being used to mean open to all who 
respond to Christ’s invitation to the table, 
whether or not they have been baptized. 
 
The “open table” question has emerged in 
many Protestant traditions, and a body of 
literature has developed around the issue 
(see Appendix I). In the published articles 
and books that advocate for or against an 
“open table” practice, those who enter the 
discussion tend to focus on (a) the biblical-
theological rationales for “open table” 
practice, (b) the reasons in our culture that 
this question is emerging, or (c) the likely 
results of “opening the table” instead of 
keeping the “baptismal requirement.” The 
following reflections focus primarily on the 
biblical-theological rationales contained in 
this literature. 
 
In considering these biblical arguments, it 
should be restated that there is no explicit 
New Testament mandate requiring Baptism 
before participation in the Lord’s Supper. 
The Bible is not clear regarding a specific 
requirement for Christian Baptism before 
receiving communion in the New Testament 
churches; nor is it clear that there was not 
such a requirement.  
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Because of this lack of explicit scriptural 
guidance, most authors begin with their 
understanding of the central meanings of the 
Lord’s Supper and Baptism, and then argue 
for the kind of table practice that best 
embodies these meanings. Not surprisingly, 
proponents and critics of “open table” 
practice tend to emphasize different root 
meanings of the sacraments. Furthermore, 
these different emphases tend to be related 
to different ways of telling “the gospel” of 
Christ, that is, different ways of 
understanding who Christ is, what Christ has 
done, and what it means to be immersed in 
the narrative of Jesus’ life, death, and 
resurrection. 
 
Those who advocate for “open table” 
practice tend to emphasize that in and 
through Jesus Christ, the sins of all are freely 
forgiven and walls are broken down between 
God and humanity. At the same time, in this 
new way of life, the walls between human 
beings associated with race, gender, or class 
are torn down, the marginalized are 
included, and forgiveness and reconciliation 
with God and with others through the power 
of God’s Spirit are made possible. 7   
 
Among those who advocate against “open 
table” practice, there tends to be a greater 
emphasis on God’s call of and ongoing 
relationship with a covenant community. 8  
God’s plan to defeat evil, sin, and all that 
holds us captive is mediated through the 
covenant first established with Abraham and 
the people of Israel, and then through the 
renewal of that covenant in the life, death 
and resurrection of Jesus Christ which gave 
birth to his church. This telling of the good 
news certainly includes an understanding of 
the wide and welcoming mercy of Christ, but 
it also preserves a strong role for Israel and 
the church in God’s economy of redemption.  
Like Israel (which Calvin called the “ancient 
church”), the new community in Christ is to 
be a priestly kingdom and a holy nation, for 
the sake of the world.  While not fully 

                                                
  7 See Appendix I, pp. 47-48. 

  8 See Appendix I, pp. 48-49. 

embodying the coming Kingdom of God, it is 
to be a “city on a hill” and the “salt of the 
earth,” The community of disciples serves as 
a witness and sign of Christ and the 
Kingdom’s presence in the world, and its 
communal life is centered around Word and 
Sacrament. 
 
These two ways of telling “the gospel” affect 
how the Lord’s Supper and Baptism are 
understood. The first vision of the gospel 
resonates with an understanding of the 
Lord’s Supper that emphasizes forgiveness, 
justification and acceptance by God and 
finds these meanings in Jesus’ ministry, the 
cross, and resurrection life. The meanings of 
Baptism that point to the same 
unconditional acceptance of sinners by a 
gracious God are often highlighted. Based on 
these meanings, the potential equivalence or 
exchangeable order of Baptism and the 
Lord’s Supper is understandable. 
 
In contrast, the second vision of the gospel 
emphasizes the meanings of the meal that 
involve the covenant community. Through 
“feeding on Christ” in the meal, this 
community is strengthened and preserved in 
its task to be the body of Christ in and for the 
world. With these meanings accented, the 
meal becomes a central symbol for this new 
community. Paired with this, Baptism as a 
sign, symbol, and seal of entering into this 
community makes perfect sense.  
 
In conclusion, the biblical-theological 
rationales used by those in favor of and 
opposed to “open table” practice seem to 
suggest that the fullest range of meanings of 
Baptism and the Lord’s Supper—both God’s 
expansive love and forgiveness and the call 
to be a community of disciples, the body of 
Christ in the world—is preserved and 
embodied through the normative practice of 
Baptism before Eucharist. However, there is 
a strong biblical crosscurrent, notably in 
Jesus’ inclusive meal practice and his 
breaking of certain purity laws that would 
seem to allow or even call for the disruption 
of those regular practices if and when they 
wrongly serve exclusionary purposes. 
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QUESTIONS FOR REFLECTION 
 
1. Make a list of the biblical texts and stories 
your congregation regularly recalls at 
Baptism.  
• How do these inform the meaning of 

Baptism for your congregation? 
• What others are omitted that might 

communicate additional meanings? 
 
2. Make a list of the biblical texts and stories 
your congregation regularly recalls at the 
Lord’s Supper.  
• How do these inform the meaning of the 

Lord’s Supper for your congregation? 
• What others are omitted that might 

communicate additional meanings? 
 
3. Invitation to the Lord’s table can be 
expressed verbally, nonverbally, and/or in 
writing.  
• Describe the ways the invitation to the 

Lord’s table is given in your 
congregation. 

• What is communicated about exactly 
who is invited (and who is not invited)? 

• What biblical images or theological ideas 
lie behind this invitation to the table? 

• What does the invitation communicate 
about what it means to be a follower of 
Christ? 

 
4. The Lord’s Supper has been understood as 
both the church’s covenant meal and a table 
where Christ welcomes all who would come 
to him. 
• Is there tension between these two 

meanings? How do you understand it? 
• Is this tension evident in your 

congregation’s sacramental practice? 
Where? 

• Are there any circumstances in which 
you think those who are not baptized 
should be included in the Lord’s Supper? 
What are they? Or why not? Can you 
imagine doing this in ways that prepare 
for and lead to Baptism? How? 

 
 
 

 
 
5. The “Open Table” section of the essay 
summarizes two different ways to tell the 
gospel.  
• How does your congregation tell the 

gospel?  
• Compare your congregation’s way of 

telling the gospel with the two ways 
described in the essay.  

• How does your congregation’s 
understanding of the gospel shape its 
practice of the sacraments?  
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SUGGESTIONS  
FOR FURTHER READING 

 
James Brownson, The Promise of Baptism: An 

Introduction to Baptism in Scripture and the 
Reformed Tradition. Grand Rapids: Wm. B. 
Eerdmans Publishing Co., 2007. 

This accessible yet deep book is organized 
around 30 typical questions people ask 
about Baptism. The questions are plumbed 
by drawing primarily from an analysis of the 
New Testament and the Reformed tradition. 
For example, Section II of the book is “The 
Core Meanings of Baptism” and two of the 
chapters are “7. What Does Romans 6:3 
Mean When It Speaks of Being Baptized into 
Christ’s Death?” and “9. What is the 
Relationship of Baptism to Receiving the 
Holy Spirit?” Also discussed are questions 
concerning infant Baptism (Questions 17-
24) and pastoral decisions surrounding 
Baptism (Questions 25-30).  

 
Brueggemann, Walter. Theology of the Old  

Testament: Testimony, Dispute, Advocacy. 
Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1997.  

Chapter 23 of this important book by 
Brueggemann entitled “The Cult as 
Mediator” (pp. 650-679) provides a good 
overview of Israelite understandings of 
worship at the Temple/Tabernacle. That 
worship is arguably one of the most 
important backgrounds to our Christian 
sacraments. Brueggemann also names many 
of the stereotypes and reasons why 
Protestants in general and Protestant Old 
Testament scholarship in particular have 
been dismissive of Israelite worship and 
relatedly, contemporary liturgical and 
sacramental practices. 

 
Byars, Ron. Sacraments in Biblical Perspective.  

Interpretation: Resources for the Use of 
Scripture in the Church. Louisville, KY: 
Westminster John Knox Press, 2011. 

This very helpful book, intended primarily for 
preachers, provides commentary on the many 
scriptural passages in both the Old and New 
Testaments that serve as a backdrop to the 
church’s sacraments of Baptism and the 
Lord’s Supper. Most scriptural commentaries 
focus on a single book, but this broader 

approach allows Byars to draw from and 
discuss the relationships between important 
passages throughout scripture. 

 
Stubbs, David L. “The Open Table:  What Gospel  
     Do We Practice?” Theology and Worship  
     Occasional Paper No. 22.  Louisville:  
     Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.), 2011.   

Stubbs, a member of the Presbyterian 
Church (U.S.A.) Sacraments Study Group 
that originally wrote Invitation to Christ, 
has since published this analysis of the 
current literature on “open table” practice, 
i.e, opening the table to the unbaptized. 

 
Vander Zee, Leonard J. Christ, Baptism and the 

Lord’s Supper: Recovering the Sacraments 
for Evangelical Worship. Downers Grove, IL: 
InterVarsity Press, 2004. 

A book written with the evangelical church 
in mind, Vander Zee draws deeply from 
scripture, the Reformed tradition and the 
larger church and creates a biblically-based, 
Christ-centered vision of the meaning and 
place of the sacraments within the worship 
life of the church. Three chapters in 
particular, “3. Sacraments in the Bible,” “6. 
Baptism: Introduction and Biblical 
Background,” and “9. The Lord’s Supper: 
Introduction and Biblical Background,” give 
a good overview of the biblical grounding of 
the sacraments of Baptism and the Lord’s 
Supper. 
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SACRAMENTS IN HISTORY 
 
 

In what ways has the church celebrated the 
sacraments throughout its history? How are 
the sacraments of Baptism and the Lord’s 
Supper related in the history of the church? 
The following historical overview suggests 
some of the key ways that the sacraments 
have been practiced and connected 
throughout the history of the church.  
 
 
ANCIENT PRACTICE: FIRST THROUGH 

FIFTH CENTURIES 
 
From the earliest days of the church’s life 
there was a clear relationship between the 
Word read and preached, Baptism, and 
Eucharist. The Word was the creative voice 
of God proclaimed in the midst of the 
worshiping community. The Word called for 
repentance and change, which led to 
Baptism. The Word called the faithful to 
become one in Christ in the sharing of bread 
and wine as Christ commanded his disciples.  
 
From the beginning of the church we see that 
there was an order, a pattern, to the way the 
Word, Baptism, and the Lord’s Supper were 
celebrated. We know from ancient sermons 
and writings that only the baptized were 
invited to eat the bread and drink from the 
cup. During the weekly Sunday Eucharist, 
those preparing for Baptism were dismissed 
after the sermon, with the blessing of the 
congregation, and given instruction in a 
Christian lifestyle. Whether Baptism was 
understood as forgiveness of sin, healing, 
being joined to Christ’s death and 
resurrection, rebirth, or some combination 
of these, it served as an initiation rite, 
admitting believers into the community of 
Christ. Their full incorporation into Christ’s 
body was then celebrated by the whole 
congregation at the Lord’s table, where the 
newly baptized were invited to receive the 
bread and wine along with the rest of the 
church. By the third century, a relatively 
uniform practice of bringing persons from 

the hearing of the Word to Baptism, and 
from the font to the table for the Lord’s 
Supper, was firmly established. 
 
Even in the mid-second century, we can see 
the outlines of this pattern of the sacraments 
in the ancient church. In his First Apology, 
which is a description of Christian practice to 
the emperor (155 C.E.), Justin Martyr 
reports that new Christians are examined 
concerning their creedal and ethical 
commitment; then they are brought by the 
faithful to water where they are washed in 
the name of the Trinity. The newly baptized 
are then led to the assembled community 
where prayer is offered for them, they are 
greeted with a holy kiss, and their initiation 
concludes with the Eucharist.  

At stake in this early pattern was an 
understanding of the process of conversion:  
what did it take for a nonbeliever to become 
a part of the Christian community?  British 
scholar Alan Kreider answers, “In 
Christianity’s early centuries, conversion 
involved changes in belief, belonging, and 
behavior—in the context of an experience of 
God.”  Being converted to a community’s 
convictions involved “becoming the kind of 
person who belonged to that kind of 
community.”  And this meant that 
conversion in the ancient church was at least 
as much about changing one’s loyalties and 
one’s lifestyle as it was about changing one’s 
creed. 9 

 
By the third century, the process of making 
adult disciples followed a relatively uniform 
pattern with clearly marked stages. Stage 1 
was an informal period of inquiry in which 

                                                
 9 Kreider’s book makes the argument that 
conversion and initiation into the early church 
involved changes in belief, belonging, and behavior, 
standards that were lowered in later periods.  Alan 
Kreider, The Change of Conversion and the Origin of 
Christendom, Christian Mission and Modern Culture  
(Harrisburg: Trinity Press International, 1999) xv, 21.   
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the unbaptized began attending worship. 
Those who found Christianity attractive 
approached the church’s leaders to request 
instruction and, if approved, entered Stage 2. 
Formally enrolled as catechumens, or 
learners, they were regarded as members of 
the church and committed to a journey of 
conversion. This stage often focused on a 
reshaping of the converts’ lifestyle. Stage 3 
was the final intensive preparation period, 
the washing in water or the Baptism itself, 
and the first reception of the Eucharist. 
Preparation in this stage often included 
imparting the creed and the Lord’s Prayer as 
a way of reflecting on Christian belief. While 
persons engaged in this process were always 
considered to be members of the church, 
once they were baptized, the catechumens 
experienced belonging as full members of the 
Christian community; now they could take 
part in the community’s prayers, the kiss of 
peace, and the Lord’s Supper. Stage 4 was 
the post-baptismal teaching about the 
meaning of the sacramental initiation they 
had just completed, or what the tradition 
calls “mystagogy”. 10  

In ancient Christianity, there was a unity of 
pulpit, font, and table. While there were 
some differences in the shape and duration 
of the initiatory process from one region to 
another, Baptism and the Lord’s Supper 
were linked as two parts of a single act of 
Christian initiation. The two sacraments of 
the church that we practice today were so 
closely related in the ancient church that 
Eucharist was understood as the one 
repeatable part of Baptism.  
 
After the Peace of Constantine (312/313 
C.E.) the process of Christian initiation 
underwent significant change. As 
Christianity became the established religion, 
belonging to the church became a desirable 
step for all in society. Since the way of life 
expected of baptized Christians was 

                                                
 10 The four-stage process is described by 
numerous liturgical scholars.  See for example:  
Thomas M. Finn, Early Christian Baptism and the 
Catechumenate, Message of the Fathers of the Church, 
(Collegeville, MN: Liturgical Press, 1992) 3. 

demanding, many people in the fourth 
century became lifelong catechumens, 
spending their lives preparing for Baptism as 
a way of becoming official members of the 
church while remaining free from the 
burdens borne by baptized Christians. 
During this period, both the preparation  
process and the rites themselves expanded 
and became more elaborate. Baptism was 
offered to those who demonstrated a life 
intent on following Christ. In order to attract 
people to Baptism and an authentic 
Christian faith, the process of Christian 
conversion developed into a rich, extended, 
and dramatic liturgical journey.  
 
In the fourth and fifth centuries, rituals 
within this pattern were expanded and 
commonly included such features as 
exorcism; the renunciation of sin, evil and 
the world, along with profession of allegiance 
to Christ; and a post-baptismal anointing.  
The process of becoming Christian was tied 
to Easter, or alternately to Pentecost, the end 
of the great fifty days of Easter, and the rites 
of initiation were celebrated at those times 
by the bishop.  
 
In the fifth century, we find a dramatic 
increase in the practice of presenting infants 
for Baptism. This was due to a high infant 
mortality rate and, in the West, Augustine’s 
doctrine of original sin.  The practice of 
infant Baptism, in turn, raised questions 
about the church’s pattern of pre-baptismal 
instruction.  Many of our own questions, 
concerns, and practices of infant Baptism 
can be traced to this time.  The post-
baptismal anointing came to be identified as 
“confirmation”; and Baptism, confirmation, 
and Eucharist emerged as the three principal 
parts of the initiation rites. By the end of the 
fifth century, Christian initiation was still 
one process with three parts, but the seeds 
had been sown for its eventual separation by 
the western Church into three distinct rites.  
 
As Christianity spread out from urban areas, 
bishops became less and less able to minister 
to country regions and local pastors 
undertook leadership of rural parishes. In 
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response to this new reality, the churches of 
Egypt and the East were determined to 
retain the unity of Baptism, confirmation 
and Eucharist as three parts of one action.  
They have done so to the present day by 
allowing a presbyter (local pastor) to anoint 
immediately after Baptism with oil blessed 
by the bishop. Thus candidates in the 
Eastern Orthodox churches, usually babies, 
are baptized, anointed, and communed all on 
one occasion.  
  
 
THE MIDDLE AGES IN THE WEST: 

SIXTH THROUGH FIFTEENTH 

CENTURIES 
 
While the unified process of Baptism, 
anointing, and Eucharist on a single occasion 
was held together at all costs in the East, the 
pattern in the West was a slow but 
irreversible division of the process of 
initiation.  
 
The church in the West was less concerned 
about the unity of the rites of initiation than 
were their neighbors in the East and sought 
instead to preserve the central role of 
bishops in the initiation of new Christians. 
So in the West, only the bishop could 
perform the post-baptismal anointing. This 
meant that as Christianity spread, especially 
into the vast, tribal dioceses of northern 
Europe where bishops visited infrequently, 
candidates for Baptism were often unable to 
receive anointing (confirmation). Without 
anointing, they could not receive 
communion. And thus, more by accident 
than by design, the single process of 
becoming a Christian necessarily broke apart 
into three separate acts in the Western 
church: Baptism, confirmation, and first 
communion.  During the centuries of the 
medieval period, the three events were 
separated by an increasing number of years 
and celebrated with a diminishing sense of 
their theological interrelationship.  
 
In the twelfth century, when the laity were 
denied the cup for fear they might spill the 
blood of Jesus, it became difficult to 

commune newly baptized infants who were 
too young to eat the bread. Baptized infants 
had to be confirmed before turning eight 
years old, but often children took their first 
communion at a younger age. A thirteenth-
century church council made confession 
mandatory before communion—proof that 
communing infants on the occasion of their 
Baptism was no longer practiced.  Beginning 
in the fourteenth century, councils and 
synods decreed that Baptism should occur 
within eight days of birth thus formalizing 
what had become established practice. The 
decree officially changed the theological and 
ritual connection between Baptism and 
Christ’s resurrection by detaching Baptism 
from the festivals of Easter and Pentecost. It 
also firmly established Baptism as an infant 
rite that was celebrated privately outside of 
Sunday worship. The public role of the 
congregation as witness and mentoring 
community, a role that was significant in the 
ancient church, was forgotten in the Middle 
Ages.  
 
Practically speaking, the late medieval 
church was no longer engaging in baptismal 
preparation either. With the virtually 
universal practice of infant Baptism firmly 
established, there could be no genuine 
instruction of infants. While many of the 
ritual steps of the ancient church’s practice 
were retained, the extended catechumenal 
period of apprenticeship in Christian living 
could not be sustained. By the end of the 
medieval period, serious baptismal 
preparation had been abandoned, even as 
the ancient unified pattern for Christian 
initiation broke apart into the three distinct 
rites of Baptism, confirmation, and 
Eucharist. These three were now both 
temporally distant and theologically 
separated from one another. 
 

THE REFORMATION AND JOHN CALVIN 

In the sixteenth century, preeminent 
Reformed theologian John Calvin 
significantly reinterpreted the sacramental 
theology of his day, through careful study of 
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the traditions of the early church fathers.  
Calvin affirmed that the sacraments are signs 
of our incorporation, our engrafting, into the 
body of Christ.  With Augustine, he believed 
that the sacraments are “visible words” and 
“means of grace”.  Accordingly, he believed 
that the sacraments should be celebrated in 
such a way as to clearly proclaim God’s 
grace, and even to set forth Christ himself in 
whom this grace is granted.  It may be, as 
historian Brian Gerrish argues, that, 
“Calvinism actually begins its existence in 
the Reformation era… as a distinct 
interpretation of the central mystery of the 
Eucharist.” 11   

 
Calvin inherited from the medieval church a 
temporal separation between Baptism and 
Eucharist of typically eight years or more. 
Yet – like Bucer, Zwingli and Bullinger 
around him and other reformers after him -- 
he maintained theologically the sense of 
union between Baptism (almost always 
infant) and communion (almost always, for 
the first time, in adolescence).  
 
Calvin believed that the purpose of both 
sacraments is to unite Christians with Jesus 
Christ. Baptism initiates us into this union, 
and the Lord’s Supper provides a means for 
our continuance in it. In Baptism, God 
adopts us in Christ as God’s own children.  
And then, like any good parent, God sees to 
it that we are fed and nourished so we may 
mature in faith.   
 

As God, regenerating us in baptism, 
ingrafts us into the fellowship of his 
Church, and makes us his by adoption, so 
we have said that he performs the office of 
a provident parent, in continually 
supplying the food by which he may 
sustain and preserve us in the life to 
which he has begotten us by his word.  
(Institutes, 4.17.1, trans. Beveridge) 

 
 

                                                
 11 Gerrish, Brian, Grace and Gratitude: The 
Eucharistic Theology of John Calvin (Minneapolis: 
Fortress Press, 1993) 2.  See annotated bibliography on 
p. 36 of this resource. 

Calvin was particularly concerned with the 
central nature of the sacraments: they are, 
together, the gift of God and the sign, or 
mark, of the church. The sacraments exhibit 
Christ’s presence in the church, forming us 
to embody Christ and nourishing us to 
continue Christian discipleship in the world.  
 
In other words, even though Baptism, 
confirmation, and the Lord’s Supper were 
celebrated as separate occasions during the 
Reformation, the unity of Baptism and 
Eucharist was theologically maintained in 
the teaching of John Calvin. In the practice 
of the Reformed churches, instruction in the 
faith, or catechesis, still held the two 
sacraments together.  The act of 
confirmation, however, underwent radical 
transformation.   
 
What had been understood in the medieval 
western church as the bishop’s act of 
confirming an individual’s prior Baptism 
became, in the reforms of Calvin, Luther and 
others, the candidate’s act of professing 
baptismal faith. Parents made promises at 
Baptism to raise a child in the church, but 
the baptismal vows were delayed until 
confirmation, when they could be spoken by 
the one being confirmed, or professing faith.  
First communion followed, usually 
immediately after confirmation.  
 
Although he was insistent on maintaining 
infant Baptism, Calvin emphasized 
baptismal formation; and it is here that we 
see the distinctive Reformed theological 
pattern. In Calvin’s practice, infant Baptism 
was followed by post-baptismal formation 
through childhood, in preparation for 
profession of faith, or confirmation, and first 
communion. The ancient catechumenal 
pattern of pre-baptismal instruction, which 
had been abandoned by the medieval church 
in response to the normative Baptism of 
infants, was restored in the Reformed 
churches as post-baptismal catechesis, 
forming young Christians for their 
profession of faith and admission to the 
Lord’s table. Although there was still a 
temporal separation of Baptism from 
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confirmation and Eucharist, Calvin restored 
the historic order of the three acts, and at the 
same time strengthened their formative and 
theological connection.  

 
For Calvin and the Reformed churches, the 
two sacraments of Baptism and the Lord’s 
Supper are integrally related. Catechesis, the 
church’s teaching of baptized children, leads 
directly from Baptism to Holy Communion. 
Baptism at the font leads to faith professed 
before the church, which leads to receiving 
bread and wine at the table. For Calvin there 
is unity of Baptism and grace, Baptism and 
faith, Baptism and the Lord’s Supper. 
 
 
SACRAMENTS AND THE CONFESSIONS OF 

THE CHURCH 
 
Reformed confessions, which are testaments 
to the faith, place priority on the Word of 
God, revealed in Jesus Christ, written in 
Scripture, and proclaimed in preaching. In 
relation to the sacraments, we find the 
written Word of God instructive not only in 
passages that deal specifically with Baptism 
and the Lord’s Supper, but more broadly in 
the teachings of Jesus and the narratives of 
God’s people throughout the Old and New 
Testaments. Additionally, we affirm that the 
Word of God is proclaimed in the witness of 
the church and by the work of the Holy Spirit 
in the world.  
 
In Reformed theology, the sacraments are 
understood as distinguishing marks of those 
who belong to the community of faith. Both 
Baptism and the Lord’s Supper recall God’s 
faithfulness to the church. Their use assures 
and increases the faith of believers. The 
sacraments call us to live in accordance with 
God’s Word. Sacraments make the Word of 
God more clearly known by adding sight, 
taste, touch, and action to the mere hearing 
of God’s Word. In all of these ways, the 
sacraments are means of grace. 

 
Clearly Reformed Christians uphold the 
significance of the sacraments. It is therefore 
important for churches to proclaim God’s 

Word not only in Scripture and sermon, but 
also in sacrament. Congregations encounter 
the Word of God in unique ways through the 
gift and promise of the sacraments. It is 
important to teach congregations the many 
ways the sacraments serve the Word of God. 
The sacraments are not only objects that 
point us to God’s Word; they are communal 
actions as well, in which we may respond to 
God’s Word and find guidance for living that 
response. Put another way, the sacraments 
are occasions for both proclamation and 
discipleship, grace and obedience. In 
Baptism and the Lord’s Supper, we receive 
gifts from God and we give ourselves back to 
God; they extend to us both a gift and a call.  
 
By celebrating the sacraments, the church 
cultivates in believers an awareness of God’s 
grace that allows us, in turn, to witness to 
that grace with others around us. In 
regularly returning to font and table, the 
faithful learn to hope for God’s presence, not 
just at the time of sacramental celebration, 
but throughout their lives. 

 
The confessions of the church throughout 
history remind us that sacraments depend 
not only on the Word of God, but equally on 
the work of the Holy Spirit. It is the Holy 
Spirit who speaks God’s Word to us, making 
it more clearly known, and compelling us to 
respond in faith and action. It is this 
dependence on the Spirit of the risen Christ 
that prevents the sacraments from being 
reduced to mere remembrance or empty 
ritual action by the church.  
 
For those interested in further study, the 
following is a partial list of Reformed 
confessions of Christian faith, with sections 
noted that pertain to the sacraments:  
The Scots Confession  
     (1560, Scotland) Chapter XXI 
The Belgic Confession  
     (1561, Netherlands) Articles 33-35 
The Heidelberg Catechism  
     (1563, Germany) Questions 65 - 82  
The Second Helvetic Confession  
     (1566, Switzerland)  
     Chapters XIX, XX and XXI 
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The Westminster Confession of Faith  
     (1646, England) Chapters 27-29 (29-31) 

  The Westminster Shorter Catechism  
 Questions 88 and 91-97  

         The Westminster Larger Catechism 
  Questions 35, 154 and 161-177  
The Creed of 1883  
     (United Church of Christ, USA) Article XI 
The Evangelical Catechism 
     (1867, United Church of Christ, USA)   
     Parts IV and V  
The Confession of 1967  
     (Presbyterian Church U.S.A.)  
     Part II, Section B 
The Study Catechism: Full Version 
     (Presbyterian Church U.S.A., 2003) 
     Questions 68-79 
 
 
RECENT HISTORY AND ECUMENICAL 

CONSIDERATIONS 
 
Recent decades have seen significant 
progress in mutual understanding of the 
sacraments ecumenically.  Two of those are 
represented by the Lutheran-Reformed 
Formula of Agreement (1999) and round VII 
of the Reformed-Roman Catholic dialogues 
(2003-2010). 
 
Of particular interest here are efforts to 
adapt the ancient catechumenate to the 
present age of the church.  In 1965, the 
Second Vatican Council mandated a recovery 
of the catechumenate in the Roman Catholic 
Church. Since that Council, the church has 
prepared and is widely using The Rite for 
Christian Initiation of Adults (RCIA). Today, 
Roman Catholic adults seeking union with 
Christ and his church are led, in a four-step 
process, to Baptism followed by Eucharist. 
This modern adaptation of the ancient 
pattern envisions that Baptism occurs at 
Easter, that the congregation be involved in 
the entire baptismal process, and that 
Baptism, confirmation, and Eucharist be 
unified within the same liturgy. During their 
preparation period, the candidates for 
Baptism, or catechumens, are publicly 
dismissed from the church’s Eucharist to 
engage in catechesis, and the congregation 

marks their progress through each step with 
rites of worship. The candidates are in this 
way considered members of the congregation 
who are distinguished from other members 
in that they are preparing for Baptism and 
Eucharist. 
 
Recently, several Christian traditions have 
been engaged in conversation about and 
experimentation with the catechumenate. 
The Evangelical Lutheran Church in 
America, the Reformed Church in America, 
the Reformed Church of Canada, the United 
Methodist Church in America, the United 
Church of Christ, the Presbyterian Church 
(U.S.A.), and other traditions have held 
conferences, produced materials, and even 
experimented with unifying the rites of 
Baptism and the Lord’s Supper. While 
nothing resembling a mandate has occurred 
in any denomination, there is a great deal of 
interest regarding both the character of adult 
formation and initiation, and the prospect of 
enhanced and unified sacramental practice. 
 
As Christians consider the meaning and 
practice of sacraments, and in particular the 
question of extending the invitation to the 
Lord’s Supper to all persons of faith, 
irrespective of Baptism, we need to consider 
our place in the whole church of Jesus 
Christ.  While some are exploring the 
practice of communing the unbaptized, most 
churches follow the ancient norm of Baptism 
before Eucharist. Many church bodies are 
encouraging congregational renewal through 
a recovery of deeper sacramental practices, 
especially a revitalized practice of Baptism 
and baptismal renewal. In our rapidly 
changing world, where many now come to 
the church unformed in the faith and 
unprepared for the life of discipleship, a wide 
spectrum of Protestants and Roman 
Catholics are urgently exploring ways to 
reclaim the pivotal role of teaching 
(formation, catechesis), so that those who 
come to us seeking God’s gifts are invited not 
just to join the church, but to meet the living 
Christ in and through his body, to profess 
faith in him, and to learn how to become his 
followers. 
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QUESTIONS FOR REFLECTION 
 
1. During some periods of history, the 
sacraments were more central to the 
church’s life and mission than during others.  
• How central are the sacraments to your 

congregation’s life and mission today? 
Why? 

• In what ways does your practice of the 
sacraments demonstrate this? 

 
2. Consider the history of your own 
congregation.  
• What sacramental practices have 

changed over time? When? Why? 
• What sacramental practices have stayed 

the same? 
• What would you like the next generation 

to remember about what you did to 
enrich the sacramental life of the 
congregation? 

 
3. History suggests that the way we celebrate 
Baptism and the Lord’s Supper reflects the 
church’s beliefs about the sacraments.  
• What does your practice suggest about 

what your congregation believes?  
 
4. This essay divides church history into four 
periods:  Early Church, Middle Ages, 
Reformation, and contemporary church.  
• Did certain parts of this history capture 

your imagination? Which ones? How? 
• Which period of church history holds the 

greatest authority for you?  The least?  
Why? 

• What new things did you learn about 
your sacramental heritage from the 
essay?  

• Are there implications for your 
congregation’s sacramental practice that 
you want to explore? 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
5. The first section of the essay describes 
conversion to the Christian life as an ongoing 
process that involves “changes in belief, 
belonging, and behavior.”  
• Does this ring true to your own 

experience? How? Or how not? 
• In your congregation, do Baptism and 

the Lord’s Supper involve all three of 
these dimensions of the Christian life? Is 
one emphasized over the others? Which 
one? 

• What parts of your congregation’s 
sacramental practice emphasize changed 
beliefs? 

• What parts of that practice emphasize 
new loyalties to Christ and to his church? 

• What parts emphasize living transformed 
lives as disciples of Jesus? 

 
6. Throughout its history the church has 
invited people to faith through Baptism.  
• How would you describe the role of 

Baptism in your invitation to new 
believers? 

 
7. How might the Spirit in our time be using 
the sacraments to bring together people of 
faith (that is, the church) with those outside 
the church who are seeking faith? 
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THEOLOGY AND SACRAMENTS 
 
 
The invitation into deeper sacramental 
practice and reflection is borne out of a 
strong theological conviction that in Word 
and Sacrament the living, triune God 
encounters us in the life of the community. 
Our practice and our reflection are enriched 
by careful attention to what our tradition 
affirms about God, ourselves, and our 
relationships.  
 
In the preparation for this essay, the 
theology of Reformer John Calvin served as a 
starting point.  In addition, the works of 
contemporary Protestant, Roman Catholic, 
and Orthodox theologians were consulted, 
along with ecumenical statements like 
Baptism, Eucharist, and Ministry12.   Many 
of the theological statements that follow are 
grounded in a quote from one of several 
historic confessions of the Reformed faith.  
The quotes themselves are broadly 
representative of Reformed theology; and 
they come from creeds and confessions 
spanning the church’s history. 
 
What is offered here is not a comprehensive 
systematic theology, but a foundation for 
further theological reflection. It is put 
forward in the hope that it will encourage 
congregations to examine, reflect on, and 
deepen sacramental practice.  
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                
12 Also known as the "Lima Text,” Baptism, 

Eucharist, and Ministry was published in 1982 by the 
Faith and Order Commission of the World Council of 
Churches, which met that year in Lima, Peru.  The 
result of more than 20 years of ecumenical dialogue, 
BEM explores the growing convergences, as well as the 
remaining differences, between the Christian churches 
on the theology and practice of the sacraments and 
offices of ministry.  It has been widely distributed and 
studied, and has served as the basis for numerous 
"mutual recognition" agreements between churches. 

WHO IS GOD? 
 

The triune God is not bound by 
creation. Central to Reformed theology and 
crucial for an adequate sacramental theology 
are two affirmations: the first is that God is 
sovereign, and the second is that God is self-
communicating. In regard to the first, we 
recognize that God is not subject to the limits 
of our understanding or our experience. God 
is ever beyond our grasp. This means that 
God is not limited to any particular means to 
communicate transforming grace. God can 
save, liberate, judge, forgive, and heal by 
whatever means God chooses to employ.  
 
The triune God chooses to be in 
relationship with creation. In regard to 
the second affirmation we accept the 
testimony of God’s Word in Scripture, 
Christians throughout history, as well as our 
own eyes and ears, that God is a God of love 
who seeks to communicate that love as 
saving grace to all people and to all the 
world. Such witnesses proclaim that God 
does, in fact, reach out to save, liberate, 
judge, grasp, forgive, and heal. God chooses 
not to be alone, but to be in relationship with 
humanity and the whole world. 
 
 
WHO ARE WE? 
 
Created: “In sovereign love God created the 
world good and makes everyone equally in 
God’s image, male and female, of every race 
and people, to live as one community” (“A 
Brief Statement of Faith,” Presbyterian 
Church (U.S.A.) 1991). The first thing we 
must affirm about humanity is that we are 
created good, in the image of the triune God, 
created out of love and for love. As those 
formed from the earth, we celebrate that our 
very bodies are pronounced good by God. 
Therefore we need not hide or deny that our 
bodies are a fundamental part of being 
human. Our whole selves are part of God’s 
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good creation, and the sacraments engage 
our whole selves in the worship of God. 
 
Sinful:  “In sin, people claim mastery of 
their own lives, turn against God and each 
other, and become exploiters and despoilers 
of the world. They lose their humanity in 
futile striving and are left in rebellion, 
despair, and isolation” (The Confession of 
1967, Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.), inclusive 
language version, Part I, A, 2). The second 
thing we know about ourselves is that 
although we are created in God’s image, we 
rebel against this image and do not live as 
God’s beloved ones. We turn toward 
ourselves, either in pride or in self-contempt, 
and away from God. As a result, we deserve 
God’s judgment.  We can “escape 
punishment, come again to grace, and be 
reconciled to God” only through the 
mediation of our faithful redeemer, Jesus 
Christ. (The Heidelberg Catechism, 
Germany, 1563, Question 12). We sinful 
people come to Word and Sacrament in need 
of redemption, and in the sacraments we 
encounter and receive reconciliation with 
God and one another. 
 
Redeemed: Even when we turned from 
God, God did not turn from us. Through the 
ages God called to the people through the 
voices of prophets, priests, and kings, and 
through the actions of despised women, 
nameless slaves, and forgotten children. In 
the fullness of time, God came to live in the 
world as Jesus Christ, redeeming our 
sinfulness and enabling us to return to God. 
Jesus Christ shows us what it means to live 
the true humanity that God intends for all of 
us. “By his passion and death and everything 
which he did and endured for our sake by his 
coming in the flesh, our Lord reconciled all 
the faithful to the heavenly Father, made 
expiation for sins, disarmed death, overcame 
damnation and hell, and by his resurrection 
from the dead brought again and restored 
life and immortality” (The Second Helvetic 
Confession, Switzerland, 1566, Chapter XI). 
By joining us to Christ, the sacraments 
engage us in ways of being truly human and 
empower us to live in these ways. 

Living in hope for God’s future: “We 
look for the resurrection of the dead, and the 
life of the world to come” (The Nicene Creed, 
325/381 A.D.). As those who have been 
redeemed, we live in gratitude to God. Yet we 
also see the continuing effects of sin in the 
world around us, so even as we try to live 
faithfully, we also live in hope of the time 
when God will make all things new, when 
“death will be no more; mourning and crying 
and pain will be no more” (Revelation 21:4). 
In the sacraments, we anticipate, participate 
in, and glimpse a vision of that future. 
 
 
HOW DOES GOD ENCOUNTER US? 
 
Covenant: From the beginning, indeed 
from creation itself, God enters into 
relationship with human beings. This 
relationship of love and faithfulness is what 
we call “covenant.” Of our own accord, we do 
not have the means to establish a 
relationship with God, but because of God’s 
“voluntary condescension,” we receive divine 
promises and are enabled to respond (The 
Westminster Confession of Faith, England, 
1647, Chapter VII). Throughout the Old 
Testament, the people of Israel receive and 
practice signs of the covenant including 
circumcision, Passover, and sacrifice. They 
also receive the law that provides patterns 
for covenant living. Sometimes they observe 
these things faithfully; at other times, the 
prophets testify that the people have 
abandoned the covenant. Yet even when the 
people do not live in faithfulness, God 
remains faithful. In Baptism, we enter into 
covenant life as disciples of Jesus Christ. At 
the table, God feeds us and calls us into 
community where we renew our covenant 
promises.   
 
Incarnation: In the covenant, humanity 
and God are bound by promises of love and 
faithfulness. In Jesus Christ, humanity and 
God are joined in flesh and blood (see The 
Scots Confession, Scotland, 1560, Chapter 
VI). Because of this, we marvel that the Holy 
One, the Creator of heaven and earth, has 
known the heights of human joy and the 
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depths of human sorrow. The incarnation 
means that Jesus Christ has taken even 
suffering and death themselves into the 
eternal life of the triune God. The 
incarnation confirms the witness of Scripture 
that nothing in all creation will be able to 
separate us from the love of God made 
known to us in Christ — in the preaching of 
the Word, the pouring of the water, and the 
breaking of the bread. 
 
Holy Spirit: We are related to God in 
covenant promises and in the life of Jesus 
Christ. The Holy Spirit is the One who joins 
us to the covenant and unites us with Christ. 
Christians are invited to affirm the witness of 
our tradition: “that God’s Spirit is also given 
to me, preparing me through a true faith to 
share in Christ and all his benefits, that he 
comforts me and will abide with me forever” 
(The Heidelberg Catechism, Germany, 1563, 
Question 53). Scripture also testifies that the 
Spirit of God comes as a disturbing power, 
not always a reassuring comfort. Yet whether 
comforting or disturbing, the Holy Spirit 
inexorably draws us, individually and as the 
church, into the life of the triune God. By the 
work of the Spirit, the sacraments draw us 
into union with Jesus Christ.  
 
 
WHAT CAN WE SAY ABOUT THE 

SACRAMENTS? 
 
God works through Baptism and the 
Lord’s Supper in multiple ways to 
form us into God’s own people.  

These sacraments are not things but events: 
a gathered people in the presence of God 
take material objects and with Word 
proclaimed and preached and the Spirit 
invoked, sing, move, wash, eat, and drink so 
that love abounds, truth is spoken, and grace 
flows.  
 
To say only one thing about either Baptism 
or the Lord’s Supper would be misleading 
and unfaithful to the biblical witness. To 
understand the richness of the sacraments 
requires a multiplicity of images and the 

magnification of our sacramental practice. 
 
Baptism:  To begin with, Baptism evokes 
all the rich biblical images of water. Water 
was the first element of creation, over which 
the Spirit hovered and from which came all 
life. Water overwhelmed a world gone wrong 
with destructive force. Water parted and 
slaves walked to freedom on dry land. Water 
flowed from a rock to quench the thirst of a 
parched and grumbling band of wanderers. 
Water from a young woman’s womb 
surrounded a baby boy as God took on flesh 
to dwell among us. Water spilled over this 
baby now grown into the man Jesus and his 
identity as Beloved of God was proclaimed. 
Water will flow through the city of God 
where all people gather in peace and the 
nations are healed.  
 
From the deep well of these biblical 
narratives springs our baptismal theology. 
Baptism is the gift of a faithful God who is 
not bound to creation, but who chooses to 
enter into covenant relationship with 
creation out of divine love. Baptism, like the 
Lord’s Supper, is God’s gracious 
accommodation to our embodied humanity, 
God’s approach to us in ways that we can not 
only hear, but also can see, feel, and taste. 
Baptism cleanses us of sin, sets us free from 
bondage to the ways of death, signifies God’s 
redeeming love, and orients us toward the 
future. In Baptism, we are welcomed into the 
covenant, engrafted into the body of Christ, 
and given the gift of the Holy Spirit. 
 
The landmark ecumenical document 
Baptism, Eucharist, and Ministry described 
Baptism in terms of five major images: (1) 
participation in Christ’s life, death and 
resurrection; (2) conversion, pardoning, and 
cleansing; (3) the gift of the Spirit; (4) 
incorporation into the body of Christ; and (5) 
the sign of the Kingdom.  Reformed churches 
have  taken cues from Baptism, Eucharist, 
and Ministry in their discussions about the 
meaning of the sacraments. 
 
Cleansed of sin, we begin anew a life of 
faithfulness and service. Dying and rising 
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with Christ, we need not fear death any 
longer. Gifted with the one Spirit, we look 
into one another’s eyes recognizing our 
equality and embracing our unity.  Anointed 
for service, we live in the world as signs of 
the coming reign of God. So, today “there is 
no longer Jew or Greek, there is no longer 
slave or free, there is no longer male and 
female; for all of you are one in Christ Jesus” 
(Galatians 3:28). Here, we are all adopted 
daughters and sons of the Most High, no 
more and no less. We are all priests, all 
royalty, not according to the values of the 
world, but simply as forgiven sinners (see 1 
Peter 2:9).  
 
Lord’s Supper:  So, too, the meal has 
many meanings. When holding or smelling 
or ingesting bread and wine, myriad stories 
come to mind. Bread: unleavened, for angels 
who sojourn with Sarah and Abraham at 
Mamre; from heaven, for hungry escaping 
slaves; miraculously abundant, from a small 
bowl of flour for Elijah, a widow, and her 
son; with milk and honey, in the promised 
land; leavened by a woman, in a saying 
describing the coming new age; multiplied, 
with fish, to feed five thousand; broken on a 
fateful night, as a command to love and to 
remember. Wine: for the wedding banquet, 
made from water; for the Passover feast; for 
the feast of the new covenant and its weekly 
commemoration; for the final banquet where 
none shall want for anything.  
 
These scriptural narratives shape our 
understanding of the Lord’s Supper. As with 
Baptism, we affirm that this meal is a 
gracious gift of our God who is free, yet freely 
chooses to approach us here in love. At the 
table we celebrate our embodied selves as 
creatures of the earth, dependent upon the 
goodness of the earth for our existence. With 
the broken bread we acknowledge the 
brokenness of the world. In the words we 
recite we come to know our own redemption 
from the ways of sin, and we anticipate the 
future banquet at which all will be fed. At the 
table of the Lord we renew the covenant, we 
encounter the Incarnate One, and we receive 
again the gift of the Spirit. 

Baptism, Eucharist, and Ministry sounds 
many of these themes in its discussion of the 
primary meanings of the Lord’s Supper: (1) 
thanksgiving to the Father; (2) memorial of 
Christ; (3) invocation of the Spirit; (4) 
communion of the faithful; and (5) meal of 
the Kingdom. These five images also serve as 
a summary of the classic themes in the 
church’s great prayer of thanksgiving at the 
Lord’s table, and an outline of the Trinitarian 
structure of that prayer. 
 
Thanksgiving at the table shapes us as 
grateful people who everywhere and always 
give thanks to God. Joining together for the 
meal, we are reminded of the call to make 
sure that food and drink, both ordinary and 
holy, are shared adequately among all. By 
the power of the Spirit, both past and future 
coalesce, as around the Lord’s table we eat 
with Christ as disciples ourselves and as 
guests at the great feast of the Lamb that is 
promised and will surely come to pass.  

 
Baptism and the Lord’s Supper are 
“marks of the church.” 

For John Calvin, the church is, “Wherever 
we see the Word of God purely preached and 
believed, and the sacraments administered 
according to Christ’s institution” (Institutes, 
4.1.9). Like other branches of the church, 
Reformed theology understands the “marks” 
of the church not as rules or prerequisites, 
but rather as fountains from which spring 
the witness to and foretaste of the Kingdom 
of God. This means that the sacraments are 
not simply actions that the church practices; 
they are, together with the Word proclaimed, 
the defining features of who the church is. 
Where Word and Sacrament are not, the 
church is not. 
 
Through the sacraments, God provides an 
inexhaustible well from which we can draw 
the very substance of our faith. Rich, 
complex acts of Christian public worship, the 
sacraments with the narratives of the gospel, 
and its proclamation are the very source of 
the church’s life. Gathering behind locked 
doors at the most profound moment of crisis, 
the first disciples experienced the one who 
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had been crucified now alive and 
transformed. Shaken out of despair, they 
recommitted themselves to Jesus and his 
mission; the church came to be. Whenever a 
person outside the community responded to 
the gospel, they were washed in water as the 
Spirit descended. The Ethiopian eunuch said 
to Philip, “Here is water . . . what is to 
prevent me from being baptized?” (Acts 
8:36). And from the font, converts proceeded 
immediately to the regular practice of Word 
and table. This is how the church began and 
how it has sustained itself in spirit and in 
truth. From the beginning, proclamation, 
Baptism, and the Lord’s Supper have been 
the central, identity-forming practices of the 
Christian community. 

 
Both Baptism and the Lord’s Supper 
are simultaneously gift and call. 

For disciples throughout the history of 
salvation, hearing the gospel is a gift that is 
also a call. We are offered Christ and all his 
benefits. In turn, we offer ourselves in 
service to God and humanity. As Calvin puts 
it, this gift of Christ through the Spirit is a 
“double grace,” involving both justification 
and sanctification. This offer of Christ is a 
forgiveness of sin, a free offer of relationship, 
but this offer of relationship is at the same 
time an invitation to be part of God’s saving 
work. We are offered the opportunity to be 
children of God, the body of Christ in the 
world, the ecclesia. The Reformed tradition 
has often understood this offer through the 
term “the covenant of grace” (see The 
Westminster Confession of Faith, England, 
1647, Chapter VII). It is grace, it is freely 
offered, and what is offered is a covenant, a 
new and renewed place within the people of 
God. This double grace of gift and call is 
what we receive in the sacraments. 
Reformed sacramental theology seeks to 
resist anything that would reduce the 
meaning of this encounter with God in the 
sacraments to either merely forgiveness of 
sins on the one hand, or merely a call to 
good works on the other. The former has 
been called “cheap grace” by Dietrich 
Bonhoeffer, the latter “works righteousness,” 
a problem against which the Reformers 

worked vigorously. Both dimensions of the 
sacraments need to be held together. 
 
The sacraments are the gifts of a 
gracious God who seeks relationship 
with us. 

Many of the meanings mentioned earlier 
make it clear that the sacraments are 
fundamentally about gift, about God’s 
abundant grace. Baptism symbolizes the gift 
of life, of forgiveness, and of the Spirit. The 
Lord’s Supper symbolizes the gift of life and 
the gift of new life in Jesus Christ. Both 
symbolize the gift of covenant community, 
the gift of new relationship we receive in 
Christ.  
 
In Christ, we receive the offer of the 
forgiveness of sins and the beginning of a 
release from the power of sin. This free gift 
of forgiveness, of renewed relationship with 
God, is what the tradition has called 
“justification.” Both Baptism and the Lord’s 
Supper witness and communicate this 
justification to those who receive them in 
faith. 
 
God is indeed free to convert, save, and 
liberate in whatever way suits the divine 
purpose, but that does not lessen the power 
and centrality of the Word rightly preached 
and the sacraments rightly administered to 
nourish, guide, and empower Christians. It 
would not be prudent to disdain this gift of 
the sacraments, backed by God’s promise 
and Christ’s command. Rather, we approach 
both font and table as a privilege and an 
opportunity to learn again who we are and 
whose we are. And the only suitable response 
to such gifts is to offer God our thanks and 
praise.  
 
The sacraments call us into 
transformed relationship with one 
another and with the world. 

God’s gift of salvation involves not merely a 
legal pronouncement of forgiveness, but a 
release from the power of sin. It involves an 
entrance into a new way of life as the body of 
Christ. It is an offer to enter into the way of 
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Jesus and a taking on of his yoke, a way that 
is both individual and corporate. This is what 
the tradition has called “sanctification”. “Our 
good God, mindful of our crudeness and 
weakness, has ordained sacraments for us to 
seal his promises in us, to pledge his good 
will and grace toward us, and also to nourish 
and sustain our faith” (The Belgic 
Confession, Netherlands, 1561, Article 33).   
This understanding was behind Karl Barth’s 
sharp critique of infant Baptism in the mid-
20th century.  Barth was concerned that 
Reformed Protestants had lost sight of the 
way in which Baptism conveys God’s costly 
claim on our lives, as well as God’s 
unmerited grace.  The sacraments not only 
signify our justification or the repair of our 
relationship with God: they also nourish our 
sanctification or our growth in faithful living. 
 
The sacraments are not for the church alone. 
They are gifts held by the church on behalf of 
all humanity. The movement of the 
sacraments is always twofold—into the 
center of the gathering and out again into the 
world. The sacraments invite us to a way of 
living that connects deeply to earth and to 
neighbor. 
 
Earth:  God, as we say in the Apostles’ 
Creed (2nd to 6th centuries), is “maker of 
heaven and earth”. As Job found out, God 
loves humanity but loves just as passionately 
all other creatures—whether ostrich, 
leviathan, bee, or antelope—and loves the 
earth itself, with all of its forces both to 
sustain and to destroy particular living 
beings. As clean, fresh water will soon be (if 
it is not already) the most precious natural 
commodity on earth—a source both of life 
and of conflict—gathering at the font to wash 
a new convert focuses our attention on a 
central ecological, political, economic, and 
social reality. We wash in ordinary water, 
water over which we pray, into which we 
invite the Spirit, through which we pass on 
the way to salvation. Bread, too, comes as a 
gift of God’s abundant earth, yet must be 
crafted through the human art of baking to 
be made ready to eat. The grain we receive as 
gift reminds us of the cycles of the seasons, 

of rain and wind and sun and drought. 
Through partaking of the bread in 
community, we are connected in our very 
bodies with the earth from which we are 
made. As ordinary things made holy, water, 
bread, and wine turn us toward and not away 
from our fragile planet home. 
 
Neighbor:  Attending to these things, we 
cannot leave font or table without being 
changed. We must leave this place and go 
and work to ensure that all have enough to 
eat, enough water to drink and to keep clean, 
and a place to rest their heads. The 
sacraments issue in works of justice. The 
font and the table shape communities that 
are open to strangers, relate to one another 
as equally made in God’s image, and joyfully 
rehearse God’s promised future.  A 
community whose existence is based on font 
and table cannot help but be a community 
that offers hospitality to the stranger and 
sanctuary to the refugee. The prophet invites 
us, “Everyone who thirsts, come to the 
waters; and you that have no money, come, 
buy and eat!” (Isaiah 55:1) So too we invite 
those who thirst for community, for 
forgiveness, for healing touch, for food and 
clothing and shelter.  
 
Those who have been washed in the waters 
of Baptism and fed at the table of the Lord 
know that the world continues to bear the 
marks of sin and brokenness. Washed and 
fed, we give witness to the redemptive love of 
God in Jesus Christ. Evangelism is the 
church’s mission to share with a broken 
world the good news of God’s saving grace. 
The sacraments do not turn us away from 
the needs of others in complacent 
satisfaction; they lead us back into the world 
with a greater hunger for righteousness. 
When Christians join the struggle for justice, 
for a world where all have enough to eat and 
all are honored and live in peace, they cry, 
“How long, O Lord?” More often than not, 
such communities testify that although God 
may not come when we want, God still gets 
there on time.  
 
The sacraments rehearse the way things 
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ought to be, the way God has promised they 
will be—and in fact the way things already 
are, if only we have eyes to see. Practicing 
them, we become unable to be satisfied with 
less, with living in a world of violence and 
pain, discrimination and meaninglessness. 
And so we welcome the outcast and provide 
shelter to the homeless because we know 
that in God’s future reign, all will sit together 
at the great welcome table.  
 
Baptism and the Lord’s Supper work 
together with the Word proclaimed to 
present us with the living Christ. 

Both sacraments complement the precision 
of the preached Word with the openness and 
multifaceted nature of symbols in action. 
They rehearse for us the history of salvation. 
They tell us who God is and who we are. 
Around the font, we sense the Spirit above 
the waters, God’s grace seeking out even 
those who cannot respond, cleansing, 
renewing, marking us as God’s own; we are 
forgiven, newly alive, members of the one 
body. At the table, we remember Jesus, the 
last night, the betrayal, the suffering, the 
wondrous love; we break bread again and 
recognize him, our hearts burning, for Christ 
is present.  
 
The encounter with God around font and at 
table is an encounter with the same God who 
is proclaimed in the Word. Calvin affirms, 
“Let it be regarded as a settled principle that 
the sacraments have the same office as the 
Word of God: to offer and set forth Christ to 
us. . . .” (Institutes, 4.14.17). But as Calvin 
also says, the sacraments offer a “visible 
Word.” That the sacraments employ material 
objects at their core both accommodates and 
honors our embodied humanity. While some 
Reformed Christians have tended until 
recently to use a minimal amount of water, 
Baptism not only points to a spiritual 
renewal, but actually washes human skin. If 
we indulge again in larger basins or pools 
and a quantity of water that gleefully 
splashes and actually gets us wet, we may 
better understand the connection of exterior 
action and interior disposition. It may be 
true that many who present themselves for 

washing have already heard and believed 
and so have experienced conversion and 
regeneration by the Spirit. But it may also be 
true that a more thorough washing can 
reveal new dimensions of what God has in 
store for new Christians. So, too, at table, 
talk about the depth of Christ’s love or the 
power of the Spirit to make prophets and 
priests of us cannot carry us as far alone as 
with the taste of bread and wine, their 
delight on our tongues, their warmth in our 
bellies, their physical as well as spiritual 
nourishment. At table, we practice the equal 
sharing of food, the honoring of all in equal 
dignity, a new way of being community, a 
new relationship to neighbor. 
 
What is the relationship between the 
sacraments, between Baptism and the 
Lord’s Supper? 

If both sacraments consist of both gift and 
call, if both lead us to encounter the living 
Christ, then what is the relationship between 
the two sacraments? Does Baptism 
necessarily come first? Does the order 
matter? 
 
The grace is the same, and the call to a new 
pattern of life is the same. Yet there are 
aspects of these two sacraments that lend 
themselves more naturally to the order in 
which Baptism leads to the celebration of the 
Lord’s Supper. Baptism is connected with 
death and new life; the supper is connected 
with ongoing nourishment of that life. 
Baptism is connected with incorporation into 
the body of Christ; the supper is connected 
with the repeated gathering of that body over 
time. Baptism is connected with initiation 
into the covenant community; the supper is 
the meal of that covenant community. In 
addition, the long, historical tradition of the 
church has practiced this rhythm of washing 
before eating, out of which has emerged a 
rich tradition of theological interpretation 
and liturgical practice. This does not mean 
that the long, historical tradition of the 
church may not be changed; it does mean, 
however, that some rich sacramental images 
(for instance, the font as a womb and the 
table as the place where the body of Christ is             
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re-membered) lose symbolic power when the 
practice is revised.    
 
As the essay on “Scripture and Sacraments” 
also expresses in its conclusion:  in general, 
the broad range of sacramental meanings 
seems best preserved when Baptism leads to 
the table. Being washed comes before eating. 
Those who have come through the waters of 
birth then come to the table and learn to eat 
with the family. Nevertheless, when this 
order serves to exclude rather than welcome 
people to God’s grace, then perhaps it needs 
to be temporarily disrupted. The larger 
theological concern is the power of both 
sacraments to convey both God’s 
transforming grace and God’s call to a 
transformed life. If someone receives God’s 
grace first at the table, we need rebuke 
neither that person nor the local church that 
has welcomed her. Instead, we should 
joyfully invite that person to the life-giving 
waters of Baptism.  
 
 
CONCLUSION  
 
Having gathered, prayed, sung, shared 
sacred stories, heard the Word preached, 
offered symbols of our bounty, poured water, 
broken bread, and drunk deeply from the 
cup, we are bound more tightly to Christ and 
to each other. We become a people set apart 
to do God’s work in the world. We are also 
touched and changed as individuals. One gift 
of the sacraments is that they help us to hold 
together tensions of the faith rather than to 
choose one pole or the other: individual and 
community, material and spiritual, gift and 
call. Both font and table effect both the 
formation of the individual as a disciple, one 
who walks in the path Jesus blazed, and the 
formation of a community as body of Christ. 
Both font and table shape our bodies and in 
so doing shape our inmost selves in covenant 
relationship with God and one another. Both 
font and table are both gift and call. 
 
In terms of discipleship, the sacraments 
communicate again and again the good news 
that we are forgiven, that we are loved, that 

we have nothing to fear. Such assurances are 
not easy to grasp. We forget. We refuse to 
believe. We despair. And so regularly we 
gather around the font to hear again the 
astounding truth that God claims each and 
every human child without requiring our 
prior acknowledgment. On the occasion of 
infant Baptism, parents give over a child to 
representatives of the church, relinquishing 
any sense of possessiveness, accepting that 
this child is not theirs but belongs to a larger 
body and will find her or his own path of 
faith to walk. When an older child or adult 
comes to the font, we are astonished by the 
story of her or his journey to the point of 
public proclamation of faith. To take on as 
one’s own the ancient creed and enter the 
waters is a monumental step that we honor, 
and as we stand as witnesses we can also 
recall, whether we actually remember the 
day or not, our own passage through the 
womb and tomb of the church. We, too, are 
given the opportunity to renew our pledge, to 
splash in the water, to know again that we 
belong and will not be abandoned. Near the 
font we can again learn not to be afraid. As 
we receive this life-altering truth, we are 
enabled to turn and live as God’s new 
creation, as Christ’s disciples in a sin-
haunted world. Likewise the table offers 
every one of us each week, in sensible form, 
the promises of God. We not only hear but 
taste and digest these truths: that no sin is 
beyond grace and no betrayal is so deep that 
it cannot be healed, that a day is coming (and 
in fact is already here) when all shall eat and 
be filled, and that death is not the end of the 
story but joy will come in the morning. As we 
receive this gift, we respond with joyful lives 
patterned after the One who is crucified and 
risen, who poured out his life in order that 
all the world might have life eternal. 
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QUESTIONS FOR REFLECTION 
 
1. This essay presents Baptism as both a gift 
of God’s grace and a call to discipleship. 
• How does your congregation’s practice of 

Baptism show it to be a gift of God’s 
grace? 

• How does your congregation’s practice of 
Baptism show it to be a call to 
discipleship? 

• Are both meanings present? Does one 
receive more emphasis than the other? If 
so, why? 

 
2. This essay presents the Lord’s Supper as 
both a gift of God’s grace and a call to 
discipleship. 
• How does your congregation’s practice of 

the Lord’s Supper show it to be a gift of 
God’s grace? 

• How does your congregation’s practice of 
the Lord’s Supper show it to be a call to 
discipleship? 

• Are both meanings present? Does one 
receive more emphasis than the other? If 
so, why? 

 
3. Sacramental meaning is conveyed through 
symbolic objects, especially water, bread and 
wine.  
• In your congregation, how much water is 

used to baptize, and how is it used? 
• How do water and the use of water 

communicate baptismal meaning?  
• How might Baptism be understood 

differently if more (or less) water were 
used? 

• Do the bread and wine of the Lord’s 
Supper taste good? Look appetizing? 

• How does the taste, smell, or appearance 
of the elements convey sacramental 
meaning? 

• What meanings of the Lord’s Supper 
might be understood differently if the 
bread and wine were different? 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
4. Baptism and the Lord’s Supper call 
individuals and the whole church into living 
transformed lives as disciples of Jesus 
Christ.  
• In what ways does your congregation’s 

practice of Baptism lead people into 
living a transformed life? 

• What aspects of this sacrament call you? 
• In what ways does your congregation’s 

practice of the Lord's Supper lead people 
into living a transformed life? 

• What aspects of this sacrament call you? 
 
5. This essay describes the sacraments as 
events that draw upon the biblical past, unite 
the community in present celebration, and 
propel us into God’s future with hope. 
• How is each of these aspects of time 

present in your congregation’s practice of 
Baptism? of the Lord’s Supper? 

• Is one (or more) dimension of time 
missing from the celebration? 

• How might that dimension be reclaimed?  
• Why might it be important to do so? 
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SACRAMENTS AND CULTURE 
 
 
LISTENING TO THE CHURCH 
 
The study and reflection process that led to 
the original publication of Invitation to 
Christ in 2006, was grounded in a 
commitment to listen closely to the church 
and to give sustained attention to the way 
the sacraments are actually celebrated and 
understood in congregations today. The 
fictional scenarios described earlier reflect 
the real experience of congregations across 
North America, and the challenges 
addressed there raise important questions 
for the church’s practice of Word and 
Sacrament. 
 
The study group of the Presbyterian Church 
(U.S.A.) that conducted the initial research 
reflected here sought broad participation and 
received input from numerous sources.  
There were progressive voices and 
evangelical ones, practitioners of both 
“liturgical” and “free church” worship 
patterns.  New church development pastors 
and multicultural congregations were 
consulted, as well as congregations known 
for their careful attention to worship. Those 
who proposed changes in the relationship of 
Baptism to Eucharist were sought out, as 
were those committed to maintaining the 
earliest understandings.  Conversations 
happened through public hearings, surveys, 
interviews, web postings, and articles in 
denominational publications.  Pastors, 
elders, seminarians, members, and regional 
church leaders all contributed to the picture 
of sacramental practice that emerged, and to 
the identification of cultural trends, 
challenges and the resources needed to meet 
them.   
 
While this research on sacramental practices 
was conducted within one denomination, it 
soon became apparent that its findings were 
applicable to a much wider ecumenical 
circle, especially those congregations that are 
part of the Reformed tradition. 

THE CULTURE ADDRESSING  
THE SACRAMENTS 
 
In North America in the opening decades of 
the 21st century, we live in a world that is 
substantially different from the one in which 
all but our youngest generations grew up. 
The differences have been described in a 
variety of ways, but perhaps the simplest way 
to say it is that we no longer live in a 
Christendom world. The unified Christian 
cultures of western Europe and North 
America that came into being with the 
conversion of Roman Emperor Constantine 
in the 4th century and lasted into the second 
half of the 20th century are no longer the 
reality we inhabit. Whether we lament or 
welcome this change, or more likely engage 
in a little of both, it is worth noting the ways 
in which this new cultural reality has had, 
and continues to have, an impact on the 
practice of Word and Sacrament in the 
church.  
 
One of the most obvious implications of the 
demise of Christendom is that more of the 
people coming to our churches on Sunday 
mornings are not baptized. They may be 
not recently churched or never churched or 
altogether unevangelized, but they are 
seeking something they believe the church 
has to offer—which presents us with an 
enormous opportunity! At the same time, 
their very presence with us raises questions 
about the church’s practice. More than any 
other single factor, the presence in our 
worshiping communities of people who have 
never been baptized is challenging the 
church to think deeply about who is invited 
to eat and drink at the Lord’s table and why. 
 
Contemporary culture places a premium on 
individual freedom and autonomy and joins 
them with a mistrust of traditional authority. 
This combination has resulted in a positive 
increase in personal and political freedom, 
and in many parts of the world that is cause 
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for the church’s thanksgiving. But at the 
same time, it has had corrosive effects on 
community and coherent communal 
identity. In North American culture we value 
our uniqueness as individuals, sometimes 
even at the expense of those parts of our 
identity that link us with others. This fierce 
individualism makes the inherently 
communal nature of sacramental life 
together in the church hard to comprehend 
and even harder to practice. We may be 
more drawn, for example, to the quietness 
that facilitates personal meditation and 
individual communion with Christ, than to 
the joyful communal act of gathering 
together as one body at the Lord’s table.  
 
An emphasis on individual autonomy is 
closely linked with the consumer orientation 
of the culture in which we live. As a 
consumer society we are inclined to 
understand the bread, wine, and water of the 
church’s sacraments as spiritual goods 
available for distribution to individuals who 
desire them, rather than as practices to 
sustain the church community for God’s 
mission in the world. At the same time 
pervasive consumer advertising that uses 
visual and material symbols to sell 
products—sometimes in manipulative 
ways—has made many in our culture 
suspicious of symbols in general, including 
the symbolic elements of the church’s 
sacraments. 
 
To cite a more positive impact of culture on 
sacramental practice, the 18th- and 19th-
century tendency to value verbal 
communication over artistic or symbolic 
expression, and the dualism that favored the 
mind over the body has been challenged in 
recent decades by a more holistic view of 
human nature. People more readily see the 
world as an organic entity than as a tightly 
put-together machine. Just a generation ago, 
the symbolism of the sacraments often 
seemed to communicate truths that were 
better explained from the pulpit. Today a 
more visual and sensory culture is 
attracted to the richness of sacramental 
practice and the many-layered levels of 

meaning embodied in symbols like water and 
bread. The auditory and verbal learning that 
happens through words is amplified when 
we can use our other senses of sight, touch, 
smell, and taste in the church’s sacraments. 
 
Another reality is the increasingly 
multicultural makeup of our North 
American society. There has been explosive 
growth in Christian movements around the 
globe, particularly in South America, Africa, 
and Asia. Immigrant churches are 
mushrooming in this country and 
introducing new sacramental practices and 
understandings. Surely Christians from 
across the oceans have things to teach us 
about baptismal faith and celebrating “the 
joyful feast of the people of God!”  
 
Finally, the increasingly unchurched and 
multi-faith culture in which the church 
does ministry has large implications for how 
we prepare people for membership and 
sacramental participation in the church.  In 
the centuries of Christendom, the church 
could count on many of the structures in the 
wider society to teach Christian values and a 
Christian lifestyle. Today, as in the first four 
centuries, the church is a minority voice in a 
largely secular culture, and many who come 
hungry for a faith that can sustain them 
come also with little or no prior knowledge of 
the church’s message or its ways. In this new 
context, preparation for Baptism, for 
participation in the Lord’s Supper, and for 
church membership may need rethinking so 
that we meet the real and substantive 
spiritual needs of those who are seeking. 
 
 
THE SACRAMENTS ADDRESSING  
THE CULTURE 
 
Just as there are aspects of our 
contemporary culture that are influencing 
the church’s practices of Word and 
Sacrament, so do the church’s sacraments 
speak to the particular needs of the culture. 
The church members interviewed for this 
essay gave voice to a number of things for 
which they, and the people they see around 
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them, are hungry and thirsty and sometimes 
even desperate. Listed below are some of 
those “hungers” which the church’s ministry 
of Word and Sacrament has a unique and 
powerful opportunity to address:   
 
The hunger… 
• for community — for relationships of 

depth, intimacy, endurance, resilience,  
for a place to belong, and for people to 
belong to; 

• for conversion — for experience of God 
that encompasses the whole person— 
heart, soul, mind, and body — for a 
growing intimacy with God, for a 
deepening sense of the mystery of life, 
for a new path, a fresh start, a second 
chance; 

• for discipleship — for lifelong 
commitment, for a coherent, integrated 
way of living, for conformity to 
something larger than ourselves; 

• for ministry and mission — for the 
chance to make a difference, to give 
ourselves away in serving others; 

• for a world made right — for ethical 
integrity, for deep caring for creation, 
for social justice, righteousness, and 
shalom;   

• for hospitality — to include people, to 
welcome others into the life of the 
church, to return the generosity we have 
been shown; 

• for evangelism — to share with others 
our experience of God, our joy in 
knowing Christ, the ways Jesus’ love has 
changed us; 

• for peace — for ways of living together 
that build bridges, for common bonds 
strong enough to hold us together. 

 
Community 
In a culture that is fast-paced and 
individualistic in the extreme, many people 
search for a place to belong and for intimate 
relationships. These longings are 
accompanied by a growing and general 
distrust of institutions. As one pastor 
explains, “There is an anti-institutionalism 
in our culture. People resist becoming 
members [of the church]… I find I have to 

help people understand that it’s not about 
joining an institution; it’s joining the body of 
Christ. They’re attracted to something much 
more organic than institutional.”  

 
In this context, some view the traditional 
order of Baptism before the Lord’s Supper as 
an unwelcome institutional requirement. 
Others find refraining from eating and 
drinking at the Lord’s table until after the 
washing of Baptism to be a profoundly 
meaningful sign of the movement away from 
individualism into deep and liberating 
community. The sacraments establish 
community and embody the gift of shared 
communal life for which people hunger. 
Some congregations have moved from 
practices of Baptism that aim for timesaving 
efficiency to practices that “take as long as 
they take.” Some include the Lord’s Supper 
at every service where Baptism is celebrated. 
Pastors say this allows the sacraments 
themselves to make explicit the invitation 
into the body of Christ and to embody 
incorporation into a community and its 
shared life. 
 
Conversion 
Liturgical actions and words, as regular 
practices over a lifetime, both shape and 
express our most deeply held beliefs about 
God, ourselves, and our world. As such, the 
sacraments are less like objects to be 
preserved and more like maps to be 
followed, practices in which we engage again 
and again in order that we might hear the 
Word, renew our covenant promises, and 
live as if the very reign of God is at hand. By 
doing these things again and again, we 
become the body of Christ, a holy nation, a 
royal priesthood, bearers of the Word of life 
to all the inhabitants of the earth — a 
conversion that extends over a lifetime. “We 
understand Baptism the same way we 
understand marriage,” says a new church 
development pastor. “The wedding and the 
day of Baptism are starting places in a 
covenant relationship [to which we give] the 
rest of our lives.”  
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Some congregations practice the sacraments 
with all the senses engaged. In Baptism, lots 
of water is used so that conversion, washing 
from sin, and dying and rising with Christ 
are ever-present images. Every celebration of 
Baptism is understood as a reaffirmation of 
Baptism for all the baptized. “In the baptism 
liturgy we always stress the congregational 
responsibility as well as the theology of 
Baptism. When we receive new members, we 
emphasize that this is a reaffirmation of the 
baptismal covenant…  for all present.” 
According to this pastor, “Sacraments 
illustrate profound theological truths, and 
thus we practice them with all the vigor we 
can muster. Sacraments offer a sense of 
mystery, which is something our members 
are longing and hungering for.” For these 
congregations the mystery of God’s 
conversion of humankind into Christ’s own 
likeness is a profound invitation to ever-
deeper exploration.  

 
Some congregations take instruction in the 
sacraments seriously. New member classes, 
adult education, officer training, classes for 
children and their parents, and choir 
training for worship leadership all can 
contribute to greater understanding of the 
sacraments and deepen participation in the 
practice of worship. In congregations that 
frequently reflect upon worship practices, 
there is additional opportunity for practice to 
inform understanding and for understanding 
to reshape practice. The sacraments can 
serve as a means to establish the life of the 
community of faith on the firm foundation of 
God’s promises, regularly expressed in 
embodied practices.  Congregations 
experience the presence of God and learn 
attitudes of keen discernment of that 
presence. In these ways, regular practices of 
Word and Sacrament lead the church and its 
members into continuing conversion.  
 
Discipleship, Ministry, Mission,  
and Ethics 
Many people long for communal and 
personal lives marked by a lifelong 
commitment to something larger than 
themselves. In a culture saturated with 

individualism, fragile relationships, and 
overly busy schedules, opportunities for all 
this activity to add up to something 
meaningful seem almost impossible. Rather 
than a fragmented life, many long for a life 
that is coherent and organized around 
communal and personal identity, so that all 
one’s activities embody and give expression 
to one’s deeper commitments. God beckons 
Christians to just such a communal and 
personal identity. Christian discipleship 
encompasses one’s whole life and integrates 
the physical, spiritual, intellectual, 
emotional, relational, economic, political, 
and recreational dimensions.  
 
Christian discipleship offers practices of 
Christian faith that help to orient all aspects 
of life toward God. Such practices include 
participation in worship, study of Scripture, 
prayer, acts of justice and mercy, and critical 
reflection on experience. 13 A new church 
development pastor puts it this way, “I 
continue to maintain that we need disciples 
who struggle with what it actually means to 
be a Christian. Our sacramental life, at the 
very least, continually draws us into the holy 
mystery of God-among-us and shapes us by 
the ongoing rehearsal of who we are in 
Christ.”  
 
A life of discipleship grounded in the 
sacraments has ethical implications. 
Ministry within the church and mission 
outside the church’s walls are opportunities 
for Christians to give themselves away for 
the sake of the world God loves, the same 
self-giving that is exemplified by Christ and 
enacted in the sacraments. In one 
congregation where the frequency of Holy 
Communion has increased, for example, 
members report that they cannot celebrate 
with bread and wine at the Lord’s table and 
then ignore the hungry of the world. “It is 
like the church has saloon doors,” says their 
pastor. “They swing both ways.” Another 
pastor adds, “We are always looking for ways 

                                                
 13 Craig R. Dykstra, Growing in the Life of 
Faith: Education and Christian Practices, 2nd ed., 
(Louisville: Westminster John Knox Press, 2005).  See 
especially chapters 1–3. 
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of linking our sacramental life with  
intentional acts of mission and service.” 

 
Enriching our sacramental practice and 
talking together about the meanings of these 
acts can lead to deeper understanding and 
enactment of faith in life. Such conversations 
come naturally when the connections 
between the sacraments and ministry are 
made explicit in the communal life of the 
congregation. The sacraments are crucial to 
a life of discipleship as regular occasions to 
recall the central stories and themes of the 
faith, practice our central commitments, and 
rehearse the promised future. Gathered 
repeatedly around font, pulpit, and table we 
may yet become a holy people, going out into 
the world to serve the needy, to speak words 
that sustain the weary, and to testify that 
God is alive and at work doing a new thing 
and renewing the face of the earth.  
 
Hospitality and Evangelism 
Christians who have experienced the 
transforming presence of God in their lives 
are naturally eager to extend the hospitality 
of the church to others. An increasingly 
secular culture in which many are raised 
outside of any faith context challenges the 
church to grow in its practice of evangelism. 
Credible, verbal witness to the gospel, hand 
in hand with lives that demonstrate its 
claims with generosity and genuine care, is 
sorely needed in our time. As people are 
isolated, they are sensitive to intimations of 
exclusivity. We hunger for intimacy and 
belonging and yet are easily dissuaded. And 
as membership rolls shrink, we want to be as 
inviting as possible. Finally, we know of the 
harm perpetuated by discriminatory 
ecclesiologies in which those who do not fit a 
particular mold are rejected, abandoned, or 
forced out of community.  
 
For all these reasons, congregations may 
keep expressions of hospitality in the 
forefront of their thinking as they celebrate 
the Lord's Supper. Words of invitation to the 
table are gracious and may be quite simple: 
“All who trust in Jesus Christ are welcome at 
this table.”  When persons “self-select” in 

response to such a general invitation, church 
leaders may never know who is baptized and 
who is not.  
 
In addition, preparation of ministers in the 
theological, liturgical, and pastoral 
dimensions of sacramental practice is 
inadequate. One pastor shared that it was 
not until his second call that he became 
aware of the normative relationship between 
Baptism and the Lord’s Supper. “I will 
confess that I didn’t know about the ‘baptism 
requirement’ until a few years ago!  I was 
never taught it. But when I came to this 
church, I had an elder who told me… that 
you have to be baptized.  I looked it up and 
saw that it was indeed there."  

 
Often leaders in the church seem both eager 
to extend evangelistic hospitality and 
anxious about giving offense. They find it 
difficult to imagine a generous middle 
ground between a completely “open table” 
and narrow restriction. “Jesus was not a 
legalist. I’m not going to slap [the bread] out 
of someone’s hand. I would not exclude 
anyone. It is a celebration of the family [of 
God].” Other pastors say they “come down 
on both sides of the question.” They 
understand the traditional pattern of 
Baptism before Eucharist, but do not know 
how to honor it without giving offense. They 
ask, “How can I say ‘No’?”  Jesus’ hospitable 
table practices strongly influence this 
ambivalence. “It is not OUR table! If [the 
unbaptized] come, why would I deny them? 
Jesus welcomed everyone.”  
 
In congregations where hospitality and 
evangelism intentionally lead to Baptism, 
there are often increasing numbers of adult 
baptisms. “We had six adult baptisms in our 
little church last year,” one enthusiastic elder 
noted.  Bringing people to confession of faith 
in Christ strengthens the baptismal identity 
of the whole congregation. Yet in some 
congregations, the welcome to Christ 
inherent in Baptism seems to be overlooked. 
When pastors are asked how people are 
invited to Baptism, many respond, “They’re 
not. I can’t remember when I’ve asked 
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someone whether or not they have been 
baptized.” Pastors and other church leaders 
seem to focus on the Lord’s Supper as the 
primary event around which sacramental 
hospitality can be extended and fail to notice 
the explicit invitation to faith and Christian 
life offered in Baptism.  
 
Peace 
In a culture that is increasingly diverse, 
people search for ways of engaging with 
those different from themselves that will lead 
to peace instead of discord. In some 
denominations, recent theological conflicts 
have left the church exhausted and with a 
deep longing for relationships that express 
our unity in Christ. The practice of the 
sacraments is an especially welcome gift to 
the church as we attempt to heal our 
divisions. In Baptism each one is engrafted 
into the body of Christ and adopted as a 
child of God; thus we all become brothers 
and sisters to one another. In Baptism we die 
to all that divides, and are united in Christ’s 
resurrection. During the Lord’s Supper we 
eat from one loaf and share one cup in the 
presence of the risen Christ, whose body we 
become. In this way, the reality of our unity 
is enacted every time we come together 
around pulpit, font, and table.  This is good 
news indeed! Rather than a competitive 
struggle for particular understandings of 
peace, unity, purity, and justice, the 
sacraments enact and make real the peace, 
unity, purity, and justice that are already 
ours in our risen Lord, Jesus Christ; and they 
call the church to enlarge the demonstration 
of this peace in every aspect of our unified 
life in Christ. Congregational leaders affirm 
that as they “live into [their] Baptism 
together and gather around the Lord’s table, 
people seem more patient with each other 
and are able to deal with differences in a 
more tolerant way.” 
 
In a similar way Christian unity among all 
branches of the church of Jesus Christ is a 
gift consistently enacted in the sacraments. 
The act of breaking bread and drinking wine 
practiced by all branches of the Christian 
church unifies us, despite denominational 

divisions. This unity is increasingly 
important given the church’s current 
position in society. In one multi-
denominational congregation, celebrations 
of Holy Communion help the congregation to 
embody its emerging unity. “There is the 
recognition that Christ seeks us to be one in 
unity (John 17:21)”, says their pastor. As we 
consider decisions concerning our 
sacramental practice and the relationship 
between font and table, these ecumenical 
relations are of profound significance. We 
know that many North American Christians 
set aside denominational loyalties to “church 
shop.” Most of our churches include 
members and visitors who used to belong to 
other denominations. While they may be 
eager to understand denominational 
distinctiveness, church leaders have a vital 
role to affirm the unity of the whole church 
of Christ, enacted in the sacraments.  
 
 
CONCLUSION  
 
We have said that the worship of the church 
both shapes and expresses Christians’ 
deepest beliefs about God, ourselves, and the 
world. As such, the life of the church is best 
seen and understood in its enacted 
demonstrations of itself as the body of 
Christ. Especially in worship, where our full 
attention is given over to discerning God’s 
transforming and sustaining presence with 
us, the church is most thoroughly “itself.” 
The cultural context described in this report 
serves as a call to the church. In order to 
respond faithfully, it is actions—strong, 
expressive, participatory, lavish, loving, and 
grace-filled sacramental practices—that are 
called for. The hungers of the world await the 
spiritual food entrusted to the church, given 
to us by Christ for just this purpose.  
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QUESTIONS FOR REFLECTION 

 
1. Describe the culture of your community. 
• What sort of people live here? 
• What are the central values in their 

world? 
• How do they relate to the church? 
 
2. Cultural dynamics can support faithful, 
formative sacramental practice. They can 
also undermine it. 
• How do your congregation’s sacramental 

practices mirror the culture around you? 
How do they conflict with that culture 
and its values? 

• In your community, what cultural 
dynamics work against faithful 
sacramental practice?  

• What cultural dynamics support faithful 
sacramental practice? 

 
3. A number of “spiritual hungers” have been 
identified in North American culture. 
• For what are the people around you most 

deeply hungry? 
• In what ways do your church’s 

sacramental practices speak to these 
hungers? 

• What changes in your practice of 
Baptism or the Lord’s Supper might 
better address these hungers?  

 
4. This essay articulates several positive 
values in maintaining the traditional order 
for Baptism and the Lord's Supper.  
• When unbaptized people are eager to 

come to the Lord’s table, are there good 
reasons to ask them to wait until after 
Baptism? If so, what are they? 

• Can you imagine doing this in ways that 
are hospitable, warm, welcoming, 
confident, and spiritually encouraging? 
How? 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
5. For a variety of reasons, people who have 
not been baptized do sometimes come to the 
Lord’s table for bread and wine. 
• When unbaptized persons come for 

communion in your congregation, are 
they served?  

• How do pastors, officers, and members 
respond to them? During the service? 
After the service? 

• Is an invitation to seek and prepare for 
Baptism ever extended? 

• What sacramental practices might help 
those seeking faith to encounter Jesus 
Christ most fully? 
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CONCLUSION 
 
 
How shall we speak thoughtfully about the 
difference Baptism makes for our lives as 
disciples of Jesus?  How does a pastor 
respond when she learns that regular 
participants in the church’s communion 
meal have never been baptized? How do we 
make pastoral or parental sense of the reality 
that some of the children who sit in our pews 
are officially welcome to eat and drink at the 
Lord’s table and others, who are not 
baptized, are not? What is going on when 
someone new to our worship — someone 
from another, non-Christian faith — is 
moved to come forward for communion? 
What would we need to think about before 
holding a service of Holy Communion with 
homeless neighbors at the community soup 
kitchen? What place should the table and the 
font have in the ways we nurture unchurched 
young adults toward committed faith in 
Jesus Christ?  
 
None of the questions that have been raised 
here has a simple answer. The essays in this 
resource point clearly to a careful pattern in 
the life of the church from its earliest 
beginnings that ties the sacraments of 
Baptism and the Lord’s Supper together in a 
particular way, both theologically and in 
practice. In fact, the two sacraments are 
most obviously related when the church is 
welcoming newcomers into its fellowship, 
precisely the situation around which today’s 
questions are being raised. We would be 
unwise to disregard the integrity of the 
church’s long-standing pattern, and yet there 
is also integrity in the new questions that are 
being asked. 
 
If we invite all those who wish to come eat 
and drink at the Lord’s table, do we risk 
trivializing the Lord’s Supper, or making 
Baptism irrelevant, or rendering the 
sacramental patterns of the whole church 
incoherent? Do we even risk ignoring the 
real hunger that brings people to the table in 

the first place, the hunger for more than 
bread and wine, more than community—the  
hunger to know Jesus Christ and to learn 
how to live life as one who belongs to him? 
On the other hand, if we withhold the bread 
and wine from some of those who come to 
the Lord’s table, do we act inhospitably, 
appearing more concerned with rules than 
with persons? Do we even risk turning away 
from Jesus Christ those who are hungry to 
know him? 
 
Surely one of the responses we need to make 
to the challenges before us is enhanced 
sensitivity to the variety of circumstances 
from which people come to the church and 
its worship in Word and Sacrament. When 
persons who have not been baptized present 
themselves at the Lord’s table to be fed, we 
would be ungracious to respond with rules 
and regulations and send them packing on 
the spot. But at the same time, we would be 
unwise to act as if there was nothing further 
to discuss. We would be insensitive not to 
hear, in their coming to the table, the 
unspoken request for deeper union with 
Christ. We would be failing both them and 
the church, if we did not extend to them, in 
the appropriate time and manner, an 
invitation to Baptism. 
 
Admittedly, the question of who is served 
when they come to the Lord’s table is 
different from the question of who is invited 
to the table. The essays collected here speak 
primarily to the question of who is invited.  
But the question of who is served arises 
often enough in the life of the church that 
two brief comments may be useful.  First, as 
we serve the bread and wine to all those who 
come to the Lord’s table, we need to look for 
ways to invite to Baptism those who are 
newly responding to Christ. Second, it is the 
church’s teaching ministry, specifically the 
recovery of a serious process of preparation 
for Baptism, that can help the church be 
clear about the deep significance of its 
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sacraments without being inhospitable to 
those who come seeking Christ.  With such 
teaching in place, it becomes possible to say 
to individuals preparing for Baptism, “There 
is good reason to refrain from eating and 
drinking at the Lord’s Supper until after you 
are baptized.”  And it becomes possible to 
offer a blessing at Christ’s table to those who 
are still making ready for full sacramental 
participation in his church. 
 
One pastor says this: “I have long held the 
conviction that if I can just help people 
understand the significance of their Baptism, 
I will have done enough as a pastor.” It is in  
this spirit that all the churches are invited to 
embark on a journey of sacramental renewal 
— to reclaim our Baptism as a life of 
discipleship, to expand our practice of Word 
and Sacrament, to reflect deeply on what we 
do together at pulpit, font and table, and in 
all of that, to renew the church’s very life 
together in Jesus Christ for the sake of the 
world God loves. 
 
As we proceed on this journey, may the grace 
of the Lord Jesus Christ, and the love of God, 
and the communion of the Holy Spirit abide 
with us all! 
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APPENDIX  I 
 

 
SUMMARY OF “OPEN TABLE” 

LITERATURE  
(OPENING THE TABLE TO THE UNBAPTIZED) 
 
One way that some biblical scholars have 
sought to uncover the central meanings of 
the Lord’s Supper is by trying to discern the 
relationship between the different meals of 
Jesus. These meals include the ones in which 
Jesus ate with tax collectors and sinners 
throughout his ministry, the miraculous 
feedings, the images of the great banquet in 
his teaching, the last supper, and finally, 
Christians’ celebrations of the Lord’s Supper. 
People disagree about how best to 
characterize and understand the meaning of 
all these meals and how these meals are best 
translated into the Christian celebration of 
the Lord’s Supper. 
 
Literature in favor  
of an “Open Table” 
One option for understanding these 
relationships is often associated with the 
New Testament scholar Norman Perrin, and 
it seems to characterize the arguments of 
Mann, Fabian, Diebert and others as they 
advocate for “open table” practice. In this 
view, Jesus set up a counter-community 
formed around inclusive meals during his 
ministry that included the conscious 
breaking of purity rules and inclusion of 
those normally excluded. Given this, the 
central meaning of Jesus’ meals, including 
the Lord’s Supper, was the breaking down of 
walls between classes of people and the 
elimination of other exclusive purity 
requirements that kept people from freely 
experiencing God’s love, fellowship, and 
justice with each other. One writer of one of 
the “open table” overtures to the 
Presbyterian General Assembly (Overture 
#98-33) resonates with these emphases as 
he explains that the Lord’s Supper is “about 
telling people they are loved by God! 
Everybody is loved by God” (2004 interview 
with Steve Van Kuiken). The obvious 
practical implication of this would be to 

celebrate the Lord’s Supper in such a way 
that these meanings would come to the fore; 
an “open table” best points to the meal 
practices of Jesus as understood by these 
authors.  
 
Several other scholars such as Tanner, 
Welker, Williams, and Moltmann do not 
depend upon Perrin’s historical 
reconstruction, yet still emphasize that the 
inclusive character of Jesus’ larger meal 
practice casts some light on the meaning of 
the Lord’s Supper. Some of these scholars 
point to two other parts of the biblical 
witness that also alert us to inclusive 
meanings of Jesus’ last supper and the early 
church’s celebration of the Lord’s Supper.  
 
One of these is the fact that the gospels 
clearly show Jesus celebrating the Last 
Supper with disciples who would desert, 
deny, and betray him. This aspect of the 
gospel witness makes it clear that “Jesus’ 
community is jeopardized not only ‘from 
outside’,” as the Passover celebration 
emphasizes, “but also ‘from inside’—even by 
his disciples.” The impact of this recognition 
tells us that the meal as a whole must be 
connected to the theme of forgiveness of 
sins, and suggests that the Supper should be 
prevented from “being misused for the 
purposes of moralism and church law” 
(Welker 53). 
 
Another relevant part of the biblical witness 
is Paul’s response in 1 Corinthians to certain 
dynamics of the celebration of the Lord’s 
Supper in the Corinthian church. Paul’s 
critique of the Corinthian church, especially 
his statements about their eating 
“unworthily” and bringing “judgment” upon 
themselves, has often been used as a means 
of excluding others on moral bases and 
keeping those deemed “unworthy” from full 
participation in the Lord’s Supper. Much 
recent New Testament scholarship has 
concluded that the celebration of the Lord’s 
Supper that Paul deems unworthy involves 
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the rich members of the Corinthian church 
taking out their own food and eating it in 
front of the poor without sharing. In this 
way, ironically, the Eucharist became a meal 
in which the divisions within the society 
were being mirrored and reinforced rather 
than broken down. Paul’s critique of such 
practices indicates that a fundamental 
meaning embedded in the Lord’s Supper is 
the breaking down of these divisions.  
 
These themes of the inclusion of the 
marginalized, the forgiveness of sins, and the 
breaking down of societal divisions must be 
taken into account, and our practice of the 
Lord’s Supper must be measured according 
to them, as Welker, Williams, Tanner, and 
Moltmann all agree. Tanner specifically 
argues that these themes are best embodied 
by “open table” practice.  
 
Literature against  
an “Open Table” 
In the articles that specifically argue against 
“open communion,” we tend to find 
meanings of the Eucharist that emphasize 
the role of the covenant community as 
witness to and partial embodiment of the 
Kingdom. Authors such as Farwell, 
Cartwright, and Dipko find these meanings 
within Jesus’ words at the Last Supper, 
which emphasize the idea of “covenant,” and 
the reflections of Paul about the meal. For 
example, Farwell, working especially with 1 
Corinthians 10 and 11, argues that there is a 
certain “logic of participation” in the meal, 
which involves “an adoption of the 
commitment to the reign of God and the 
hope for redemption as Jesus preached and 
embodied it” (Farwell 223). What we receive 
in the meal is the “shape of a life” that we are 
committed to live, as well as abundant 
forgiveness of sins for our stumbling along 
the way (Farwell 227). 
 
The understanding that the Lord’s Supper 
should in part reflect a commitment to be a 
community of disciples is also strengthened 
by the recognition that a central aspect of 
Jesus’ ministry as a whole was his calling out 
a community of disciples who were to be the 

seed of the renewed people of Israel. N. T. 
Wright is one of many contemporary biblical 
scholars who emphasize this as a key part of 
Jesus’ intentions and his understanding of 
his role as Messiah (Wright 244–319). It is 
then fitting that the central practice he left 
his disciples reflects this covenantal 
meaning: “those that shared the meal, not 
only then but subsequently, were the people 
of the renewed covenant.” (Wright 563). 
 
These authors also point out that such 
meanings are embedded in the liturgical 
texts and prayers of the early church that 
surround the Lord’s Supper, as well as in the 
widespread practices of serious and 
extensive preparation for Baptism (see essay 
on “Sacraments in History”). 
 
Such meanings of the Lord’s Supper, 
stemming from Jesus and Paul, support 
understanding the Lord’s Supper as a meal 
intended for the followers of Christ, who are 
committed to following him in the 
community of the new covenant. Baptism 
has marked the boundaries of that 
community, the church, and been the initial 
symbol of that commitment for most of the 
church’s history.  
  
It is worth noting that such boundaries also 
push us to certain kinds of inclusivity. 
Boersma writes that the ecumenical effort 
towards a hospitable and open table between 
denominations and traditions is based on 
our common Baptism (Boersma 73).  
  
Given the other meanings of the Lord’s 
Supper mentioned above, this central meal 
must also be characterized by an openness 
and inclusion, especially toward those who 
are seen as marginalized or suspect by 
typical religious standards or who are 
excluded by societal divisions. This theme of 
inclusiveness is in fact affirmed by those who 
argue against “open table” practice; they do 
not agree, however, that the normative 
practice of Baptism before the Lord’s Supper 
is discriminatory or exclusionary. These 
authors point out that all are freely invited to 
Christ and the life he gives without regard to 
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sin or to any societal status that may mark a 
person. Given that such a new life requires 
repentance and is to be lived in a community 
under the sign of the cross, however, they 
argue that it makes sense for the beginning 
of such a new life to be marked by spiritual 
preparation and Baptism. 
 
Baptism  
and an “open table” 
This question leads us to another nest of 
biblical issues that impact the conversation 
about “open table” practice: that of Jesus’ 
stance toward purity rituals and purity 
standards during his ministry. Admittedly, 
there has been little attention focused on 
Jesus’ attitudes toward Baptism and ritual 
washings by those who argue for or against 
opening the table to the unbaptized. But 
there does seem to be an implicit 
assumption, by many who argue for an “open 
table” on the grounds of Jesus’ hospitality, 
that Baptism “has become a barrier to Jesus’ 
hospitality rather than an opportunity for 
grace” (Moore-Keish 19–20).  Perhaps seeing 
Baptism as a barrier stems in part from 
Jesus’ criticism of certain Jewish purity 
practices in the gospels. Complicating this is 
the typical Protestant suspicion of purity 
codes and rituals, because they seem Roman 
Catholic in appearance, a suspicion tied to 
the Reformation’s theological critique of 
works righteousness.  
  
Jesus did criticize those who used purity 
laws to establish boundaries between people, 
rather than understanding them as part of 
one’s journey toward God. Thus, in his 
washing practice, Jesus was interested in 
hospitality in the sense of knocking down 
walls that were erected with exclusionary 
intent. But in doing so he did not overthrow 
those practices of washing entirely; rather, 
his primary concern was to highlight the 
necessity of purity of heart before God and 
corresponding ethical practices. He would 
bend and break certain purity regulations in 
very specific ways when the purposes they 
were intended to serve were in fact not being 
served by the practice. In this way, he was 
calling Israel back to practices in line with 

the central meanings of their covenant life 
rather than overthrowing them.  
  
Applying these reflections on Jesus’ stance 
toward purity rites to our practice of Baptism 
and the Lord’s Supper may suggest that 
Baptism should, as a matter of general 
practice, precede partaking of the Lord’s 
Supper; however, such a requirement should 
not be used in a merely legalistic way or in a 
way that excludes particular people from a 
saving relationship with Jesus Christ. 
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sacramental practices.   
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