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“Remembrance”      1 Corinthians 11:23–26 

 

We learn a new language by studying it. We then speak it by using our memory 

to retrieve the words that we have learned. Memory is essential to all learning, 

because it lets us store and retrieve the information that we learn. Memory is 

basically nothing more than the record left by a learning process.  

When children are asked to summarize the point of the Lords’ Supper in a 

sentence, invariably, the vast majority say, “the Lord’s Supper is about 

remembering Jesus’ death.” That’s a good thing. At the Lord’s table, I say the 

words of institution without reading them because I memorized those words 

back when I was in seminary. Some pastors will say, “we have gathered here to 

remember Jesus’ death.” Is it wrong to say, “We remember Jesus’ death in this 

service”? Well, no, but more needs to be said. That sentence is a sort of 

shorthand explanation that conveys what is true but only part of the truth. We 

do gather at the table to “do this in remembrance” of Jesus.  

But the Lord’s Supper is about much more than what our minds are prompted 

to remember. In addition to remembering, the Lord’s Supper is also about 

communing with Jesus and with each other, about renewing God’s covenant 

promises to us, about being fed by Jesus, and about experiencing a foretaste of 

the heavenly feast of God’s kingdom. Moreover, the Lord’s Supper is not just 

an occasion for the human activity of “remembering,” which sadly the older we 

get the harder it becomes. It’s also a time for the active work of God’s Spirit to 

nourish and strengthen our faith. A single sentence summary can miss that. 

For Reformed Christians, while this common description is consistent with 

most all the Reformers’ teachings about the supper, it is inconsistent with what 

John Calvin taught and what is taught in confessional documents like the 

Belgic Confession and the Heidelberg Catechism that explicitly reject an 

emphasis on the supper as a memorial, as taught by Ulrich Zwingli. While the 

common one sentence is well meant, it’s a sub-par way of understanding the 

sacrament. It’s not wrong. Just incomplete. This incompleteness would be like 
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regularly repeating that Jesus is our Savior, but never saying that Jesus is our 

King; or like explaining how God’s grace is given to us to forgive our sins, but 

never explaining how the gift of God’s grace in the power of the Holy Spirit 

fuels our ongoing work and service that is the visible fruit of our faith.  

What I’m saying is that thinking of the Lord’s Supper only, and exclusively, as 

a remembrance of Jesus’ death has profound implications for the Christian life. 

Whenever we lose sight of how God is at work in and through our participation 

in worship, we are sowing seeds for spiritual problems—including the belief 

that the meaning and significance of the Lord’s table ultimately depends on our 

own righteousness, our own capacity to intensely remember Jesus. If we just 

try to travel back in time in the Communion service, we won’t have the 

experience of “setting our minds on things above” as Paul urges in Colossians 

3:2, or of “lifting up our hearts,” as we say in the Sursum Corda, or for that 

matter of renewing our vision of the joyful feast of God’s coming kingdom. 

There are many ways of conveying the richness of the Lord’s Supper in our 

creeds and in our worship songs that explore these multiple meanings, as we 

are trying do in this Lenten season. But I’m also aware of some churches that 

have abandoned a more balanced Communion practice for a stripped-down 

approach to the supper which puts a lot of weight on a single-sentence 

explanation, such as, “we are remembering Jesus’ death.” It’s a little bit like 

trying to celebrate a birthday or wedding anniversary as quickly as we possibly 

can. It can be done, but something important can get lost in the translation. 

What we need is a good single-sentence summary to explain the Lord’s Supper 

to our children and to faith seekers of any age. Most of us need to sharpen our 

comprehension and imagination of what Communion is all about. 

Back in the 1970s, Howard Hageman, a wise pastoral historian and theologian, 

was part of a group assigned to edit and revise the official Lord’s Supper 

liturgy of the Reformed Church in America, our denominational cousins in the 

Reformed family of churches. They were looking for rich, robust ways of 

making Communion simpler and more evocative. As part of the process, he 
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coined the simple, memorable phrase “a meal of remembrance, communion, 

and hope.”  A few years ago, I began to use that phrase for the invitation to the 

Lord’s table in our services, sometimes I use those exact words and sometimes 

I speak more extemporaneously about “remembrance, communion and hope.” 

Don’t you think that’s a beautiful phrase and expression that describes this 

meal that Jesus, the writers of the gospels, and then, Paul have all passed on to 

us? “A meal of remembrance, communion, and hope.” It’s simple, easily 

memorized, and it reveals at least three layers of meaning in the Lord’s Supper 

as it relates to the past, the present, and the future. And it invites further 

reflection on each of these three layers of meaning. I think it’s a phrase kids 

can latch onto.  

What is the best single sentence we can come up with to pass along to children 

in our congregation that summarizes the meaning of Communion for us? We 

could go with Remembrance, Communion and Hope, but I’d like all parents 

and teachers to give some serious thought to this. We don’t have to reinvent the 

wheel, but perhaps we can find a way to weave into a single sentence several 

layers of meaning of the Lord’s Supper, giving more emphasis to God’s part in 

our coming to the Communion table.  

I’ll admit, the emphasis on remembrance is a dominant theme of the historic 

Reformed understanding of the Lord’s Supper. Our church has a tablecloth—a 

parament, to use the proper word—on the Communion table inscribed with the 

Lord’s words, “Do This in Remembrance of Me.” While the Lord’s Supper is 

certainly more than just an act of remembrance, it is also not less than a 

remembrance. Remembering is a gift that equips, enables, and teaches us to be 

faithful in the present and hopeful for the future. In the Lord’s Supper we 

remember the who, what, and why symbolized in this sacrament. Who? We 

remember Jesus as Savior and Lord. Not only do we remember him at this 

meal, but we also encounter him. He is both the host and the food on which we 

feast. What? We remember that his body was given, and his blood was shed on 

the cross, which means we enter into his death and resurrection at this 
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meal. Why? Jesus gave himself for the forgiveness of sins, for a new creation in 

his name, all because he loves us so very much. Remembering this reminds us 

of our Christian identity, both where it comes from and how we got it. 

Memory is especially important for identity. Ask anyone who may be 

experiencing memory issues. Doing this meal “in remembrance of me” is 

similar to how Israel celebrated the Passover meal “in remembrance” of their 

exodus from Egypt. It involves retelling the story of what God has done for us. 

It involves telling the story whenever children ask us what it means (Exodus 

12). Throughout the Bible God connects memory of the most momentous 

events of our salvation with food and drink: The Passover, the Feast of Weeks, 

the Feast of Tabernacles, and the climax of Jesus’ life on the Cross. We do this 

with birthdays and anniversaries and family reunions. We don’t just remember 

Jesus’ life, death, and resurrection through words, but through bread and cup. 

How often should we participate in this meal? That’s a question that perhaps 

should be answered with another question: How good is your memory? There 

is no Scripture verse that says, “You should do this every X number of weeks.” 

But the picture given in the New Testament is that Communion was a frequent, 

probably weekly, activity. In Acts 2:42–46 and 20:7 we get a picture of the 

early church participating in Communion, or at least a meal that resembles the 

Lord’s Supper, each week. Paul does not tell us how frequently we should 

participate in 1 Corinthians, but he tells us what we proclaim: “Whenever you 

eat this bread and drink this cup, you proclaim the Lord’s death until he 

comes” (v. 26). That’s what we proclaim in the Service of Worship too. 

We can look to how the church has celebrated Communion weekly for most of 

its history, and in many denominations still does. We can look to our Reformed 

tradition and John Calvin’s belief that the Lord’s Supper should be celebrated 

“at least weekly” (Institutes, IV.XVII.43). When we consider what this meal 

signifies and seals, it seems only fitting that this sacrament is at the center of 

our remembrance, union with Christ and one another, forgiveness, covenant 

renewal, nourishment, hope, and thanksgiving. There are many good reasons 
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churches should celebrate communion weekly. And it seems the arguments 

against more frequent Communion do not hold up very well. 

People will point out that if we participate weekly it will be less special or lose 

its significance. But why do we say that about the Communion plates but not 

the offering plates? If we want a more meaningful prayer life, we pray more 

often, not less. If we want to be rooted in the Bible, we read and study it more, 

not less. If we want to live in union with Christ and one another and have it 

continually sealed upon us that we are adopted by God as sons and daughters 

through Christ, we will celebrate the Lord’s Supper more, not less. I’ve heard 

some say that if we take Communion too infrequently, there is also the 

potential of making too much of it and turning it into some sort of an idol. 

If we focus too much on Communion, will we lose our focus on the Word? At 

least moving to the table of our Lord’s body and blood ensures that the service 

is gospel-centered. I once heard it said at a conference for preachers that the 

benefit of celebrating the Lord’s Supper after the sermon is that if the sermon is 

lousy, at least the gospel will still be proclaimed! But that would never cross 

anyone’s mind here at Ken Mawr. Right? Going from the Word to the Table 

could, however, convey more fully the gospel of God’s self-giving love. 

I did not suggest to our Elders that our congregation shift to a weekly 

observance of the Lord’s Supper just because I was planning to preach this 

sermon series. We will, however, observe Communion on two Sundays in Lent 

and twice more during Holy Week, and then on Easter Sunday. What Moses 

told the Israelites as they entered the land the Lord had promised their 

ancestors is to “Be careful that you do not forget the LORD your God…” 

(Deuteronomy 8:11). That’s the point of remembrance. The more we learn 

about Communion, the more we will see the issue is not the frequency of 

Communion but the remembrance of our Lord by connecting Word and 

Sacrament as we connect an explanation with our participation. 

The Lord bless this simple witness to his Word! Amen.  


