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4 October 2020 
1 Corinthians 11:17-34 
Do this in Remembrance of Me 
World Communion Sunday 
First Mennonite Church 
 
Today is 
World 
Communion 
Sunday.  It 
began in 1933 
by the 
Presbyterians, 
and was their 
small but 
wonderful 
reminder to 
the church to 
be mindful of 
our unity in Christ with all our brothers and sisters around the world.  
 
In keeping with the emphasis on communion, I want to reflect on the phrase, found 
here in 1 Corinthians and all the gospels: “do this in remembrance of me.”  It’s even 
found engraved on our communion table, although the phrase on the communion 
table reflects the translation from the KJV, “this do in remembrance of me.” 
 
At first glance it appears to be a simple and straightforward phrase—do this in 
remembrance of me.  But, read it slowly and reflectively.  Pause and think about each 
word.  What does it mean?  For instance, what does the this in this sentence mean?  
Is it the eating and drinking—the communion—with others?  Is it more a mysterious 
communion with the divine?  What or whom is it that we are to remember?  Is it 
Jesus's death?  Or is it his whole life—Jesus’ teaching, healing, his death, resurrection 
and promised return?  And to whom are these words written?  To only followers of 
Jesus?  To only baptized church members?  To the entire church at Corinth, including 
children?  To anyone willing to come to the table, baptized or not?   
 
 
 
 



2 
 

That’s a lot of questions!  
By asking these 
questions doesn’t mean 
I’ll attempt answer them 
all, because if I tried, it 
might lead to this! No, I 
ask them because they 
are, I think, legitimate 
questions to ask about 
this seemingly 
straightforward 
sentence, do this in 
remembrance of me.  How we answer these questions will shape our understanding 
of communion.   
 
I’ll begin my reflection on communion by showing you some of the earliest pictures 
of communion in the early church.1 These photos are of frescos from the early 100s, 

which is about 70-80 years after the 
death of Jesus, and about 40-50 years 
after Paul’s letter to the Corinthians.  
They were painted in the catacombs in 
Rome.  The Catacombs of Rome were 
underground burial grounds, primarily 
used by Christians and Jews for several 
centuries.  These frescos represent 
Christians gathering to “break bread,” 
called an “Agape Love Feast.” 
 

Christians gathering together to “break bread” was common in the early church.  
Where did this practice begin?  To answer this question, we must look to the gospels.   
 
Unlike John the Baptist who had a spartan diet of honey and locusts, Jesus, according 
to Matthew 11 and Luke 7, had a reputation for being a glutton and a drunk.  We 
don’t know if this reputation was based upon any facts, but we do know that eating 
and drinking with all sorts of people, including people we might not like to be seen 
dining with in a public place, was very important to Jesus’ ministry.  We’ve all heard 
these stories before, so I’ll just highlight some of them. 
 

 
1 https://earlychurchhistory.org/beliefs-2/communion-in-the-early-church/ 
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In Mark 2 the Pharisees are disturbed that Jesus is eating with sinners and tax 
collectors (Mark 2:16).  In Luke 7 Jesus is invited to a meal at the home of a Pharisee 
named Simon where a woman of the street disrupts the dinner, washing his feet with 
her tears of gratitude and wiping them with her hair, much to the disgust of the very 
righteous Simon.  Luke 19 has Jesus inviting himself to dinner to the home of the 
chief tax collector of Jericho, vertically-challenged Zacchaeus, again to the grumbling 
and anger of those around him.  All four gospels have Jesus miraculously providing a 
meal for 5000 hungry folks.  Mark and Matthew include another story with 4,000. 
 
A number of Jesus's parables feature feasting, most notably among them, the great 
banquet in Matthew 22 and Luke 14.  All four gospels have Jesus celebrating the 
Passover meal with his inner circle. 
 
As risen Messiah we find Jesus eating on the road to Emmaus with two disciples, and 
then behind locked doors again with his disciples, and finally a fish fry at the beach in 
John 21.   
 
I highlight these examples to show how eating with various people in various 
locations are an absolutely essential feature of Jesus's ministry.  I would go so far as 
to say that eating and drinking with people was as central to Jesus’ proclamation of 
the Kingdom as was his healing and teaching. 
 
We know that eating and drinking was common in the early church.  In Acts 2 there's 
reference to Christians meeting together for their common meals.  In Jude 12 there is 
reference to an agape which simply refers to love, and we take that to mean a love 
feast.  Both Acts and Jude show us the importance eating had among those who 
remembered Jesus in the decades following his ministry.   
 
The earliest written testimony of eating together comes from Paul, here in 1 
Corinthians, somewhere between the years 55-60 CE.  Now we learn about the 
Corinthians eating because of the trouble they had doing it.  Whatever they were 
doing got Paul upset.  What was going on here? 
 
When Paul refers to the Lord’s Supper at Corinth, he’s not talking about the ritual 
meal we will do a bit later in the service.  When we share communion—our tiny 
wafer and sip of grape juice (sorry, no wine today)—it is a symbolic meal. In the 
Corinthian Church, at this early date, there were no separate buildings for Christian 
worship.  The Lord’s Supper was an actual meal eaten by the community in a private 
home, and it included special words said over a particular loaf of bread and a 
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particular cup of wine. The problem in Corinth was that this full meal had become a 
sign of the social divisions that ran through the fabric of the church. 
 
Sometime ago, my spouse and I went to church with one set of friends.  After the 
church service everyone was invited to stay for coffee and visiting, but our friends 
took us to a nice coffee shop where we met several others who also had been at the 
morning worship service.  Clearly, this was a small select group within the church 
who were friends and wanted to foster their friendship.  Nothing wrong with that.  
Yet, we also sensed that this small group wanted to set themselves apart from the 
others in the church, didn’t really want to mingle and associate with others in the 
church.   
 
Spending time with people who hold the same beliefs as you do, view the world in 
the same way as you do, hold the same political views, perhaps are in the same 
economic bracket as you are—all these things contribute to reasons why we spend 
time with certain people and not with others.  We all do this.  It’s a natural thing to 
do. 
 
Think of this another way.  I realize this isn’t a good example as we are in the middle 
of a virus pandemic, but I’m going to use it anyway.  Can you remember the last time 
you went out for coffee, hosted someone for a meal, or went out for a meal with 
someone you didn’t like, someone who held very different opinions, maybe even 
opposing views than you, someone with whom you couldn’t talk to about certain 
things? 
 
Here’s another way to think about this.  Think about the person or people you really 
enjoy spending time with, like being together with.  What is it about that relationship 
you like?   
 
So, what exactly was the problem in Corinth? While the Christians in Corinth lived in a 
very different culture than ours today, some of the same social realities and patterns 
of behaviour we face today were being played out in the Corinthian church.  The 
Corinthian church included people from across the social spectrum: well to do, slaves, 
manual laborers, children, women, and men.  We don’t leave our way of looking at 
the world, our theological perspectives, our preferences for what we like and don’t 
like, what is right and wrong at the church door when we come to worship Sunday 
morning.  Well, neither did the Corinthian Christians.  Apparently, the wealthier ones 
were able to arrive at the home of the host of the church meal earlier than the 
poorer ones.  I imagine the slaves and manual labourers couldn’t just leave work.  
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When the wealthy ones arrived, they were seated in the host’s dining area and 
served the best food and wine because they were on the same social level as their 
host. Later, when the poorer ones arrived, they were seated in a separate space in 
the host’s house, ate the leftovers or received nothing at all. 
 
Please remember that Paul is writing to both Jewish and Gentile Christians, people 
who normally wouldn’t have anything to do with each other, never ever gather 
together for a meal.  But since they are all in Christ, they are part of a Christ’s body, 
the new Israel.  When they eat from the same the same loaf of bread and drink the 
same wine, they demonstrate their oneness in Christ.  This body reflects the vision 
and reach of Jesus in the gospels. In other words, the church is, so to speak, a 
communal picture of the kind of eating with sinners and outsiders that we see in the 
gospels.    
 
Paul is very concerned to help the Corinthians understand the miracle of a people 
called together by the grace of God, made up of those who would normally not have 
anything to do with each other.  Us and them.  Now together.  One body.    The Lord's 
Supper is thus a witness and a celebration of the miracle of reconciliation of those 
who once at odds and even enemies of each other.  You might say the New Israel is 
made up of Israel and its enemies. 
 
This is why Paul is angry when he hears about how the rich eat with rich, free eat 
with free, perhaps important men eat with other important men, and the slaves 
come late and receive nothing.  He is angry because the Corinthians are violating the 
way Jesus ate with people. 
 
When Paul told the Corinthians to discern the body, examine themselves, we usually 
think of Paul insisting on purity, that is, to be blameless, unstained by guilt or having 
only clean thoughts.  But, for Paul, discerning the body is a call to examine all of our 
relationships with all our brothers and sisters in Christ.  Examine not just our 
attitudes toward others, what we think of others, but also how our attitude impacts 
how we treat others, what we say about others, what we say to others.   Paul was 
concerned about our natural tendencies to want to be with others who are like us.  
Wealthy people need to examine their relationships with the poor.  Religious 
conservatives need to examine their relationship with liberals.  Theological liberals 
must examine their relationship with conservatives.  Men must examine their 
relationship with women and vice versa.  I could go on.  
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Discerning the body is examining every one of our relationships.  We all have these 
natural patterns of behaviours, personal preferences.  Paul knew this about the 
Corinthian church, and was afraid that if the church continued on its path, the church 
would revert back to the worship of idols—the idols of privilege, class, status, and 
sex.  Discerning the body was Paul’s appeal that the revolution begun by Jesus not be 
squandered. 
 
Do this in remembrance of me.  By using this phrase, Paul is referring back to that 
last supper Jesus shared with his disciples before he was handed over to be crucified.  
Paul reminded the Corinthians of how far God went to reconcile them to God and to 
one another, reminded them of the costliness of God's reconciling work of Jesus, 
reminded them of the cross as the power of God to save.  We are here because Christ 
reached out to us, won us back to God. Through Christ, God made peace with us.  It’s 
God’s grace.   
 
We come to the Lord’s table this morning, not because we have arrived at holiness, 
purity, being morally or spiritually perfect. We come to the Lord’s table this morning, 
not because FMC is a brilliant beacon of Christian unity.   No, we come because we 
are disciples, on a journey with Jesus.  We are broken.  We come to the table because 
we desire Jesus to continue molding us, shaping us, transforming us not only into a 
more faithful disciples, but transforming us a body that better reflects our Lord and 
Saviour in the world.  We come because of God’s infinite grace.  Amen 
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