9th Sunday after Trinity, Year A, 2011, St. Mary the Virgin, Oxford.  The Emperor’s New Clothes
+ In Nomine...

Hans Christian Anderson’s The Emperor’s New Clothes is an enduring story about how we see the truth.  The Emperor is obsessed with fashion, like a true celebrity, and he must of course have the very best on offer.  A couple of ‘designers’ convince him that they can weave the finest cloth on earth, the only catch is that neither fools nor those unworthy of their office can see it.  Of course the Emperor must have a suit made of this fine cloth, but nervous that he won’t be able to see it he sends his ministers to check on the progress.  The ministers, unable to see it themselves, but too insecure to tell the truth, report back on the fantastic beauty of the cloth, and the suit is made and fitted amidst a great pageantry of pretence.  It is only in the midst of public procession that the truth is revealed: the charade that everyone was performing for the sake of everyone else collapses - the Emperor is in fact naked.  

The child that first speaks the truth in Anderson’s story is a little like Nietzsche’s madman in the market place who cries out for the first time that God is dead, and suddenly, so the secularist’s story goes, we all realise that the charade that the church is performing is nothing more than a moth eaten musical brocade, created to pretend we never die.  

The idea that what we do here in church is a charade or pretence is not entirely uncommon.  Central to what we do in church, to the whole drama of the liturgy, is our communion with God, the eating and drinking of the body and blood of Christ.  But, inquire of people what they think happens to the bread and wine in the prayer of consecration and they will often reply ‘not much’,  in simply remains naked bread and wine:  the Emperor has no clothes, the fine raiment of our Lord’s body and blood is simply a story spun by charlatans.  

Jesus asks his disciples “‘Who do people say that the Son of Man is?’  And they replied, ‘Some say John the Baptist, but others Elijah, and still others Jeremiah or one of the prophets.’”

People say a lot of things.  And frankly, at times I sympathise with people who say that the bread and wine remains just that.  Crude accounts of what happens in the Eucharist can make it sound like some sort of divine magic.  God just clicks his fingers and a miracle occurs.  I have a lot of difficulties with that view of God’s involvement with the world.  But, if the Eucharist is not all a charade, I do believe its important to try and find ways of faithfully talking about the bread and wine becoming the body and blood of Christ.  

Jesus asked his disciples ‘Who do people say that the Son of Man is?’ and they replied that they say a lot of different things.  Then Jesus asked them ‘But who do you say that I am?’  People say a lot of different things about the Eucharist and the church is happy with a range of beliefs - but what do you say, what do you believe?  I believe that we can talk about the presence of our Lord Jesus Christ in the Eucharist - that when we say, ‘the body and blood of Christ’, funnily enough, we actually mean what we say.  

In our first reading today Paul exhorts the congregation in Rome to present their bodies to God as a living sacrifice,  I would like to suggest that this idea of presenting, or giving ourselves to God might be helpful in approaching the Eucharist.  Paul’s exhortation might help us navigate between two opposing views; on the one hand, that the bread and wine become the body and blood of Christ through some sort of divine miracle, and on the other hand, the view that the Emporer has no clothes.   

David Ganz, from Kings College London, has written about the importance of the offertory in the early middle ages.  The offertory in our eucharist is during the hymn after the peace.  It consists of taking the collection, and bringing the bread and wine up to the altar.  In the early middle ages Ganz suggests that individuals bringing gifts of bread and wine to church was an important way in which people participated in the communion service.  Nowadays we don’t bring to church a loaf of pre-sliced bread or a bottle of wine, we symbolise this gift giving by having representatives bring up the bread and wine to be used in the Eucharist.  In the early middle ages though the bread and wine was actually given from the household economy - from our household economies we now have a standing orders to charities, including the church, that we symbolically represent by the coins we put in the plate during collection.  

The difficulty with symbolising something is that it can distance us from what it means; symbols can remove us from our actions.  The offertory expresses our giving of ourselves to God.  In giving charitably and in giving bread and wine we are symbolizing the ways in which we ‘present our bodies to God as a living sacrifice’ just as Paul exhorted us to do.  The bread and the wine are symbols of the different ways in which we give ourselves to God, not just right here and now, but throughout the week,  within our daily lives, in our charitable giving and in serving others.  

The bread and wine in the Eucharist then represents us - us gratefully giving our bodies and souls to God.  In the prayer of consecration what we then do with the bread and wine is give them to God - in doing so we are also giving ourselves to God in a highly symbolic set of actions that remember Jesus giving his body and blood to God on the cross.  The Eucharist is a symbolic action.  What we do with the bread and the wine is what Jesus did with his body and blood, and it is what we are doing with our bodies and souls when we give ourselves to one another and to God in love and service.  The substance of the action is the same, what changes is whether it is Jesus’ body and blood, our bodies and souls or bread and wine on the altar.  It is the action that unites them, and it is the action that matters.  

But what I have suggested so far is only half the story.  If we stop here all we have is a dead body bleeding on a cross, odd ways of remembering a futile act, and pointless acts of service and charity.  What changes all of this and allows us to see the truth about these actions is the resurrection.  

The resurrection reveals that love is the way God is.  The substance of the action, of giving in love, is the substance of God.  This is what the doctrine of the Trinity is all about.  The Trinity is a very sophisticated way of saying that God is ‘a doing’ rather than just ‘a being’ or as Thomas Aquinas more felicitously put it - God is pure act.  

So the resurrection reveals that the action of Jesus giving himself to God, which is what the whole cruciform shape of his life is about, that action, that shape of his life, that love - is divine - for that is the way God is.   So then, the action of giving the bread and wine to God in remembrance of Jesus, that action reveals the bread and wine as the body and blood of Christ: they become divine.  But of course the bread and wine represented us - the way in which we give ourselves to God.  So, finally, when we receive the body and blood of Christ in communion we receive ourselves back as our actions of giving and loving are revealed as sharing in the action of God’s love.  God humbled himself to share in our humanity, so that we might share in his divinity.

And so, who do you say that Jesus is? What do you say happens in the Eucharist?  For how you respond shapes who you can become, and in the end it is faith that discloses the truth, and clothes the Emperor of the Jews in divinity.  

