Lenten Reflection at Norham Church and on Zoom
The Third Sunday of Lent, 8th March 2026


Once again, on this Third Sunday in Lent, I am offering a reflection, rather than a sermon, for about five minutes, to be followed by a Q&A session for about two minutes.  If you miss being part of a Lent Group, then I will be in the Tower Room at 6pm on Tuesday evening, for anyone who might like to continue the discussion.

The title of this third reflection is, ‘What is a sacrament, and why does it matter?’

Imagine I am holding up a piece of paper, with a circle drawn in the middle of it.  If I were to ask, ‘How many circles can you see?’, you would naturally say, ‘One’.  But then I would say, ‘There are in fact two circles, in exactly the same place.  One of them is, as it were, hidden behind the other, so you can only see one circle, but you are looking at two circles.’

Sacraments are like that.  A classic definition of a sacrament is, ‘An outward and visible sign of an inward and spiritual grace.’  The sign is visible to the eye, but the grace is kind of hidden away behind, or within, the sign, and can only be perceived with the eyes of faith.

‘What is grace?,’ you may ask.  That’s a good question!  Christians tend to use the word without really thinking what it means.  For the sake of simplicity, I would like to suggest that grace is God’s goodness, freely given.

Let’s think about the sacrament of the altar, also known as Holy Communion.  During the Eucharistic Prayer, the consecrated bread and wine become the body and blood of Christ.  Quite how literally you want to take this is up to you.  Some Churches would say that Holy Communion simply re-enacts the Last Supper.  Others would say that, in Holy Communion, we do more than re-enact, we also remember, or re-member – that is, make real in the here and now – what Christ effected over two thousand years ago.  Others would go further, and say that the bread and wine are changed into the actual substance of the body and blood of Christ.

I would say that, in Holy Communion, God makes himself specially present to us.  I want to affirm the real presence of God in the consecrated bread and wine, so that, when we draw near to the holy table, we are drawing near to God.  It is not that God is kind of trapped within the sacrament, but God makes himself specially present in the sacrament.  As human beings, we struggle to comprehend that God is always present throughout the universe, and so, as a kind of concession to our mortality, God makes himself specially present in particular things.

Another classic description of a sacrament is, ‘A sign that effects what it signifies.’  Take Holy Communion again, for example.  As we gather to celebrate the sacrament of Holy Communion, we draw closer to God, and we draw closer to each other.  By coming together to worship, we create a holy communion of people.  As we share out the bread and wine, we are also sharing in the life of God, and building up the body of Christ.  ‘You are what you eat,’ as the saying goes, and receiving Holy Communion helps each of us to grow into the stature of Christ.

How is the bread and wine consecrated, or made holy?  People sometimes speak of a priest ‘celebrating’ Holy Communion, which always makes me wince.  The priest presides at the celebration, like a steward at a party, but you can’t have a party without the people.  It is the people – all of us – who celebrate Holy Communion.  

In a similar way, I remember being taught at theological college that it is the whole of the Eucharistic Prayer that consecrates the bread and wine.  There is a particular moment, however, during the Eucharistic Prayer, which reminds us that it is God who makes himself specially present in Holy Communion.  In what is called the epiclesis, the priest invokes the Holy Spirit to consecrate the bread and wine.  I try to act this out in a dramatic way, as I say, ‘Send your Holy Spirit.’  And it was a child at Norham First School, as it was then, who first pointed out to me that my two hands are in the shape of a dove.  Without the action of the Holy Spirit, the bread and wine would simply remain bread and wine.

As well as Holy Communion, the other major sacrament is Baptism, in which the person being baptised has water poured over them, with the words, ‘I baptise you in the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit.’  The pouring of the water signifies their anointing by God, and the priest later says, ‘May [you] daily be renewed by [God’s] anointing Spirit.’  The pouring of water also signifies being plunged into the waters of death with Christ, in order to be raised to new life with Christ.  It is like being re-born, in that, once you have been baptised, you cannot be un-baptised.

How do you tell the difference between an ordinary human being and a Christian?  The answer is that you can’t, at least not by looking.  Because a Christian is like those two circles in the same place.  A Christian is an ordinary human being, in whom the Holy Spirit is, as it were, hidden away.  Quakers would say, rightly in my view, that there is that of God in everyone.  But you could also say that God makes himself specially present in Christians, for the benefit of the whole world.  Those of us who follow Christ are, as it were, sacraments to the world.

The Bible is a book, containing ordinary, human words, but it becomes the Word of God by the power of the Holy Spirit.  A church is, in some ways, just an ordinary group of people, but it becomes a church by the presence and power of the Holy Spirit.  And so various things can be a kind of sacrament, meaning that they are an outward and visible sign of an inward and spiritual grace, that is, God’s goodness freely given.

Sacraments bring us closer to God, and so I would say that all worship, not just Holy Communion, is sacramental.  Methodists would say that singing hymns is a kind of sacrament, because it brings them closer to God.  And I think I would say that whatever brings you closer to God is a kind of sacrament.  Nature itself is a kind of sacrament, because, in the words of the poet Gerard Manley Hopkins, ‘The world is charged with the grandeur of God.’  God is, as it were, hidden away within his creation, but with the eyes of faith, we can perceive God’s presence in all things.

[bookmark: _GoBack]The primordial sacrament is Jesus Christ.  To look at him, he was an ordinary human being, but he was also the Son of God.  Jesus Christ was both human and divine.  And the church, as the body of Christ, is called to be like Christ, both human and divine.  Without the Holy Spirit, we would just be another group of people.  But if we’re too heavenly minded, then we’re of no earthly use.

Just as Christ came down to earth from heaven, so we, like Christ, should be rooted in the world.  If Norham Church is to be a sacrament, or source of blessing, to the wider community, then we need to be two things at the same time: both part of the local community, and part of the Kingdom of God.  
