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Astronaut Buzz Aldrin was an elder at a Texas Presbyterian Church  
 48 years ago when he made his historic trip  
  with Neil Armstrong to the Moon.  
A true Presbyterian, Aldrin asked for the church’s permission  
 to serve himself communion on the lunar surface,  
  then his pastor consecrated a communion wafer  
   and a small vial of communion wine,  
    for him to take out of the Earth's orbit  
     onto the surface of the moon.  
He and Armstrong had only been on the lunar surface a few minutes  
 when Aldrin announced: "This is the LM pilot.  
  I'd like to take this opportunity to ask every person listening in,  
   whoever and wherever they may be,  
    to pause for a moment and contemplate  
     the events of the past few hours  
      and to give thanks in his or her own way."  
He then ended radio communication  
 and there, on the silent surface of the moon,  
  he read Jesus’ words in John about the vine and the branches  
   and took communion. Here is his description:  
"In the radio blackout, I opened the little plastic packages  
 which contained the bread and the wine.  
  I poured the wine into the chalice our church had given me.  
   In the one-sixth gravity of the moon,  
    the wine slowly curled gracefully up the side of the cup.  
     …I ate the tiny Host and swallowed the wine…[and]   
      gave thanks for the intelligence and spirit that had brought  
            two young pilots to the Sea of Tranquility.”i 
Aldrin’s church, Webster Presbyterian,  
 still celebrates Lunar Communion Sunday  
  every year on the Sunday closest to July 20.  
 
Today wine is curling up the sides of many cups  
 and bread of many kinds is being shared across many landscapes. 
Different words of Jesus are being spoken 
 in language after language all day long.  
The words we chose for our scripture today 
 are those most associated with the communion meal,  
  known as the words of institution. 
 Doubtless mane different sermons on different scriptures will be delivered. 
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There are four accounts of the last supper in the New Testament.  
Three are found in the synoptic gospels--Matthew, Mark and Luke--  

  and one in the first letter of Paul to the church in Corinth. 
That version is also the oldest one we have, 
 the closest to the time of Christ. 
  Luke likely had a copy of Paul’s letter when Luke wrote his version.ii 
 
Luke shapes the moment as a Passover meal 
 marked by a series of farewells from Jesus to his followers.  
First comes the meal, then words of warning, instruction,  
 and encouragement for the days ahead.  
The words about there being a betrayer at the table  
 are held until after Jesus has blessed the bread and wine.  
That matters, because there can be no doubt  
 that Judas was included in the meal, as we are included  
  no matter what our own failings may be.  
    
By the time Luke was writing his gospel 
 varying traditions around the communion meal  
  had already been established.  
You may not have noticed, but in this reading  
 there are two cups, and the sequence is  
  cup, bread, and then the cup again. 
   Some Jewish meals included prayers over the cup of wine 
    and several such prayers might be offered.iii  
     So that’s one plausible explanation. 
Another is that Luke was combining  
 two different traditions about the meal.iv  
The words about not eating or drinking with the disciples again  
 until some future moment of fulfillment  
  reflect the forward-looking nature of the Passover ritual,  
   which a family would share dressed and ready  
    for a coming journey.  
The second tradition looks backward.   
 Nowadays we interpret the words  
  about the new covenant in Christ’s blood 
   to be about the promise of the forgiveness of sin.  
    An understanding that did develop over time       
     that was not there at the start.  
Luke was more likely pointing to the Passover tradition  
 of looking backwards to the covenant of freedom  
  God wrought for Israel when the people were freed from slavery in Egypt.  
Still today in the Passover liturgy, among Jewish families, children at the table  
 ask key questions, the answers to which tell the story  
  of the night God led the Israelites out of Egypt.  
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   “Jesus blood seals a new covenant  
    offered to a faith community by a God who sets free.”v  
So here in Luke’s version of the meal 
 we have one tradition that looks forward  
  and one that looks backward, both of which  
   were rich with meaning then,  
    and which have attained new meanings over time.  
 
What rises to the top for me today  
 is that as people come to Christ’s table all around the world  
  they continue to do so in ways that are not identical.  
 There will be some differences,  
  as there were different traditions in the Luke texts.  
The scriptures preached today are not going to be the same.  
 The order of things will not always be the same.  
  The meaning of the meal for different people in each sanctuary  
   certainly will not be all the same.  
For some, what happens at the communion meal  
 is familiar and comforting, a life-long ritual   
  that is experienced emotionally, rather than with thoughts about it at all.   
For others it is a connection to people   
 who are no longer at their earthly table,  
  but who are present, we believe, in this moment  
   at Christ’s table in heaven.  
For others the meal has no meaning yet,  
 because it may be new for them, or seem weirdly archaic;  
  not having had time to become a remembered moment  
   it doesn’t carry meaningful associations. Not yet. 
Still others it will bring other thoughts and memories,  
 other needs and hopes to this event.  
 
Because scripture is a living word, all of this is valid.  
 Because Christ is the one hosting the meal,  
  all needs and hopes are welcome,  
   all memories or thoughts.  
Because we do this together on this day  
 in every kind of meeting place,  
  all of us for one brief moment are unified. 
Christ is the one who accomplishes this unlikely unity and always will.  
As astronaut Aldrin grew older, he wondered if it was wise  
 to have celebrated communion on the Moon 
  —after all what he and Armstrong did was done         
   for all humankind of every faith and no faith.vi— 
    I appreciate the sensitivity of his worry,  
     but Christ’s death was for the salvation of all.  
      If one day we walk on Mars,  
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      I suspect this meal will be shared there, too,  
       and wherever else we who are made in God’s image  
        may one day journey in the universe. 
It comforts me to think about this meal  
 in the span of time. 
I have immigrant relatives who settled in Virginia in the 1700s 
 they gathered at communion tables in Lynchburg 
  before transplanting to Missouri and elsewhere. 
   I cannot help but think of them today. 
In the future I may be among those who take this meal  
 thinking of someone who isn’t here, a spouse, 
  or, God forbid, a child, who has died before me.  
When I worry about the state of the nation, which I do more and more,  
 I recall that at this table we rehearse a freedom  
  God has already accomplished for all people in Christ’s death  
   and that all the world will celebrate, together,  
    one day at a table beyond our sight.  
 
That the vision of future wholeness is a banquet table 
 is wonderfully human, so tied to family traditions  
  no matter what tribe we’re from,  
   to memories of meals shared with family, friends,  
    churches or houses of faith, or other forms of community. 
The banquet at the end of time is very down to earth and also magnificent  
 and in a way that is not earthly at all.  
 
There is a great deal of material in the Harry Potter books 
 that is directly Christological, and none more so  
  than the moments that take place  
   in the huge Hogwarts banquet hall, 
    where the magical ceiling overhead twinkles with stars. 
Yes, I know there is a whole passel of people  
 who can’t get past the wizardry and so, stupidly,  
  they condemn the whole canon of Potter books and movies.   
But surely the moments in the books and movies 
 when the whole school is gathered at endless tables,  
  covered in goblets and platters overflowing with rich foods,  
   it is a universal evocation of safety, abundance,  
    wholeness, welcome, and peace, that is 
     completely in keeping with the Christian   
      vision of a banquet at the end of time.  
Whenever I hear a child say he or she wishes she could go to Hogwarts,  
 I think of Christ’s table and the ways it has spilled  
  into the life-giving imagination of so many artists.  
 
A few Years ago the clergy women’s group I’m in 
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 met in San Francisco, in part because in 
  San Francisco is the home of Sarah Miles 
   whose books we were studying. 
Miles was a war correspondent, a journalist and a cook who surprised herself at midlife 
 one day by walking in the open door of St Gregory’s,  
  a peaceful, little, episcopal church. 
She was raised without any faith whatsoever,           
 so not much about Christianity made sense to Miles, 
  but as a cook gathering around at table  
   made all the sense in the world. 
    On that first day she heard a woman say to the congregation 
     “Jesus welcome everyone to his table, 
      so we offer the bread and wine,  
       which are Christ’s body and blood, 
        to everyone without exception.” 
When Miles put the bread in her mouth  
 she says she instantly knew two things at the same time: 
  “One was that I was eating a regular piece of bread 
   and I also knew that God, who I didn’t believe in,  
    was alive and in my mouth. 
     It completely short-circuited me. 
      All that I could do was stand there and cry,  
       then run as fast as I could before some Christian 
        would come and try to chat to me.” 
But she kept coming back to find out  
 what this experience was. 
  “I wanted it,” she says, “I wanted more; I was hungry.” 
She became a part of that church  
 and turned the bread she had tasted into tons of groceries, 
  piled on the church’s altar to be given away. 
   Together with some of the street people she feeds  
    Mile’s has founded nearly a dozen food pantries  
     in the poorest parts of the city. 
“Wheat and water and yeast and heat; 
 grape and sun and time, bread and wine 
  transformed into life.” Miles ate it up, 
   kept coming back for more, and has now written three books 
    on the faith she met at a table glimpsed through an open door. 
She also learned that the communion she found 
 with other Christians cannot be contained 
  to any table, or building or town or time.  
The bread of Christ will not be held by plates or tabletops,  
 His wine curls up the sides of every cup or chalice  
  and spills on lips and hands and into hearts of all, 
   determined to feed and to be filled and to be healed and to help 
    and to be opened and to change and bestow new gifts unending. 
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“We are eating together. The door opens. It is never over.” AMEN. 
    
  
 
 
  

i  http://www.snopes.com/glurge/communion.asp#LLlSwITZVagAhXST.99 
ii Scholars feel Luke was probably written 40-60 years after Jesus death. 
iii The New Oxford Annotated Bible, New Revised Standard Version, Luke 22:17, footnote, p. 117. 
iv Fred Craddock, Luke, Interpretation, a Bible Commentary for teaching and Preaching, p. 256 
v Ibid. p. 256 
vi In his 2010 memoir he wrote. “We had come to space in the name of all mankind—be they Christians, 
Jews, Muslims, animists, agnostics, or atheists. But at the time I could think of no better way to 
acknowledge the Apollo 11 experience than by giving thanks to God.” 
 https://www.history.com/news/buzz-aldrin-communion-apollo-11-nasa  
 
 
 
 
Aldrin may not have resorted to skullduggery to consume communion aboard the lunar module, but he 
ended up regretting it. In his 2010 memoir, he wrote that he’d come to wonder if he’d done the right thing 
by celebrating a Christian ritual in space. “We had come to space in the name of all mankind—be they 
Christians, Jews, Muslims, animists, agnostics, or atheists,” he wrote. “But at the time I could think of no 
better way to acknowledge the Apollo 11 experience than by giving thanks to God.” 
https://www.history.com/news/buzz-aldrin-communion-apollo-11-nasa 

                                            


