
Lay Reader Sermon Series III

The Seventh Sunday after Trinity


psalter:
Psalm 18:1-20
1st lesson:
Hosea 14
2nd lesson:
Mark 8:1-10a
Bread of Heaven
In talking about church membership, a man once said to the writer of this sermon, "I support all the churches in the community." This has the sound of generosity, and may very well be generous in practice. But it could also be very vague, and end with little support for any of the churches. There would be much greater value in supporting one church, in committing oneself to a specific congregation, taking part in its worship, and trying to live in the way that church interprets the Christian faith.

To apply this to our lives as Christians, we need to remember what someone has said in this way, "The heart of the religious life is in commitment and worship, not in reflection and theory."

All of this points us to the danger of vagueness in our religion and to the need for seeking God at particular times and places. We need to come, from time to time, to a point of specific worship, in which, as has been noted, we seek to receive Christ into our souls. In the Gospel lesson for today, we see an event in which the power of the Son of God was shown in a clear and definite way. It was made evident in the feeding of a large crowd from very small resources.

In this miracle, we also see a symbol or sign which points to a very definite way in which Christ makes Himself known to us, that is, the Holy Communion, which, we have been reminded, is a repetition on the spiritual level of this miracle of the feeding of the four thousand.

There are similarities in this story to the service of Holy Communion. There is the breaking of the bread, the giving of thanks, distribution of the bread and fish to the people, and the taking up of the fragments that were left over so that nothing would be lost. And as the physical hunger of the people was satisfied, so Christians have found their spiritual hunger satisfied in the sacrament of the Body and Blood of Christ. "They did eat, and were filled."

Christ makes Himself known to us in this act of worship which He commanded, "Do this in remembrance of me." On the day of the Resurrection, the two disciples from Emmaus recognized that the Risen Lord was with them when, as He sat at their dinner table, "He took the bread and blessed, and broke it, and gave it to them. And their eyes were opened and they recognized him." They hurried back to Jerusalem, and told the Apostles and the others there "how he was known to them in the breaking of bread." (Luke 24:30-31a, 35)
We need to come to points of specific worship in which we seek to receive Christ into souls. The language of the Communion service, and the actions we perform,, are definite and specific. We repeat the words of Christ, "This is my body" and "This is my blood," as we follow His actions at the Last Supper in taking the bread and wine. We pray that we may "be partakers of his most blessed Body and Blood;" and that we may so eat His flesh-and drink His blood that our souls and bodies may be cleansed from all sin; and we receive the bread and the wine.

These words of the Communion service are very similar to what is said in the Sixth chapter of the Gospel according to Saint John. The story of the miraculous feeding of the 5,000 is followed by our Lord's teaching on the meaning of what He had done, and on Himself as the bread of heaven. He said, "I am the living bread which came down from heaven; if anyone eats of this bread, he will live forever; and the bread which I shall give for the life of the world is my flesh . . ." "Truly, truly, I say to you, unless you eat the flesh of the Son of man and drink his blood, you have no life in you; he who eats my flesh and drinks my blood has eternal life." (John 6:51, 53-54a)
The statement that men should feed on His flesh and blood is, of course, figurative or symbolic. We must not let ourselves be put off by this vivid language and by His teaching about the importance of the sacrament of Holy Communion, as some of His listeners were when they heard these words. He Himself went on to say in the same discourse, "It is the spirit that gives life. The flesh is of no avail; the words that I have spoken to you are spirit and life." (John 6:63)

Yet to talk only about receiving a spirit or even life could be vague, so Christ used these very specific and pointed references to eating His flesh and drinking His blood. As has been said, we need to come to definite times and places of worship, in which we seek to receive Christ into our souls. This we do very deeply in the Holy Communion, as well as in the reading and hearing of the Scriptures.

In the Communion service, we are given by faith the Body and Blood of Christ; that is, we receive Him, His sacrifice and His risen life into our souls that He may dwell in us and we in Him. But we don't talk simply about receiving His spirit or life; we speak of receiving His Body and His Blood in order to show how definite and real His presence is.

These words show that we do not receive the Lord in some general or vague way; nor simply by remembering only those scenes from His life that we may prefer to consider, such as the accounts of His birth and childhood, or the early scenes in Galilee which lack the tragedy of the last days in Jerusalem. We recall the fullness of His self-sacrifice, and then offer "our selves, our souls and bodies, to be a reasonable, holy, and living sacrifice" unto Him.

For our soul's health, and for living our Christian lives in the world today, we need these reminders of the reality of the presence of the Lord, and that He is present with us as One Whose body was broken and blood outpoured for our salvation. A vague religion does not call for any decision or commitment on our part. We can be exposed to it and feel very comfortable, yet it will never make any real difference in our lives.

But there is nothing vague about the language used in the Holy Communion. It brings to us the Christ Who has given Himself unto death and is risen again; it calls upon us to receive the spiritual food of His Body and His Blood, His sacrificial life and His risen power; and in the strength of these, to continue in the holy fellowship of the Church, and to do those good works which God has prepared for us to do in that state of life in which we live.

As was said earlier, the heart of the religious life is in commitment and worship; and in the service of the Holy Communion, Christ calls us to these – to commitment to Him and worship of Him Whose Body was broken and Blood outpoured for us men and for our salvation.

[Note to the Lay Reader: I'm indebted to Readings in Saint John's Gospel, by Archbishop William Temple (the chapter dealing with Chapter 6 of the Fourth Gospel) for some of the ideas in this sermon.
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