
Lay Reader Sermon Series II


The Seventh Sunday after Trinity


psalter:
Psalm 18:1-20
1st lesson:
Hosea 14
2nd lesson:
Mark 8:1-10a
This is My Body
At the reading of the New Testament lesson, we heard this: "And (Jesus) took the seven loaves, and gave thanks, and brake, and gave to his disciples to set before them . . . So they did eat, and were filled." From Saint Mark's account of the Last Supper, we have these words: "And as they did eat, Jesus took bread, and blessed, and brake it, and gave to them, and said. Take, eat: this is my body." (Mark 14:22)
Thus we see how Christ's words and actions in the blessing of the bread at the miraculous feeding of the four thousand looked forward to similar words and actions at the Last Supper, and to what is said and done every time the Communion is celebrated. Following the example and command of the Lord, bread is taken, blessed, broken, distributed and eaten; with, of course, the cup, which also has its own symbolism and meaning.
Our Lord used several different metaphors to describe His work and to teach us about the blessings it conveys. He said that He was the light of the world; the water of life; the true vine in which His people, as branches, must abide; and the good shepherd. He also took bread as a symbol and expression of the meaning of what He was doing for our salvation.
The idea of bread, like all of these examples taken from the daily life of people, had many associations. It was a basic part of everyone's diet. It was used less by nomads than by people in settled agricultural areas, a fact which may lie behind the disciples' question, "From whence can a man satisfy these men with bread here in the wilderness?"
Bread was made of either wheat or barley flour, with the latter being the kind used by the poor. Only enough was baked for one day at a time, and to be without bread of any kind was to be in extreme poverty. To prepare bread, water was mixed with flour and leaven. The dough was baked on a flat rock, on a griddle, or in an oven. The usual form was that of a flat disc about eighteen inches across.
When visitors came to a household, the host always offered bread as part of a meal, as Abraham did when three men came to visit him and his wife Sarah, as recorded in the eighteenth chapter of Genesis. To illustrate the importance of persistence in prayer, Christ told the story of a man caught without any bread in the house when unexpected visitors arrived late in the evening, and who woke up a neighbor in hopes of borrowing some to set before his guests.
At meals, the main dish was often served in a large bowl, and those eating would break pieces of bread off of a loaf, and use them as utensils for dipping the food out of this common container. Sometimes these pieces of bread were thrown away after they were used, and it was these that the beggar Lazarus got to keep himself alive.
Far back in the history of Christ's people, there had been the manna, which had helped keep their ancestors alive during the years in the Sinai desert. It was regarded as heavenly food; "Behold, I will rain bread from heaven," God had said to Moses. In the temple were the loaves of shewbread, or the bread of the presence. These loaves were set on a table inside the temple; and after they had been there for a week, fresh ones were put in their place, and the priests were given the old ones to eat. Bread, meal, or fine flour, was a part of some sacrificial offerings.
The Lord at the Last Supper took this food, which was basic to human life, and already had many aspects of religion associated with it, and made its use a central part of the worship and life of His people. For when He took the bread, blessed and broke it, and gave it to His disciples. He said, "This is my body."
Christ, the Son of God, was incarnate in His earthly body. It was His means of communication with those around Him, as every person's body is. It is our means of relating to others through such abilities and aspects of our physical being as speech, touch, sight, hearing and facial expressions. Our Lord made Himself and His heavenly Father known to the world in His Incarnation; that is, in the flesh, in His body. All of this He was implying when He took the bread at the Last Supper, and said, "This is my body." Here, in this sacred bread, and also in the cup, are vital instruments, means, or ways, of His being present with us again in His saving power. In the service of His Body and Blood, He communicates to us His salvation as we come to meet Him in repentance and faith.
Many gladly accept that God works in their lives through
the Bible. In accordance with the Collect for the Second Sunday in Advent, they "hear . . ., read, mark, learn, and inwardly digest" the Scriptures, because they know that God's grace comes to them and to all His people in this way. But some who accept the Scriptures as a means of God's help may have scruples about seeing the Sacrament of Holy Communion as a co-equal way of the Lord's being present in their lives.
Yet these same Scriptures that we all find helpful make it clear that sacred meals were nothing new in Jewish life in the time of our Lord. For example, after Moses and the children of Israel had escaped from captivity in Egypt, Jethro, the priest of Midian, and Moses' father-in-law, came to visit them. He offered a sacrifice to give thanks for the freedom of the Israelites; and the account says, "Aaron came, and all the elders of Israel, to eat bread with Moses' father-in-law before God." (Exodus 18:12) "To eat bread . . . before God" is not an inappropriate description of what we do at the Lord's Supper. Nor is the awe-inspiring report of the experience of Moses and others who went up Mount Sinai, during the giving of the Covenant, and there "they saw God, and ate and drank." (Exodus 24:11)
The Passover was a sacred meal which commemorated the deliverance of Israel from captivity; and through it, the people entered again into the redemption wrought by God at the Red Sea. The Eucharist is the Christian Passover, by which we enter into that redemption won for us by Christ.
Saint Paul wrote of the Blessed Sacrament of the body and Blood of the Savior, "The cup of blessing which we bless, is it not the communion of the blood of Christ? The bread which we break, is it not the communion of the body of Christ?" (1st Corinthians 10:16) The Lord Jesus didn't say how this would be true, but He did say that it is true: "This is my body." He fed the four thousand. They were Gentiles; He had already fed five thousand of His own people. All of them "did eat, and were filled." Faithful Christians ever since then could testify – and we can fortify – that those who come in repentance and faith to the Holy Communion, to this feeding of the multitude, are always filled.
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