
Food and drink take up an impressive amount of space in the Bible. But much

of our culture seems to have lost its way in appreciating and practicing the

great tradition of food and drink as a joyful part of life and especially as the

central focus of family and community cohesion and celebration. In biblical

times, as in less complicated societies today, the meal was and is the centre of

life and fellowship. Then again, especially where poverty was the experience of

many, fine food and wine, the banquet or feast, provided excellent images and

analogies for heaven.

Jesus engaged in regular fellowship meals with his disciples and others, and

most memorably in the feeding of a large multitude. He regularly drew on the

imagery of food and drink in his teaching, not least in his parables, to talk

about the kingdom of God. And, of course, finally, dramatically, he used food

and drink to demonstrate what he was all about and what he was about to

undergo for the cause of the kingdom of God. Breaking bread and pouring

wine and giving them to his disciples to share he was saying, ‘this is my life

broken, poured out, given for you. You are to give of yourselves in love in the

same way.’

So the nature and shape of regular Christian worship from the beginning

should come as no surprise to us. After Easter, the resurrection experience, the

disciples continued to worship with their fellow Jews in the Temple and

synagogues. But they also began to meet and pray together specifically as the

followers of Jesus. Naturally they continued to do what they had done

frequently with Jesus. They broke and shared bread; they poured and shared a

cup of wine. For them and for Christians throughout that first century, this

central act of Christian worship would have taken place as part of a fellowship

meal.

This specifically Christian worship was always a celebration of the risen Lord,

especially on the first day of the week, the day of resurrection. In fact, two of

the Gospel recorded appearances of the risen Lord to his disciples, at Emmaus

and the lakeside, are described specifically as Eucharistic experiences. In both,

we read that the risen Jesus takes, blesses, and breaks bread, and is then

clearly recognised by the disciples. Our Gospel reading today is also

Eucharistic. Rather than remembered words of Jesus in his earthly lifetime, it is

a post resurrection reflection of the early Christian experience and
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understanding of the presence of Jesus in the Eucharist. Written in the graphic

language typical of John the Evangelist, Jesus himself is shown as the living

bread from heaven who gives himself as the food and drink of eternal life. We

feed on him, his life, his love, his everything, as we share in the Eucharist.

This regular joyful reunion of the Christian community with its Lord remains the

central meaning and purpose of this act of worship, which, along with several

other names, principally came to be called the Eucharist, a word that means

thanksgiving. It is the continuous Christian offering of thanks and praise for all

that God has done for his people, and especially through Jesus. Whenever we

gather to do this, the barriers between life and death are down, and Jesus the

risen Lord is here! In recognising his presence with us here, we celebrate that

we too are risen, already enjoying the fruits of resurrection life, and looking

forward to sharing them completely once this earthly life is over.

Having brought us into an intimate union with the risen Christ, the Eucharist

commits us to going out to live by his example. Hence the meaning of another

name for this service, the Mass, from the dismissal at the end of the service,

which gives us the related word ‘mission.’ Having copied the actions of Jesus

with bread and wine as a demonstration of our own self-giving in his service;

having received, as it were, a taste of heaven, we are sent out again, to help

make earth a little more like heaven: to bring the values, the hopes, the

blessings of the kingdom of God where Christ is, to be more and more a reality

here on earth, through our lives and words and actions. The challenge of our

Christian calling is re-enforced each time we come together to do this. In this

sacred encounter with our Lord, we are being strengthened to be Christ to

others, to embody him in our lives so that he can continue to walk on earth in a

visible form.

That’s the mystery and the challenge we are caught up in through our regular

act of Christian worship, as individuals and as community. It is wonderful, a

privilege but what it asks of us is not easy. We sometimes fall short or fail.

Appropriately, we pray before receiving Holy Communion: ‘Lord, I am not

worthy to receive you, but only say the word and I shall be healed.’ This

Communion is indeed a healing experience, if we will but receive it in our

hearts - a healing, a wholeness that also helps us grow, do better, and keep

moving forward in our walk with Christ.
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Let us pray that we all continue to grow in living out what this Eucharist

proclaims and commits us to: the new commandment of Jesus who at the Last

Supper demonstrated his love for his disciples and left them this instruction:

’love one another as I have loved you. In this way everyone will know that you

are my disciples.’
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