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Sermon                     Sunday 16 August 2015 
 
 
Lessons 1 Kings 2: 10 – 12, 3: 3 – 14  St John 6: 51 – 58 
 
 
Prayer of Illumination 
 
Let us pray. 
 
Shadow beyond shadows, Mystery beyond mysteries, may we be still, at peace, 
soaked in sacred silence, alive to Your Presence and gentle providence.   In Jesus’ 
Name, we pray.   Amen. 
 
 
 

Jesus said, ‘Very truly I tell you, unless you eat the flesh of the Son of 

Man and drink his blood, you have no life in you.   Those who eat my 

flesh and drink my blood have eternal life…..for my flesh is true food 

and my blood is true drink.’   On first hearing, it is difficult not to be 

revolted by the words of Jesus with their cannibalistic overtones.   

Whether a Christian within the Roman Catholic, Orthodox or 

Protestant tradition, the words of the Mass, the Eucharist and the 

Communion are largely the same, though the theology differs.   In the 

Anglican tradition, in their Book of Common Prayer, the Prayer of 

Humble Access reads: 

 
 Grant us therefore, gracious Lord, so to eat the flesh of thy dear 
 son Jesus Christ, and to drink his blood, that our sinful bodies  
 may be made clean by his body, and our souls washed through  
 his most precious blood, and that we may evermore dwell in  
 him, and he in us. 
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In most of the liturgies of the Upper Room, we hear the words, ‘Eat 

the flesh….drink his blood.’   What are we to make of this?   Are the 

words of the sacrament a hangover from primitive cannibalistic 

practices?   Within our own tradition, the Sacrament of the Lord’s 

Supper is the climax, the very pinnacle, of our worship.   Within this 

sanctuary, the Holy Table is the focal point.   The table sits beneath 

the stars:  the breaking of the Bread and the sharing of the Wine is 

the still centre around which the entire cosmos revolves.   How are 

we to understand the teaching of Jesus? 

 

It is important to notice that we are reading from the Gospel of St 

John, which is by far the most spiritual of the Gospels.   The insight 

which it offers goes far deeper, is more profound, than that of the 

other three, Matthew, Mark and Luke.    More than the others, John’s 

Gospel captures the mystical nature of faith and the mystical teaching 

of Jesus.   To His disciples, Jesus said, ‘Those who eat my flesh and 

drink my blood abide in me, and I in them.’   This is the treasure we 

are being offered.   Later in the Gospel, we hear Him say, ‘Abide in me 

as I abide in you…..As you, Father, are in me and I am in you, may 

they also be one in us.’    
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Jesus speaks of a mutual indwelling.   In a sense, with friends or a 

partner, we live in and through one another.   Jesus invites us to live 

in and through Him, and let Him live in and through us.   Jean Vanier 

writes: 

 
 Communion at the table of the Lord…..is a gift of his love 
 and a sign of his desire to dwell in us all the time.   The 
 sacrament of his word and the sacrament of his presence 
 in the poor and the weak [and the broken] are…signs of 
 his desire to live in a heart-to-heart relationship with each  
 one of us.   The sacraments are like doors that open us up 
 to this friendship, reveal it and deepen it. 
 
The giants of the faith, the mystics, return to this theme again and 

again.   One wrote, ‘I am a hole in a flute that the Christ’s breath 

moves through.’   Julian of Norwich said, ‘The human soul is so 

glorious that God Himself chooses it as His dwelling-place.’   In 

Judaism, there is a story of a rabbi who is asked, ‘Where is God?’   The 

rabbi replies, ‘God is wherever He is let in.’    

 

The words of Jesus, ‘Eat my flesh….and drink my blood’ are best 

understood as rich imagery of union, intimacy and communion.   It is 

metaphorical language which has nothing to do with cannibalism; the 

literal interpretation of Scripture is a terrible disease!   We are to 

ingest the Holy, feed on the Sacred, and let the Spirit of God nourish, 

transfigure and raise us spiritually to eternal life.   For me, the 
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Sacrament of the Lord’s Supper is an act of love; it is not for nothing 

that the reformer, John Calvin, believed that God’s people should 

receive the Bread and Wine each and every week.    

 

We are to practise the Presence, invite Jesus in daily and let our 

consciousness, however fleetingly, become a Christ-filled 

consciousness.   The mystics tell us that an experience of union 

moves us towards compassion, justice and inclusivity:  we begin to 

love the world, love others, as God loves them.   This sense of union, 

experienced in a sanctuary, a garden or in the high street, alone or in 

the company of others, does not protect us from the dangers of the 

world, but it does offer us strength in those times.    The spiritual 

writer, James Finley, says: 

 
 If we are absolutely grounded in the absolute love of God that 
 protects us from nothing even as it sustains us in all things, 
 then we can face all things with courage and tenderness and  
 touch the hurting places in others and in ourselves with love. 
 
In the Old Testament, Solomon prays to God asking for ‘an 

understanding mind’, a ‘hearing heart’.   Solomon wishes to govern as 

God would have him govern, with wisdom.   The story is one of 

pilgrimage:  it begins with Solomon on his knees at Gibeon, a sacred 

high place, and ends in Jerusalem with the king standing alongside 
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the Ark of the Covenant.   Whether it is in the life-experience of a 

nation, as in Israel’s exodus from Egypt, or in the inner life of a 

monarch, in dreams or a vision, the Bible calls us to pilgrimage.   The 

rabbi said, God is wherever He is let in.’    

 

About 25 years ago, together with 5 other candidates for the 

ministry, I went on a short retreat to Pluscarden Abbey, near Elgin in 

Moray.   One of the books I took with me was a book of prayers by the 

Celtic writer, David Adam.   Sitting on a bench in a garden in the 

grounds of the Abbey, with the graves of previous generations of 

monks just ahead of me, I soaked up the stillness of the sacred place, 

a thin place, allowed myself to become aware of the saints all around, 

and carefully, sensitively read through the prayers prepared by David 

Adam.   I remember the experience as though it were last week: 

 
  I weave a silence on to my lips 
  I weave a silence into my mind 
  I weave a silence within my heart 
  I close my ears to distractions 
  I close my eyes to attractions 
  I close my heart to temptations. 
 
  Calm me, O Lord, as you stilled the storm 
  Still me, O Lord, keep me from harm 
  Let all the tumult within me cease 
  Enfold me Lord in your peace. 
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The Celtic prayers reinforced my sense of Christ within me; they 

brought Jesus into focus.   In his most recent book, The Awesome 

Journey, Adam tells us that life is meant to be a ‘journey of delight….a 

journey of love:  a journey with God and into God.’   Quoting 

Shakespeare, he says, ‘journeys end in lovers meeting.’    

 

For many years, Adam was the vicar at St Mary’s Church on Holy 

Island, Lindisfarne.   At the end of each chapter of his book, he calls us 

to pause, pray and practise presence:  be present to the Presence.   

‘True pilgrimage’ he says, ‘is about the opening of our eyes, our ears 

and our hearts, not simply about travelling…..It involves seeing the 

world as God’s world…..Pilgrimage is more about the heart than the 

soles of the feet.’   Amusingly, he recalls being asked by a friend how 

far he had travelled that day on pilgrimage.   Adam replied, ‘Well in 

the last hour, about 64,000 miles.’   He meant that the earth travels 

around the sun at about that speed and that, within one year, we all 

travel 584 million miles to end up back where we started.   As mind-

blowing as that is, the most important journey we make in life is the 

inner journey moving beyond material pursuits, which never satisfy 

anyway, into moments of quiet, sensitising us to the Spirit within:  
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the Spirit within all life, in others – God-bearers, theotokoi – and 

within us.    

 

Let me close with words chosen by David Adam to open his book, 

words from the palaeontologist, philosopher and Jesuit priest, the 

late Tielhard de Chardin: 

 
 All around us, to right and left, in front and behind, above and 
 below, we have only to go a little beyond the frontier of  
 sensible appearances in order to see the divine welling up and 
 showing through…..the divine assails us, penetrates us, moulds 
 us.  
 
Amen. 
 


