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Corpus Christi, June 18, 2017 
Solemn Mass 
By the Reverend Stephen Gerth 
Year A: Deuteronomy 8:2-3, 14b-16; Psalm 147:13-21; 1 Corinthians 10:16-17; John 5:51-58 

 
“Call and Response” is the name given to a form of 
preaching, of rhetoric, that belongs to the African-
American Christian community. Its dialogue engages 
the preacher and the congregation; they move each 
other along.1 That’s one way also to understand John’s 
gospel. The Word made flesh is calling; men and 
women are responding. And God is looking for one 
response: belief in his Son Jesus Christ. 
 
Let’s go back to the wedding at Cana in Galilee. After 
the supply of wine has run out, new wine arrives. The 
steward is surprised it’s so good—the best wine is 
usually served first, not last. But this wine, you and I 
know, is new and very good.2 His first four disciples 
who are with him believed. Call and response. 
 
Jesus, in Mark, Matthew, and Luke, enters Jerusalem 
only once, to die. But in John, Jesus leaves the 
wedding and goes to Jerusalem for the Passover. 
When he arrives he finds the temple is a house of 
                                           
1 http://blogs.acu.edu/sensingt/cool-stuff/african-american-preaching, (accessed 18 
June 2017). 
2 John 2:1–11. All Scripture quotations are from the RSV except as noted. 

http://blogs.acu.edu/sensingt/cool-stuff/african-american-preaching/
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trade, and “making a whip of cords, [Jesus] drove 
them all . . . out of the temple; and he . . . overturned 
their tables.”3 I bet the temple merchants returned as 
soon as Jesus left. Call and response. 
 
One night during that feast, Nicodemus came to him. 
When Jesus spoke of a person being born anew, 
Nicodemus did not recognize the presence and the 
power of God. He did not seek to be born from 
above. He walked home in the same darkness in which 
he came. Call and response.4 
 
After Jerusalem, Jesus returned to Galilee. On the way, 
while his disciples went to buy food, Jesus 
encountered a Samaritan woman at a well. At first the 
woman did not understand Jesus even speaking to her 
because she was not a Jew. And at first she did not 
understand his words about living water. Unlike 
Nicodemus, when she heard Jesus’ call, she asked for 
the living water.5 Call and response. 
 
Meanwhile, his disciples arrived with the food they 
had gone to buy. Jesus was not interested. He said, 

                                           
3 John 2:15. 
4 John 3:1–21. 
5 John 4:1–42. 
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“My food is to do the will of him who sent me, and to 
accomplish his work.”6 Next, he healed a sick boy 
without seeing the child.7 And here one might say 
there’s more than call and response. God in Jesus is 
acting. God determined for God’s purposes God’s 
response. 
 
John’s Jesus then went to Jerusalem a second time for 
another feast. Jesus saw a man who had been lame for 
many years. Jesus asked him, “Do you want to be 
healed?” Even though the man cannot say, “Yes,” 
Jesus graciously healed him. It will turn out that the 
man would claim that he didn’t even know the name 
of the man who healed him. He did not speak in Jesus’ 
defense to those who were offended by Jesus’ healing 
on the Sabbath. The evangelist we call John then tells 
us for the first time some are plotting to kill Jesus.8 
 
Jesus spoke to the people of his relationship to the 
Father. He said, “My Father is working still, and I am 
working.”9 And he said to them, “If you believed 
Moses, you would believe me . . . But if you do not 

                                           
6 John 4:34. 
7 John 4:46–54. 
8 John 5:18. 
9 John 5:17. 
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believe his writings, how will you believe my words?”10 
Call and Response. 
 
Jesus went to the other side of the Sea of Galilee. In 
John this is where he feeds the five thousand. After 
this, his disciples went ahead to Capernaum by boat. 
Jesus went by walking on the sea and getting into their 
boat. People followed the next day by boat—a detail I 
had never noticed before. 
 
Jesus knows the people came for food, for more bread 
and more fish. They wanted him to feed them as 
Moses fed their forebears in the wilderness. Jesus 
responded, “It was not Moses who gave you the bread 
from heaven; my Father gives you the true bread from 
heaven.” They asked Jesus for this bread, but they did 
not like his answer, “I am the living bread which came 
down from heaven; if any one eats of this bread, he 
[or she] will live for ever; and the bread which I shall 
give for the life of the world is my flesh.”11 
 
Unlike the Samaritan woman and many Samaritans 
who believed, they did not want to eat the bread and 

                                           
10 John 5:46–47. 
11 John 6:51. The Greek is inclusive. 
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drink the cup that Jesus offered them. Call and 
response. 
 
Since the liturgical reforms of the 1960s and 1970s, a 
new generation of liturgical scholars—now retired or 
soon to retire—has taken a fresh look at what we 
thought we knew about early Christian worship in the 
middle of the twentieth century.  
 
One brief example from Baptism. Paul’s words about 
dying and rising with him were well known in the first 
centuries of the Christian Era, but our earliest 
witnesses to the liturgy of baptism associate the 
washing of baptism with Jesus’ own baptism—and not 
with his death and resurrection.12 Christians were 
proclaimed as God’s children in the waters of washing. 
In the church in Syria, the highpoint of the liturgy was 
anointing with oil before the water.13 
 
Now the Eucharist. It seems clear from the work of 
Paul Bradshaw and others that Christians of the first 
centuries did not focus on Jesus’ death and 
resurrection when they gathered in homes to eat 
                                           
12 Paul F. Bradshaw, “The Eucharistic Sayings of Jesus,” Studia Liturgica 35 (2005), 10. 
See also Maxwell E. Johnson, The Rites of Christian Initiation: Their Evolution and Origin, 
2nd, Rev. and Exp. Ed. (Collegeville: Liturgical Press, 2007), 55–63. 
13 Johnson, Ibid. 
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supper together and in the course of the meal to pray, 
to sing, to give thanks, and to break the bread and 
share the cup. What mattered was, in Father 
Bradshaw’s words, “feeding on the life-giving Jesus.”14 
Not looking at the Eucharist, but being nourished by 
it. The Risen Jesus Christ invites you and me to eat 
and to drink sacramentally his flesh and blood. 
 
What we call the words of institution begin to appear 
in the prayer over the bread and wine in the last 
decades of the 300s to educate people.15 I think it’s fair 
to say that hearing the words of institution, along with 
a host of other factors, brought a focus on Christ’s 
sacrifice. But before the Eucharist was a sacrifice, it 
was food and drink for believers to sustain the new life 
that they shared with each other in Christ. It was a call 
then. It’s a call now. Our lives are our response. 
 

In the Name of the Father, and of the Son,  
    and of the Holy Spirit. Amen. 
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14 Bradshaw, Paul F. Bradshaw, “The Eucharistic Sayings of Jesus,” Studia Liturgica 35 
(2005), 11. 
15 Paul F. Bradshaw, Eucharistic Origins (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004), 140. 


