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Sermon for the Feast of the Body and Blood of Christ, June 3, 2018 
Solemn Mass 
By the Reverend Stephen Gerth 
Year B: Exodus 24:3–8; Psalm 147:13–21; Hebrews 9:11–15;  
Mark 14:12–26* 

 
Before I get to the sermon, I want to remind all of us, 
myself included, of one important and inaccurate 
custom we find in all the principal translations of the 
New Testament into English: Jesus and his disciples 
were not “at table eating.” No table is mentioned in 
the Greek text of today’s gospel. This is what it says: 
“as they were reclining and eating.”1 The verb 
“reclining” said it all. In the time of the New 
Testament, people reclined on couches around a U-
shaped or crescent table.2 In the context of this 
supper, and at this point in the journey (and recalling 
the remark in John about how the disciple Jesus loved 
lay close to Jesus’ breast3), the manner in which they 
were actually eating carries the meaning of intimate 
fellowship. 
 

                            
1 Mark 14:18. 
2 Andrew B. McGowan, Ancient Christian Worship: Early Church Practices in Social, 
Historical, and Theological Perspective (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2014), 20–
22. 
3 John 13:23. 
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Today is the only Sunday or feast day Eucharist when 
we have the opportunity to hear Mark’s account of the 
Last Supper. (So we took it.4) Mark sets his narrative 
of, again, intimate fellowship between the plotting of 
the chief priests and scribes to capture Jesus and to kill 
him5 and Jesus’ prophecy of his own disciples’ 
betrayals—and not just Judas’s. After the supper, 
when they arrive at the Mount of Olives, Jesus knows 
they will all desert him. He says, “You will all fall away 
. . . the sheep will be scattered.”6 
 
Unlike the Jesus portrayed in the other gospels, Mark’s 
Jesus doesn’t always know everything.7 He does know 
that he will suffer and die,8 but he does not know that 
he will have no word or sign from his Father in 
Gethsemane, before Pilate, when he is tortured, or 
while he dies whipped, naked, and alone.9 
 

                            
4 As the Prayer Book provides only one set of lessons for a celebration with a proper 
“Of the Holy Eucharist” (page 252), we adapt the readings appointed for Year B and 
Year C of the Roman Catholic Lectionary.  
5 Mark 14:1–2. 
6 Mark 14:27. 
7 Mark 5:30; 8:22–26. 
8 Mark 8:31, 9:31, 10:33–34. 
9 Raymond E. Brown, The Death of the Messiah: From Gethsemane to the Grave, 2 
vols. (Doubleday: New York, 1994), II:1045–47.  
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Mark doesn’t mention any food or drink only bread 
and the cup of the fruit of the vine—wine.10 After his 
disciples have finished eating the bread and drinking 
from the cup over which he has given thanks, Jesus 
says, “Truly I tell you, I will never again drink of the 
fruit of the vine until that day when I drink it new in 
the kingdom of God.”11  
 
As far as I know, no writings from late antiquity have 
survived about what it was like for Christian 
communities to abandon their fellowship meals for the 
worship gatherings—may we say—that become the 
Eucharist, the Mass, the Holy Communion. This 
radical transformation happened across the second 
century as the church grew.12 But it was not until the 
last decades of the fourth century that the bread and 
the cup begin to be associated more universally with 
Jesus’ death13—as in Mark, Matthew, Luke, and 
Paul14—instead of the living bread proclaimed by 

                            
10 Mark 14:22–25. 
11 Mark 14:25. 
12 Stephen R. Shaver, “A Eucharistic Origins Story Part I: The Breaking of the Loaf,” 
Worship 92 (May 2018), 216. 
13 Paul F. Bradshaw, Eucharistic Origins (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004), 
157. 
14 Mark 14:22–25; Matthew 26:26–29; Luke 22:17–20; 1 Corinthians.11:23–26. 
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John’s Jesus, of which a believer may eat and know 
that he or she will never die.15  
 
In a sermon for his brother, Ambrose of Milan, who 
died on Easter Eve in the year 397, spoke about how 
his brother Satyrus “once wrapped up the eucharistic 
bread in a cloth and fastened it round his neck for 
protection before casting himself into the sea when 
the ship on which [he] was travelling was wrecked.”16 
His brother survived. With respect, the Eucharist was 
no longer the food that Jesus shared with his disciples. 
 
It’s hard for Protestant Christians to remember that 
one of the principal goals of the Protestant 
Reformation was to restore the weekly reception of 
Holy Communion to the congregation. For Anglicans, 
it would not be until the evangelical Wesleyan in the 
late eighteenth century and the Anglo-Catholic 
movement in the nineteenth century in both England 
and America that weekly celebrations of Communion 
would begin to spread across the Anglican 
Communion. 
 

                            
15 John 6:52–59. 
16 Bradshaw, 142. 
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You may or may not know that you can read in any 
American Prayer Book, “The Sacrament of the Lord’s 
Supper was not by Christ’s ordinance reserved, carried 
about, lifted up, or worshipped.”17 John Henry 
Newman wrote that Jesus didn’t forbid this either.18 
And he wrote, “Those who ask hard questions must 
put up with hard answers.”19 
 
Adoration of Christ’s presence among us in the 
outward signs of bread and wine makes total sense to 
me as long as my mind and heart genuinely desire to 
know and believe that, the great sign of God’s 
presence among is the people of God, all people. The 
Eucharist is not a talisman—not magic. It’s about 
God’s sustaining presence in this world and in the 
world to come. 
 
“Amazing grace!” will probably be playing in all of our 
heads, on and off, for days to come after today’s 
procession. It’s one of the few widely known Christian 

                            
17 The Book of Common Prayer [1979], 873. 
18 “In making this distinction, however, it is not here insinuated, though the question 
is not entered on in these particular Articles, that every one of these points, of which 
it is only said that they are not ordained by CHRIST, is justifiable on grounds short of 
His appointment” (J.H. Newman, Tract XC on Certain Passages in the XXXIX 
Articles [London: Rivingtons, 1875], 46). 
19 Ibid., 61. 
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hymns that is received and respected by all, except for 
convinced atheists.  
 
I willingly accept the ambiguity and contradictions in 
Scripture about the life of the world to come. I believe 
that the God who deserted Jesus in his passion raised 
him to glory and showed him in his risen glory to 
those who had known him as one of us, a child of 
dust. And then they knew who he was. 
 

In the Name of the Father, and of the Son,  
    and of the Holy Spirit. Amen. 
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