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Unlike in Mark, Matthew and Luke,1 in John, Jesus never asks his 
disciples, “Who do people say that I am?” In John, Jesus tells 
people who he is and what he does. The Greek words meaning “I 
am”—ego eimi—are used many, many times in this gospel. 
 
Who is Jesus? Teaching in the temple at the feast of Tabernacles, 
Jesus uses these two words four times, knowing their full meaning 
for the Hebrew people who hear them.2 Let me quote one of 
these: Jesus said, “Before Abraham even came into existence, I 
AM.”3 Jesus did not declare that he was king of the Jews. He 
identified himself with the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, the 
God who spoke to Moses out of the burning bush, Yahweh—“I 
AM.”4 
 
In today’s gospel lesson, Jesus tells us not only who he is, but also 
what he does. He says, “I am the bread of life; he who comes to 
me shall not hunger.”5 He says, “I am the bread which came down 
from heaven.”6 And he says, “I am the living bread which came 
down from heaven; if any one eats of this bread, he will live for 

                            
1 Mark 8:27; Matthew 16:13; Luke 9:18 
2 Raymond E. Brown, The Gospel According to John, Anchor Bible 29, 29A (Garden 
City: Doubleday & Company, Inc., 1966, 1970), I:533. 
3 Ibid., I:354. 
4 Exodus 3:14 
5 John 6:35. 
6 John 6:41. 
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ever; and the bread which I shall give for the life of the world is 
my flesh.”7 
 
When I went to Raymond Brown’s commentary on John, I found 
a small section I seem never to have read before, “The meaning of 
the Bread of Life.”8 Brown wrote that, “Even in antiquity there 
was no agreement” about what the words “Bread of Life” meant.9  
 
Third-century theologians Clement of Alexandria, Origin, and 
Eusebius understood these words in a spiritual sense. Fourth-
century theologians, John Chrysostom, Gregory of Nyssa, Cyril of 
Jerusalem, and Cyril of Alexandria thought these words referred to 
the Eucharist.10 
 
I was surprised to learn that the Council of Trent—the one called 
to respond to the Protestant Reformation—discussed this question 
but decided to take no position on its meaning. They were worried 
it would give “ammunition” to those who believed that 
communion should be both bread and wine11—an issue that still 
troubles our Roman Catholic brothers and sisters. 
 
Most surprising of all is Stephen Shaver’s analysis of how Luke 
seems to have minimized the cup in his two books, the Gospel 
according to Luke and the Acts of the Apostles. (In two recent 
newsletters,12 I’ve mentioned a two-part article by Stephen Shaver, 
a young liturgical scholar and since June rector of the Church of 

                            
7 John 6:51 
8 Brown, 272–75. 
9 Ibid, 272. 
10 Ibid. 
11 Ibid. 
12 The Angelus, Vol. Number 27, 3 June 2018; Number 34, 22 July 2018. 
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the Incarnation, Santa Rosa, California. The first is called, “A 
Eucharistic Origins Story: Part I: The Breaking of the Loaf,” the 
second, “The Body and Blood of Christ.”13) 
 
This is how Luke handles the wine in his gospel: “And likewise the 
cup after supper, saying, ‘This cup which is poured out for you is 
the new covenant in my blood.’ ” Luke does not use the words of 
Mark and Matthew, “This is my blood of the covenant.”14 It turns 
out that only Luke’s Jesus tells the disciples, “Do this in 
remembrance of me”15—and those words are used with the bread, 
not the cup. In the Easter Day evening story of the disciples on 
the road to Emmaus, the Risen Jesus was known in the breaking of 
the bread—no mention of the cup.16 In Acts, the bread is 
broken,17 but the cup is never mentioned. 
 
Shaver notes that Luke and John, in the passage about the 
Samaritan woman and Jesus’ words about “living water,”18 may 
reflect a tradition within early Christian communities that avoided 
who gave thanks over bread and water, a practice that continued 
into the third century.19 
 

                            
13 Stephen R. Shaver, “A Eucharistic Origins Story Part I: The Breaking of the Loaf,” 
Worship 92 (May 2018), 204–21; (July 2018), 298–317. 
14 Mark 14:24; Matthew 26:28. 
15 Luke 22:19. 
16 Luke 24:13–35. 
17 Acts 2:42, 47; 20:7, 11; 27:35. 
18 John 4:10. 
19 Andrew Brian McGowan, Ascetic Eucharists: Food and Drink in Early Christian 
Ritual Meals (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1999), 204–11. 
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Dom Gregory Dix, the Anglican monk who wrote the enormously 
influential book The Shape of the Liturgy,20 was just wrong about 
there being a straight line between the meal described in Mark, 
Matthew, and Luke as the passover supper shared by Jesus and his 
disciples on the night before he died or the meal John knew as the 
supper before the passover. Dix was not alone in this.  
 
It is not until the late fourth century that we begin to have 
evidence of the inclusion of the words from Mark and Matthew 
about the bread and wine and Luke’s words about doing this in 
remembrance in the prayers of thanksgiving over the bread and 
wine.21 It’s suggested that earlier Christians, in the age of the 
martyrs, did not need to be reminded of the sacrifice Christians 
made. Sacrificial language about Christ’s body and blood and the 
language of Paul in Romans on baptism and death begin to have 
an importance they did not have before Christianity was legal.22 
 
That said, I try to think about what the bread and wine meant for a 
Christian in the Mediterranean world in the year 200—the ordinary 
daily meal, along with vegetables, of most people.23 There’s a lot of 
evidence that even then, receiving communion was more 
important than being at the supper. Until the collapse of the 
Roman Empire in the North Africa and the western 
Mediterranean, many Christians took Communion Bread home so 

                            
20 Gregory Dix, The Shape of the Liturgy (London: Dacre Press, 1945, reprinted 
1978). For a critique see Paul F. Bradshaw, Eucharistic Origins (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2004), vi–ix. 
21 Bradshaw, 140–41. 
22 Maxwell E. Johnson, “Martyrs and the Mass: The Interpolation of the Narrative of 
Institution Into the Anaphora,” Worship 87 (January 2013), 2-22. 
23 McGowan, 93–34. 
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that they could on other days, in the words of Paul Bradshaw, 
“feed on the life-giving Jesus.”24 
 
Don’t get me wrong: I do believe without reservation that the 
bread and wine we share in the Name of the Lord Jesus Christ is 
his Body and his Blood, made present by prayer to the Father, 
through the Son, in the power of the Holy Spirit. 
 
The earliest text we have about what will come to be the Eucharist 
is in Paul’s First Letter to the Corinthians. Paul wrote, “The cup of 
blessing which we bless, is it not a participation in the blood of 
Christ? The bread which we break, is it not a participation in the 
body of Christ?”25 To these words I say, “Amen”—a Hebrew 
word Jesus knew and used. The Theological Dictionary of the 
New Testament gives this as a definition “ ‘Amen’ is the 
acknowledgment of a word that is valid, and the validity of which 
is binding on me.”26 More simply, it means “I agree.” And I do. 
 

In the Name of the Father, and of the Son, and of  
    the Holy Spirit. Amen. 
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24 Paul F. Bradshaw, “The Eucharistic Sayings of Jesus,” Studia Liturgica 35 (2005), 
11. 
25 1 Corinthians 10:16. 
26 Heinrich Schlier, “ἀμήν,” Theological Dictionary of New Testament, ed. G. Kittel, 
trans. and ed. G.W. Bromily (Grand Rapids: Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing, 1964–
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