
August 5, 2012                                                     “The Challenge in Communion” 

[Ordinary 18B: Communion: Immanuel Presbyterian Church, Los Angeles, California] 

Exodus 16.2-4, 11-15                                                                            John 6.24-35  
______________________________________________________________________________ 

 

The Rev. Dr. Charles (Chuck) G. Robertson, Jr. Honorably Retired, Los Angeles, California 

 “You have brought us out into this wilderness to kill this whole assembly 

with hunger.”  So complain the Hebrews against Moses.  Hunger. 

 In the book, A Call to Witness, Clarence Page says he found it difficult  

to relate to statistics on world hunger until one day on a visit to a remote area of 

Ethiopia he met a seven-year-old boy dying of malnutrition.  He describes the boy 

looking up at him and saying in a weak voice, “I want to live.”  The fact that the 

child died within a few hours had a profound impact.  For Page statistics now carry 

a personal message as he feels the boy voiced a plea for life on behalf of thousands 

of children who die each day simply for want of food.  The Hebrews in the wilder-

ness didn’t know how good they had it.   

 Many of us living in a rich agricultural nation like the U. S. with an abun-

dance of food have difficulty understanding how it’s possible for people in this day 

and age to die for want of food.  Yet the shocking reality is that hunger and famine 

still stalk many parts of the world, claiming thousands of lives each day. 

 
 Today’s lessons invite us to reflect on the importance of food in our lives, 

both material food for our bodies and spiritual sustenance for our souls.  And with 

both, not just the latter, communion becomes the focus of our attention.  We have 

an opportunity to ask ourselves why we are here.  What are we seeking when we 

come to worship and the Lord’s Supper?  Have we taken time to reflect on the 

following questions regarding participation in worship and, particularly, in the 

Eucharist?  Is this a moment of comfort or a point of challenge in our lives?  Are 

we motivated by a need for security or by a desire for adventure?  Are we here out 

of routine or a sense of mystery?  Is our presence attracted by the vitality of the 

singing or do we find ourselves in touch with a deeper sense of reality, a mystery 

that transcends human factors.  Or in each case—is it both?   
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 In John’s gospel, Jesus questions the motives of those who seek him.  To 

understand why we should keep in mind the context in which John relates the story.  

The previous day the people had enjoyed a meal at Jesus’ expense, who had work-

ed a miracle to feed them where otherwise they would have gone hungry.  “You 

seek me, not because you saw signs, but ‘cause you ate your fill of loaves.”  Jesus 

clearly challenges people to raise their expectations beyond obvious human needs, 

and discover a new depth of life and existence.  “I am the living bread come down 

from heaven; if anyone eats of this bread, they will live forever.”  In uniting the 

reality of heaven and earth Jesus reminds those who seek him that the gifts of life 

and love God gives are not only for this world.  We’re created for a life of love and 

service in the spirit of Christ.  This realization should give us a new perspective on 

life, reflected in the goals we set for ourselves and the values we uphold.   

 Today Jesus challenges us in the same way—what I characterize as the chal-

lenge in Communion—as we gather to celebrate the Lord’s Supper.  He invites us 

to raise our sights beyond our immediate needs and discover our full human poten-

tial in the sense that all Christians are created for a life of love and service in the 

spirit of Jesus.  This truth ought to be reflected in all our goals and values.  The 

Eucharist, therefore, is a moment of truth for us, a moment when we reaffirm who 

we are, where we find the courage to face up to our strengths, our weaknesses and, 

especially, our responsibilities. 

 
 What better time to reflect on this than when we pause during confession to 

recall what we’ve done wrong and what we have failed to do right.  Too often we 

are so obsessed with the obvious wrong—the odd lie or pocketing some excess 

change—that we forget that our omissions in life can be our greatest faults.  How 

often do we recall times we’ve failed to forgive “those who have sinned against  

us” or neglected “to feed the hungry, clothe the naked, welcome the stranger, or  



August 5, 2012                                                                                                          3 

The Rev. Dr. Charles (Chuck) G. Robertson, Jr. Honorably Retired, Los Angeles, California 

visit those who are sick or in prison?”   

 The gospel is clear that for us who seek to share the bread and cup Jesus 

offers these goals and values should be enacted in our daily lives and activities.  

The real danger is that we allow the act of confession and indeed the whole of  

our worship and celebration of the sacrament to become such a routine that our 

presence becomes an end in itself and we fail to experience the re-creation and 

refocusing of the goals and values that are essential to our common life in Christ. 

 When worship or Communion is reduced to habit or routine in our lives, we 

risk becoming like the eaglet raised among prairie hens.  As a chick all it learned to 

do was scratch the earth for worms—no flight at all.  One day it looked up to see a 

large bird soaring high in the sky.  “What kind of bird is that?” it asked.  “It’s an 

eagle, but don’t ever dream of thinking you could become one.”   

 When we forget we’ve been created for a life of love and service in the  

spirit of Christ and we focus our efforts on our immediate needs and material gains 

alone, we lose sight of our true human potential to achieve the spiritual heights 

God desires for us and our calling to help change a world in which so many 

millions of God’s children are homeless and hungry. 

 
 When Jesus provides food for people in our gospel lesson, he brushes aside 

the practical objections of his disciples who fear they don’t have sufficient funds to 

provide for so many people.  He challenges them to trust God to provide.  Their 

task is to be intermediaries, faithfully following his lead.  Our Exodus lesson car-

ries a similar message.  Like the story of the multiplication of loaves and fishes it 

reminds us that God is, indeed, concerned about our physical as well as our spirit-

ual needs.  “I have heard the murmurings of the people . . .  in the morning you 

shall be filled with bread.”  The appearance of manna in the wilderness reassures 

the Israelites that after leading them out of Egypt God continues to be concerned 
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with their plight.  The Holy One provides food to sustain them on their journey to 

the Promised Land.   

 Just as manna reassures the Israelites on their 40-year trek, the Lord’s Sup-

per reassures us that God provides spiritual food to sustain us on our journey—our 

pilgrimage of faith through life.  The practice of taking the bread and the cup in our 

hands when we come up for Communion, standing and moving on, reminds us that 

life is essentially a pilgrimage and that this is food for our spiritual journey. 

 
 Our participation in worship and the Eucharist should not be seen as an end 

in itself, either as an obligation or a privilege.  This awareness helps prevent us 

from becoming complacent about our lives.  It also helps reduce the risk of our 

conforming to the values and goals of the society in which we live.  We are re-

minded that we are people with a purpose, called to a mission that begins not only 

with self-transformation but also, through us, to the transformation of the world in 

which we live.  Communion reminds us that we are called to be God’s intermedi-

aries in the work of the world’s transformation.  We achieve this by keeping our 

divinely-given purpose in life and the fact that the plight of all people is of genuine 

concern to God, firmly in focus.   

 As recipients of grace, freely and sacrificially given in the bread and  cup, 

we are obliged to offer sustenance to the hungry and provide for those who are in 

need.  We are called to this ministry even when those we serve don’t recognize the 

food or support we offer as being helpful or as an appropriate response to their 

needs.  This may be difficult or even dangerous and demand  a level of trust and 

faith that may not seem warranted.   

 
 When the late Rosa Parks was mugged in her home by a young man who 

either didn’t know or didn’t care who she was, her local community was outraged.  

There was something particularly poignant in her suffering, though all victims of 
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such violence and abuse are of concern, as her name is in every American history 

book,  she founded an institute for the self-development of children, and was cheri-

shed in her neighborhood as a communal grandmother.  Many of Parks’ neighbors 

had lost heart.  Some made predictions about the dire future of urban life.  Yet she 

didn’t succumb to such hopelessness.  While her community ranted and raged, she 

urged them not to make too much of the incident.  She acknowledged the fact that 

so many of their children had gone astray and that there was a long way to go.   

 However it was vital to Parks to keep on keeping on, to believe that each of 

them could continue to make a difference, extending love and forgiveness to the 

unlovable and discontented who were so angry and violent.  She persisted in her 

belief that each of us can transform life for the better if we’re prepared to take the 

example of Jesus’ love and compassion seriously.  Called to this costly discipleship 

by Christ, we continue his ministry of materially feeding and spiritually nurturing 

the starving and suffering.   

 
 It’s the willingness of Moses and the readiness of Jesus’ disciples to act as 

intermediaries that enables God to satisfy the hunger of people.  Communion re-

minds us that this is our calling, that together and individually we are called to be 

God’s intermediaries in a world suffering from physical and spiritual famine.  In 

the face of the world’s indifference to the plight of the poor and needy, in the 

words of St. Paul to the Ephesians, we are called to offer a fresh spiritual way of 

thinking: “you must no longer live as the Gentiles live, in the futility of their minds 

(4.17b).”  We must challenge what Paul describes as the greed and callousness of a 

world that lacks the vision and compassion of the gospel.  We are called to counter 

the culture with steadfast mind and spirit.  The Lord’s Supper provides us with this  

source of inner strength.  The Eucharist helps us check our human tendency to  

compromise and conform to the expectations of a society that doesn’t understand  



August 5, 2012                                                                                                          6 

The Rev. Dr. Charles (Chuck) G. Robertson, Jr. Honorably Retired, Los Angeles, California 

or accept the vision and values found in the Gospel.  Communion not only helps  

us reaffirm our true selves but links us directly with the millions of people like that 

seven-year-old boy in Ethiopia and with all those who will also die unless we show 

a greater willingness to act on their behalf. 

 The challenge conferred in Communion, the opportunity offered in the 

Lord’s Supper, the ministry mandated in the Eucharist—indeed, our mission as 

those called, chosen and commissioned in Christ—is to feed the hungry and serve 

the needy as God’s intermediaries.  We are the means of physical and spiritual 

enrichment for the least of these.  Faithful to Jesus’ call and mission, we are 

sustained by the bread of life and the cup of salvation.  Indeed, in receiving and 

sharing the gifts of God with all the people of God, we are the voice of Christ 

saying to the starving children of the world, “God wants you to live!” 

AMEN! 

 


