
Homily for Trinity XX 

“On the night that he was betrayed, our Lord Jesus Christ took bread”

+  The Feast of the Holy Eucharist is much more than a mere symbol.  But it is also true 

that it is not less than a symbol.  What I want to do this morning is to explore the meaning of the 

profound symbol of the bread which our Lord takes into his hands, blesses, and gives to his 

disciples with the awful utterance, This is my body, given for you.  I want to prevent a possible 

accident before this attempt.  I’ve written homilies about which I get very excited.  I convince 

myself that what I end up producing is full of insight and a help to the faithful in probing the 

mysteries of the Faith.  And about halfway through (and sometimes earlier), I notice eyes 

beginning to glaze over.  Afterwards, at the back door, I get comments like, Thank you, Father, 

that was… interesting.  So, let me begin with the main point—the one thing I hope will be taken 

away, even if, Heaven forbid, this thing jumps the tracks.  It’s this:  God delights in His creation. 

He delights in His good creation, over which He pronounced the primeval blessing, “Behold, it is

very good,” so much, that He is pleased to make Himself known to us, to communicate Himself 

to us, in and through that creation.  The Infinite and Holy God is pleased to reveal Himself in and

through the Finite.  This is the central content of the Christian faith.  As the writer of the epistle 

to the Hebrews observes, “God, who at sundry times and divers manners spake in time past unto 

the fathers by the prophets, hath in these last days spoken to us by His Son,” Jesus, God made 

flesh, who took our limited and finite human nature to Himself, that we might know God through

Him.  The symbolism of the Holy Eucharist, the worship of God that Christ commands and 

institutes among His apostles, reflects this mysterious truth.

How and why is bread an apt symbol and vehicle for this mystery?  The best symbols are 

those that work simultaneously on multiple levels.  The bread of the Eucharist works in at least 

three ways.  It is, first, a symbol of Christ’s Incarnation, his taking to himself of human flesh.  



Second, it symbolically prefigures and memorializes the gift of our salvation, accomplished in 

and through the death of Jesus.  Third, the bread of the Eucharist becomes also a symbol of what 

Christ achieves in that salvation—the New Creation of His Church, the people of God.  Let’s 

look at each of these in turn.

Is there anything more human than a loaf of bread?  Students of archaeology can tell you 

that the rise of human civilization is basically synonymous with the development of agriculture

—the cultivation of grains—and with the baker’s art.  Bread has been called “the staff of life,” 

and the word bread itself has functioned for millennia as short-hand both for food and for the 

society in which that food is shared.  “In the sweat of thy face shalt thou eat bread,” God 

pronounces over sinful Adam in the garden.  “Give us this day our daily bread,” we pray as our 

Lord taught us.  Consider the following words: company, companion, and to accompany.  We 

use these words, having long forgotten that they all mean “to share bread with.”

We see this strong symbolic connection between bread and humanity in the Holy 

Scriptures, and particularly in the preaching and parables of Jesus.  We remember the parable of 

the Sower, and of the Wheat and the Tares.  God is here presented as a Divine Husbandman.  I’m

reminded of that wonderful hymn, Come ye thankful people, come, written by Henry Alford.  We

usually sing this hymn around Thanksgiving, on Rogation days and the like, which is interesting,

because if you read the text closely, it’s more suitable for Advent.  The second verse runs, 

All the world is God's own field,
fruit unto his praise to yield;
wheat and tares together sown,
unto joy or sorrow grown:
first the blade, and then the ear,
then the full corn shall appear:
Lord of harvest, grant that we
wholesome grain and pure may be.

Man and wheat, the material of bread, are thus symbolically entwined with one another.  Christ’s

taking up of the bread into His hands is thus a symbolic re-enactment of the Incarnation itself, a 



seal of God’s companionship with humanity in the person of the Eternal Word made flesh.  Fr. 

Brad will sometimes use the old 1549 consecration prayer, especially on the feasts of God’s holy

angels, because it includes that wonderful language about the angelic ministry and their 

cooperation in our worship of God.  There was another short phrase from the ancient Western 

canon which highlighted this act of identity between God and Man in the taking up of the bread.  

Once, the service ran, “who, on the night before He suffered, took bread into his most holy and 

venerable hands.”  In lifting up this bread to bless and break, Christ our High Priest reminds us 

who and what He is.

Next to the Incarnation, the joining of God to Man, the bread is an appropriate symbol of 

the perfect sacrifice of our Lord on the cross.  “The hour is come that the Son of Man should be 

glorified,” Jesus preaches in St. John’s gospel, “Verily, verily, I say unto you, except a corn of 

wheat fall into the ground and die, it abideth alone: but if it die, it bringeth forth much fruit.”  

The bread of Heaven, the manna which, if a man eat of it, he will never taste of death, what the 

fathers of the Christian church called the medicine of immortality—this is compounded from the 

fruit of Christ’s passion, death, and resurrection.  In Christ, God not only joins His Divinity with 

our humanity, but offers back this exalted and transformed humanity to us, as food—for we are 

or will become what we eat.  

Bread is a perfect symbol of Christ’s redemptive sacrifice, and that participation in it to 

which He summons and commands us.  Bread is the product of cycles of death and resurrection

—the seed planted, harvested, and threshed; the flour ground, refined, and fired.  “He that loveth 

his life shall lose it; and he that hateth his life in this world shall keep it unto life eternal.  If any 

man serve me, let him follow me; and where I am, there shall my servant also be.”  “Man shall 

not live by bread alone,” Jesus had responded to the Devil in the wilderness, “but by every word 



that proceeds from the mouth of God.”  The perfect bread of Heaven, that which brings with it 

true sustenance, and eternal life, is the life of perfect obedience and faithfulness to God, set forth 

in the person of Jesus Christ, crowned and typified in His Passion.  They said it unwittingly, not 

knowing what they asked.  We know better; may we, like the crowd of disciples who heard our 

Lord speak of Himself as the Bread of Heaven, have the courage to pray sincerely, “Master, give 

us this bread always.”

Finally, the bread is a symbol of Christ’s Church, the people of God whom He presents to

His Father, saying “Behold, I and the children whom my Father hath given me.  The glory which

thou gavest me I have given them; that they may be one, even as We are One.”  Bread is such a 

unity, brought and kneaded together from the fruit of many fields.  There is a very early 

Christian writing, so old that it may predate some of the later books of the New Testament itself, 

called the “Teaching of the Twelve Apostles.”  It includes a primitive liturgy for the celebration 

of the Eucharist, and this is the prayer it prescribes as a pattern for the blessing to be said over 

the bread:  “We give you thanks, our Father, for the life and knowledge you have made known to

us through Jesus, your Son; to you be the glory forever.  Just as this broken bread was scattered 

upon the mountains, and then was gathered together and became one, so may your church be 

gathered together from the ends of the earth into your kingdom; for yours is the glory and the 

power through Jesus Christ forever.”

To keep company with Christ in the Eucharist is to be drawn into His life.  In natural 

eating, what we consume is incorporated into our own bodies.  To eat the Bread of God, the 

spiritual food of the Altar, is instead to be incorporated into the Body of the Lord, evermore to 

dwell in Him, and He in us.  The bread of the Eucharist symbolizes the mystery of the Church 

even in its merely material nature, for bread is likewise one thing made of many.



For all these three reasons, it was fitting that our Lord take bread into his hands, and to 

use this part of His good creation to communicate these truths to his disciples, and to us.  He 

chose bread intentionally, because of its ability to function as a symbol in these ways.  Now, if 

I’ve managed to avoid eye-glazing, some of you may be wondering: well, which is it?  How can 

a single symbol function in so many different ways, and all at once?  What’s the best way to 

understand the mystery of the Eucharistic bread?  Or, very likely, you’ve understood and 

interpreted that symbol, perhaps unconsciously, in one particular way for the majority of your 

Christian life.  Let me close with a challenge.  It is difficult or impossible to digest the 

symbolism of this Holy Meal in a single sitting.  Allow, instead, the medicine of our Physician to

work on you as you have need.  Are you suffering and in pain?  When you receive the Bread, 

then, remember that God Himself who made the world has consented to share in our life, to eat 

bread also by the sweat of His brow.  Is your conscience troubled by sin?  Remember that Seed 

of Abraham and of David, the Perfect Word of God, has fallen into the Earth and died to feed 

and restore you.  Make your humble confession.  Take this Holy Sacrament to your comfort, 

realizing that you also pledge there to bear about in your own body the dying of the Lord.  Do 

you feel alone?  Remember that you are God’s wheat, gathered into the body of Christ, made one

with Him and His saints.  With these things in mind, companions of our Lord Jesus Christ, let us 

approach His table and break bread together.  +Amen.


