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Sermon for Sunday, Aug. 19, 2018 (Proper 15, Year B) 

The Episcopal Church of St. John the Baptist, Aptos, CA 

The Reverend Tracy J. Wells Miller, Rector 

 

Previously, on Sermons at St. John’s… 

 

“We’re in the middle of five weeks of readings from chapter 6 of the Gospel 

of John, so let’s take a closer look at it.” 

 

“This chapter begins with the Feeding of the 5,000 and then Jesus goes into 

a long monologue about how he is the bread of life and his flesh is the bread 

that gives life to the world. This section is considered to be an extended 

theological reflection on the Eucharist.” 

 

“So let’s review our church’s teaching on the Eucharist and then examine 

what John 6 has to say to the debate over open communion – whether 

communion should be offered to all people, or just to Christians, people who 

have been baptized and become a part of the body of Christ.” 

 

“The Episcopal Church by canon law restricts communion to baptized 

Christians. The theological rationale for this is that communion is 

understood to be a renewal of one’s baptismal vows.”  

 

“The norm in the early church was to be baptized and receive one’s first 

communion in the same ceremony. Baptism and Eucharist were understood 

to be two parts of the same act – being initiated into the body of Christ, 

becoming a Christian. Every time we receive communion, we are recalling 

our baptism and renewing our commitment to Christ.” 

 

“If receiving communion is a renewal of baptismal vows, then it is hard to 

see how someone who has not been baptized could appropriately receive 

communion.” 

 

*** 

 

Turning now to the other side of the debate, those who advocate for “open 

communion” point to the radical hospitality of Jesus’s ministry, how he 

constantly broke down barriers that separated people in his time. One of the 

religious leaders’ complaints about Jesus was that “this man welcomes 

sinners and eats with them” (Luke 15:2) These words from the Gospel of 
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Luke are inscribed on the altar at the Church of St. Gregory of Nyssa in San 

Francisco, one of the leaders in the open communion movement in the 

Episcopal Church. Because this was the way of Jesus’s ministry – to 

welcome sinners and eat with them – the people of St. Gregory’s and other 

advocates of open communion say the Eucharist should be open to all people 

with no restrictions. 

 

Open communion advocates often point to stories of how Jesus fed the 

masses – five thousand people on one occasion, four thousand on another – 

and say that welcoming all to the communion table is in keeping with how 

lavishly Jesus shared the abundance of this world with those around him.  

 

For Jesus, compassionately addressing human need was always more 

important than observing religious rules. If someone needed to be healed and 

it happened to be the Sabbath, when observant Jews were not supposed to do 

any work, he healed them anyway. He cared more about connecting with 

individuals who were hurting than paying attention to society’s rules about 

who he should or shouldn’t be talking to, spending time with, or eating with. 

To restrict who is allowed to participate in communion, say the advocates of 

open communion, smacks of exactly the kind of ritual boundary-drawing 

that Jesus resisted and spoke against. 

 

Ah, the those on the other side of the debate say, but the Last Supper was 

shared only with Jesus’s disciples, with those who had chosen to follow him. 

It was different from the Feeding of the 5,000 and other open meal sharing 

that Jesus did throughout his ministry. The Eucharist is not the “liturgical 

descendant” of the Feeding of the 5,000, but of the Passover meal, so 

restricting it to only committed followers of a particular faith is in keeping 

with its nature, since only circumcised Jews were allowed to eat of the 

Passover meal. The “liturgical descendant” of Jesus’s more open meal 

fellowship would be our coffee hour or church potlucks – a meal sharing 

experience in which all are invited to participate. The Eucharist, however, is 

something different. 

 

But this is the point at which John’s Gospel has something interesting to add 

to the discussion. In John’s Gospel, there is no story of the Last Supper. On 

the night before Jesus’s death, when he is gathered with the disciples in the 

upper room, he does not break bread and share wine with them and tell them 

to continue doing this “in remembrance of him.” Instead, he washes their 
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feet, telling them that they must be willing to humble themselves to serve 

others.  

 

Scholars have long noted the irony of the fact that John’s Gospel, which 

contains the Eucharistic imagery we’ve been hearing in Chapter 6 about 

eating Jesus’s flesh and drinking his blood, does not contain the story of the 

institution of the Eucharist.  

 

One reason the story of the Last Supper is not included in the Gospel of John 

is that in John’s version of the story, Jesus is killed before the Passover meal 

would have been eaten. Unlike the stories in Matthew, Mark, and Luke, 

where Jesus is killed the day after the Passover meal is eaten, in John’s 

Gospel, Jesus is killed on the day of preparation for the Passover, at the 

exact same time as the Passover lambs are being sacrificed in the Temple in 

Jerusalem, making the symbolic point that Jesus is the “Passover lamb that 

was sacrificed for us.” 

 

But what if another reason the story of the institution of the Eucharist 

doesn’t appear at the end of John’s Gospel is that in John’s version of the 

story, Jesus didn’t institute the Eucharist the night before he died, but the 

day he fed 5,000 people? 

 

John’s Gospel mentions that the feeding of the 5,000 took place when “the 

Passover, the festival of the Jews, was near.” None of the other Gospels 

place the feeding of the 5,000 near the time of Passover, and you can bet that 

John’s placing it there is no accident. It’s not near the same Passover as the 

one when Jesus was killed in Jerusalem, but another celebration of Passover, 

in an earlier year. And in that year, Jesus’s significant Passover act was 

feeding 5,000 people in the wilderness. 

 

In the other three Gospels, it is the disciples who have the loaves of bread 

and fish, but in John’s Gospel it is a young boy who offers them – perhaps a 

nod to the tradition of a young boy having an important liturgical role in the 

Passover dinner. 

 

If the Eucharist is the liturgical descendant of the Passover meal, and in 

John’s Gospel the Feeding of the 5,000 has allusions to a Passover meal, 

then perhaps the Feeding of the 5,000 in John is the story of the institution of 

the Eucharist! 
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In all four Gospels, there are Eucharistic allusions in the story of the feeding 

of the masses – Jesus takes, blesses, breaks, and gives the bread, the four 

actions of the Eucharist – but in John these allusions are made much more 

explicit by the immediate transition into Jesus talking about himself as the 

bread of life. 

 

Do you see where I’m going with this? If John’s story of the institution of 

the Eucharist is the Feeding of the 5,000, then that sacrament IS a 

descendent of a time that Jesus graciously opened the table to all people and 

fed everyone, regardless of whether or not they had specifically professed 

belief in him or a commitment to following him. Although the advocates of 

the traditional sequence of baptism before communion say that the Eucharist 

is a commemoration of the Last Supper, a meal Jesus shared only with his 

closest followers, you can make a pretty solid scriptural argument that in 

John, that doesn’t seem to be the case. 

 

Well, but you’d be on shaky ground taking the witness of only one Gospel, 

and one that doesn’t agree with the other three, to form the basis of universal 

church practice, some might say. Maybe so. But the idea that Jesus 

commanded the disciples to continue the meal they shared the night before 

his death as an ongoing ritual actually appears in only one of the Gospels as 

well. In Matthew and Mark, Jesus shares the bread and wine with the 

disciples and then tells them that he will not drink of the fruit of the vine 

again until he drinks it with them anew in the kingdom of heaven, but does 

not command them to continue to perform this ritual in memory of him. It’s 

only in Luke that he adds, “Do this in remembrance of me.”  

 

So if we’ve taken one version of the story from Luke to be the defining one 

for all these years, what’s to stop us from taking the version from John to be 

the defining one now? 

 

As with many things in the scriptures, it seems that the scriptural witness on 

this is not of one mind. There are two strong theological motifs running 

through both the Hebrew scriptures and the New Testament. One is the idea 

that Israel is the chosen people, that God cares for Israel but hates other 

nations and peoples, and that ultimately only Israel – or the “new Israel,” the 

church – will be saved. The other is the idea that God is the God not only of 

Israel but of everyone, that God’s house is “a house of prayer for all people,” 

and that God in Christ has redeemed not just those who believe, but the 

whole creation.  
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Despite the fact that in much of John’s Gospel, the emphasis is on the 

salvation of those who believe, and the importance of belief in Jesus is 

stressed over and over again, in this Eucharistic discourse in chapter 6, there 

is a hint of that more open theme. Jesus says that “the bread of God is that 

which comes down from heaven and gives life to the world.” (6:33) “The 

bread that I will give for the life of the world is my flesh,” he says (6:51). 

For the life of the WORLD, not just those who believe. “Whoever eats of 

this bread will live for ever,” (6:51), he says, a far cry from Paul’s claim 

that “all who eat and drink without discerning the body eat and drink 

judgment against themselves” (cf. 1 Cor. 11:29). “Anyone who comes to 

me I will never drive away” (6:37), Jesus says. 

 

I believe that all of us, each of us, has a choice as to which one of the 

theological motifs in scripture we will choose to emphasize: the triumphalist, 

exclusive message that only we are God’s chosen, or the more inclusive and 

generous message that asserts that God cares for and welcomes all.  

 

I used to think that only the argument for restricting communion to baptized 

Christians had scriptural support. But noticing for the first time all the 

Passover imagery in John’s version of the Feeding of the 5,000 has led me to 

realize the advocates of open communion aren’t entirely mistaken when they 

point to the Feeding of the 5,000 as a model for the Eucharist.  

 

So, there is a real choice, based in solid scriptural reasoning, for both 

understandings – communion for the baptized, or communion for all.  

 

I attempt to walk a line between the two by educating people about the 

history and theological significance of the Eucharist and then leaving the 

choice to receive or not up to the individual.  

 

The church I served in Tennessee had a line in their bulletin that said, “All 

who seek God, and are drawn to Christ by the Spirit, are welcome to receive 

communion.” I’m probably most comfortable with an invitation like that, 

because it emphasizes that communion has to do with following Jesus, but 

acknowledges that God can draw us to Christ by many different means, 

perhaps even through a desire to receive communion even if we haven’t yet 

been baptized. 
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How about you? Who do you think should be invited to receive 

communion? 


