Sunday, June 19, 1983 
JUST A PIECE OF BREAD 
Luke 24:13-16,28-31 


“When he was at table with them, he took the bread and blessed, and broke it, and gave it to them. And their eyes were opened and they recognized him.” (Luke 24:30)

Some months ago, on a Sunday morning following a worship service in which Holy Communion had been celebrated, a young girl about five years old came forward to look more closely at the materials of communion up front here on our communion table. She asked me if she could examine the bread, so I took one of the bread trays off the table and held it down close to her level so that she could see it. She studied it very carefully for a moment and then said, “Why, it’s just a piece of bread.”

And, of course, she was correct. It was just a piece of bread, the kind many people put on their tables every day, the kind we use for toast in the mornings or for sandwiches at lunch. That’s one way to look at the bread used in Holy Communion.

But reality and truth come to us on several levels. Sometimes there’s more to something than at first appears. Take, for example, the difference between a photograph and a painting. The camera faithfully records the facts — nothing more — yet the angle of the lens, the amount of light used, what is included in the photograph and what is excluded, can all add or subtract from the total impact of the picture. Then suppose that an artist paints a picture of the same subject matter. The artist paints the facts as she perceives them and interprets them. Now we see the subject of the painting through the eyes of the artist, and there’s even more interpretation than with the photograph.

Two or more people studying either the photograph or the painting will notice different things about them  —  will even see different things and different meanings.

So, it is with Holy Communion and the elements of communion, the bread and the wine. We can see just a piece of bread or a thimble full of wine or grape juice and nothing more. That’s one level of meaning.

Or secondly, we can see what’s behind these elements. It is no longer just a piece of bread but has suddenly become much more: a reminder of God’s love; a reminder of a last meal together of Jesus and his closest followers; a reminder that for almost 2,000 years Christians have been gathering together and, as a part of their common worship, used bread and wine. And now we feel connected and a part of the Christian community over these thousands of years.

This is more than just a piece of bread. It has a story to tell; it helps us to remember who we are; it speaks of the holy in the midst of the common; it reminds us that God is present among us in such simple things as the eating of bread and drinking wine.

But there is even a deeper level of reality here in this piece of bread. This is the reality that cuts through facts and time and space and theological theories to finally bring us to the meaning and mystery of life itself. Here we can experience the mystic oneness of existence.

Samuel Miller put it this way: “When you take a piece of broken bread in communion, you don’t take just a piece of bread. You take something in which the sun, moon, and stars have shared their life. You take with this bread the mystery of rain falling on the earth; the mystery of its darkness; of grain growing; that strange mystery of how human beings ever discovered that these grains of wheat could be ground into flour and people could at last learn how to bake bread over a fire. You take in this bread all the cosmos, everything of nature — all the mysteries of human existence.”

There’s even more to it than that. This bread speaks of that long, patient climb of human beings out of the dark of the past. We take with this bread, not only those things we remember in and around the New Testament and the life of Christ, but we take all of human history in this bread.

Furthermore, this bread feeds my body, and out of my body my thoughts come in the mind. And from the mind and body come all those spiritual attitudes by which we characterize our lives and our freedom.

At another level, of course, this bread is made up of molecules and atoms and electrons and protons and neutrons and all kinds of other smaller particles which modern physics can tell us about, and all things in creation are made up of the same kinds of particles, only in differing arrangements. And so, at the deepest levels of existence, there is a mystic oneness and unity that we only dimly perceive. Analyze and break down this piece of bread in a modern laboratory, and we discover that it’s much more than just a piece of bread.

So, when we eat this bread this morning and drink this cup, we are saying with our actions that there is meaning in death and life, in hate and joy, in doubt and faith. There is meaning and mystery in this vast contradictory mixture of things. There is such meaning and mystery in a piece of bread that when we eat it, there are no limits to the horizon of this world. This piece of bread which we call holy then reminds us that all of life is holy, and all the things of life are holy. Amen.
