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Gen. 14.18-20  Psalm 104.1-4, 

1 Cor. 11.23-26 Luke 9.11-17 

In the name of God: Father, Son and Holy Spirit. Amen 

Throughout my life I’ve had a tendency to make strange connections. Sometimes 

they are ingenious, but (alas) they are usually completely wrong. So maybe it’s 

appropriate that my career was as an academic. I first heard the name and title 

“Melchizedek, King of Salem” in this very place, just after my arrival over 45 years 

ago. I’d just been reading up on localhistory, and I imagined that Melchizedek was 

an 1820 Settler – all these chaps seemed to have biblical names, like Jeremiah 

Goldswain. So “King Melchizedek” (I imagined) was probably a very influential 

inhabitant of Salem, just down the road from here. Of course I was wrong. Soon I 

learnt that “Salem” (= “peace”) stands for “Jerusalem”. About Melchizedek it was 

reassuring to discover that actually very little is known about him. More about that 

later. 

I also realise, with gratitude, that in my time here I have learnt a great deal, 

especially within our Cathedral family. There has been the blessing of a high 

standard of preaching from our clergy, and from lay preachers, including Michael 

Whisson and Paul Walters. These days I’m doing a fair bit of preaching myself, and 

every time I prepare a sermon, I grow in knowledge and wisdom. Thank you, Dean 

Mzi, for another invitation to preach. You are helping to further my education. 

I gave the address at the Corpus Christi Eucharist here last year. I’m not going to 

repeat it all – the readings are different anyway – but I hope you do not mind if I 

share a few points made. Since Corpus Christi is closely connected with 

“Covenant”,I looked at various covenants, from Abraham onwards, including ones 

which have gone wrong because they have been used to keep other people out. I 

suggested that the ultimate covenant is the New Covenant (or Testament or Will) 

signified by the body and blood of Christ. Potentially all people are beneficiaries, 

and unlike situations with any other inheritance, ours is not a dead, but a living 

benefactor. 

“Corpus Christi” means “Body of Christ”, which is represented by the bread 

consumed at the Eucharist, while the blood is represented by the wine that is drunk. 

Both these elements – especially the shedding of blood – are closely connected with 

the sealing of a covenant. Some Christians believe that the bread and wine 

miraculously become the body and blood of Christ. It is tragically absurd that in past 



ages there has been further shedding of blood as Christians have killed one another 

because of disagreements about what happens or doesn’t happen to the bread and 

wine of Holy Communion. 

This is the second occasion in the liturgical year when we celebrate the institution of 

Holy Communion, connecting it with the Last Supper that Jesus had with his 

disciples. The first is on Maundy Thursday. Why do this again? This may have more 

to do with atmosphere and mood than theology. Nearly 800 years ago Juliana of 

Liege was persuaded by a recurring vision to promote the notion of the “Body of 

Christ” as something joyful, rather than sombre and dominated by the coming 

horror of Good Friday. A number of church leaders eventually agreed, including 

Thomas Aquinas, who wrote the texts of the anthems sung by the choir this evening. 

Almost every time I read from the Bible, I am amazed by the simplicity of its 

imagery – in the sense that the images are to do with the simple things in life – but 

also by the versatile use of these images. Take, for example, shepherds and sheep – 

surely an important part of life for the people of the Bible. Jesus as the “Good 

Shepherd” is a prevailing image in the New Testament, with strong connections to 

the Old Testament, not least in the opening words of the best known Psalm (23): 

“The Lord is my Shepherd”, and in the figure of David, the shepherd who becomes 

king. Jesus not only leads and cares for his flock, but he is identified with its smallest 

and most vulnerable member: the lamb. What do we associate with “lamb”? Surely 

gentleness, as in the hymn that many of us have known from childhood: “Gentle 

Jesus, meek and mild”. That is an important attribute of Jesus, but more important is 

something rather grim: a lamb was often killed and offered as a sacrifice, and that 

seems to be the main point when Jesus is referred to as the “Lamb of God”. 

Another common motif in the Bible is bread, as we’ll be reminded in a moment 

when we look at today’s gospel passage. “I am the bread of life.” says Jesus (John 

6.35). At the Last Supper Jesus gives his disciples bread. “This is my body.” he says. 

Jesus is giving not just bread, but himself. At a physical level, two different things 

come together here: the sacrificial lamb and the bread. In the Communion anthem 

we shall ask the “saving victim” to open the gates of heaven for us. “Saving victim” 

(salutarishostia)literally means “life-giving, sacrificial offering”. Hostia in this context 

is the bread, but it is equated with the sacrificial lamb. And that is how the 

communion bread comes to be referred to as the “host”. 

To many worshippers here the words from 1 Corinthians may be the most familiar 

of all our readings this evening; they are pretty much what we use in our Eucharistic 

prayers. These words in turn are closely based on the accounts of the Last Supper in 

Matthew, Mark and Luke. What is not found in these synoptic gospels is the point 

about doing this “in remembrance of me”. This is not to say that Jesus did not use 



these words at the time, but at this later stage (when Paul was writing to the 

Corinthians) the point about continuity may have had more relevance. 

The motifs in the Bible of bread and wheat could easily be the subject of a separate 

sermon, and one of the earliest examples would be the bread-like substance (manna) 

which was provided by God to the Israelites as they were journeying to the 

promised land. Our gospel passage is about an event which is well known, even to 

those who do not regularly read the Bible: the so-called “Feeding of the Five 

Thousand”. But that title is inaccurate. We are told that there were 5000 “men” 

(andres, not anthropoi (people)). No ambiguity in the Greek: the word means “adult 

male human beings”. In his account Matthew (14.21) adds: “quite apart from the 

women and children”. So the actual number was more like 15-20 000.Jesus’ first 

recorded miracle involved turning water into wine at a marriage celebration: solving 

a catering problem. Here it's a similar problem:something practical, rather than 

overtly spiritual. Jesus, however, has just been healing members of this crowd, so 

there is already a dimension that goes beyond basic appetites. It is also significant 

that Jesus looks up to heaven and blesses the food (bread and fish).Many a 

theologian has seen in this event a foretaste (in more ways than one) of the Last 

Supper. None of the gospel writers states that connection, but I’m sure they would 

like to credit their readers and listeners with some imagination, and leave us to make 

that connectionourselves. Less theological, perhaps, is the striking similarity (so it 

seems to me) between the well organised distribution of the food by the disciples 

and the administration of Communion in this Cathedral, especially when we have 

those really big services such as the consecration of a bishop. 

Where did the idea of giving bread and wine come from? We now go back very far – 

about 2000 years before Jesus – to my old friend Melchizedek, not an 1820 Settler, 

but certainly the Obscure. The relevant passages are our Old Testament reading and 

Psalm. Abraham has moved with his family from Mesopotamia (modern day Iraq)to 

the land of Canaan. As part of the covenant between him and God, he is told that 

this land will be possessed by his descendants. But that will need to wait for few 

centuries. Meanwhile he is living in an area controlled by Canaanites. Just before this 

passage we learn how he conducted a successful expedition to rescue his nephew 

Lot. On his return he is welcomed by Melchizedek, King of Salem, who is also a high 

priest. Before offering thanks to God for saving Abraham from his enemies, 

Melchizedek offers Abraham bread and wine. Abraham responds by giving him a 

tenth of what he has. 

Some scholars find this little passage very abrupt, and suggest this may have been a 

later addition, to justify the King David’s own apparent connection with the 

priesthood of Melchizedek (referred to in our psalm). But this need not be so: the 



Bible is full of people who suddenly appear, simply when they need to, that is when 

they are relevant to the narrative. In the rest of the Bible there is no further mention 

of Melchizedek until the Letter to the Hebrews, where the unknown author – in one 

of the most philosophical books of the Bible – presents Jesus as a “high priest, after 

the order of Melchizedek”. That phrase occurs several times. 

This is the only New Testament writer to present Jesus in this way. He seesa high 

priest as one who is both in touch with God and sympathetic with fellow-human 

beings. In the case of Jesus, he writes (4.15): “We do not have a high priest who is 

unable to sympathise with our weaknesses, but one who in every way has been 

tempted as we are, yet did not sin.” And Jesus is more than just another one in a 

succession of high priests: others die and are replaced, but this one lives for ever. 

Other priests continually make sacrifices, but this priest does not need to, since his 

sacrifice was onceand for all. What is more, this priest has made a new covenant, not 

in the blood of animals, but in his own blood (9.11-15). 

The author of Hebrews probably did not know any more about Melchizedek than 

we do. He describes him (7.13) as “having no father, no mother, no ancestry, no 

beginning of days and no end of life, but he is similar to the Son of God, and he 

continues to be a priest for ever.” It’s as if to say that what he stands for may be more 

important than whether he actuallyexisted. The author notes that Melchizedek 

belonged to an ethnic group different from that of Abraham. In other words, he was 

a Canaanite. So, if we go back to the Genesis passage, is it not amazing that the 

offering of bread and wine – later so important in the ongoing presence of our Lord 

– should have first been made by an obscure person who did not even belong to the 

“chosen people”? 

In past centuries many cultures worldwide have had ruler-priests. A possible 

exception is Judaism. Some of their kings took on priestly roles, including David, but 

these kings do not seem to have been formally priests. The world of the New 

Testament belongs to the period of the Roman Empire. The Roman emperor was a 

kind of ruler-priest, as he held at the same time the position of pontifex maximus 

(chief priest). (That title, incidentally, survives as the title of the Pope.) As chief priest 

the Roman emperor carried out sacrifices. His most important job as emperor was to 

make sure that people received basic food, especially bread. An emperor may have 

had high status, but if bread ran out, ordinary people would express their anger 

openly. The emperor Claudius once got pelted with stale bread crusts. 

Superficially Jesus is like a Roman emperor, but more profound are the differences: 

He is “Christ the King” – there is a Sunday when we honour him in that role – and 

he is also our “great high priest” – shortly our celebrant will use this title in the 2nd 

Eucharistic Prayer. In that role Jesus makes a sacrifice, of himself: it is his blood that 



is shed. Not only does he provide bread – as a Roman emperor would or should – 

but he is the bread, the bread of life, and we are his body. Both as we take 

communion, and as we live our daily lives, let us respond to his sacrifice of himself, 

the supreme act of love, by loving our Lord with all that we are, and by loving our 

fellow human beings as ourselves. Amen. 


