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“Food Fight!”
Isaiah 58:2-9; 1 Corinthians 11:17-34 October 5, 2014

What a mess. The church in Corinth was in disarray. 
Factions, fights, and feuds were the order of the day. Nice 
Christian folks with plenty of stuff were not sharing with 
poor Christians who had little of anything. They were not 
treating each other right – there was little respect, honor 
or appreciation. The divisions and selfishness were obvious 
when the church gathered for fellowship and worship. 
I can see the folks who thought they were “somebody” 
gathering around tables, saving places for their friends, 
eating the fried chicken, mashed potatoes, fresh vegetables 
and chocolate cake, and leaving the Jello salad, Spam and 
Wonderbread for the last in line. How they ate together 
was symptomatic of how they lived together: some lording 
it over others; some boasting about what great Christians 
they were; some getting angry at the way others did things, 
and some berating others with harsh words. Some of 
those Christians were like the people Isaiah reprimanded. 
They had the pious talk and religious ritual down pat, but 
they didn’t know the first thing about love, compassion, 
kindness and justice. 

When they got together to eat and to celebrate the Lord’s 
Supper, Paul was quick to say that it was not the Lord’s 
Supper that they were celebrating. Jesus had taken off and 
gone somewhere else to eat. It was more like the 1st century 
equivalent to a 21st century adolescent cafeteria food fight.

Paul is concerned about how we understand and how 
we celebrate this meal. It is a serious moment because we 
are in the presence not only of holy things, but also the 
Holy One. In Corinthians, Paul hands over these words of 
institution given by our Lord, but he also admonishes the 
church for not understanding what they are doing when 
they celebrate the Lord’s Supper. Admonish is too mild a 
word. He rails at them for coming together to eat and drink 
lavishly while others among them go hungry. He rages at 
them for quarrelling and bickering and making a mockery 
of their spiritual unity and mutual love. He rebukes them 
for not taking the meal seriously enough! He says that those 
who take the bread and wine in an unworthy way are eating 
and drinking judgment upon themselves. Paul says that it is 
why some of them are sick and have even died. 

This is a serious moment, but it is also a joyful moment. 
Jesus is among us. We are here, as Paul says, “to discern the 
Lord’s body.” How do we see him when we gather for this 
meal?

First, in this feast, we remember Christ’s sacrifice on the 
cross for our salvation. Jesus says that we eat this bread and 
drink this wine in remembrance of him. We remember the 
mystery of his birth, the beauty of his life, the agony of his 
death and the joy of his resurrection. At times we come to 
this feast with tears of remorse as we recall his faithfulness 
and our sin; sometimes we come with laughter as we 
remember the way he turned the world upside down so that 
the hungry are fed, the outcasts are welcome and the proud 
are brought low; and, sometimes we come with shouts of 
joy for the way he beat death at its own game and even used 
the power of evil for God’s good purposes. (This is why we 
dare to call Good Friday good!) The words of the ancient 
Great Prayer of Thanksgiving tell the story of God’s mighty 
acts in creation, redemption and consummation. The Great 
Prayer frames this story in terms of our own experience of 
the triune God: God as creator, Christ as redeemer, the 
Holy Spirit as sustainer. So we come with awe, wonder, 
joy and thanksgiving. We know that we are not worthy 
to receive the life God offers; but by God’s grace in Jesus 
Christ we are made worthy to be called sisters and brothers 
of Christ. There is a kind of divine irony in our celebration: 
to receive this gift in a worthy manner is to recognize our 
own unworthiness and to accept the bread of life and the 
wine of salvation with humble, joyful thanksgiving. 

Secondly, we come not only to remember the past, but 
also to experience in this moment the presence of the Risen 
Lord among us. This is not simply a memorial meal like a 
Thanksgiving dinner where relatives gather to tell old family 
stories. This is the joyful feast of the people of God because 
Christ is truly present with us. In our Reformed tradition, 
we speak of the real presence of the Risen Lord. We do 
not believe that the bread and wine are transformed into 
the body and blood of Christ; nor do we believe that they 
are empty symbols of Christ’s body and blood. We believe 
that through the bread and wine we meet the Risen Lord. 
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John Calvin expressed the believer’s experience of Christ’s 
presence this way: through the Holy Spirit, we are lifted 
into heaven and commune with Christ and with all the 
saints in glory. It is the work of the Holy Spirit to awaken 
our heavy hearts and weary spirits to the presence of the 
Holy One. The importance of this feast as a special time 
to commune with Christ leads us to celebrate the Lord’s 
Supper each Sunday at 10:35 a.m. in the Chapel and at 6 
p.m. at Second@Six. 

There is another sense in which we discern the Lord’s 
presence. Christ is present in each one of us. I know we 
see him in others with whom we share our life: the friends 
who sustained through a time of depression, the teacher 
who believed in our child’s future, the nurse who tended 
to our wounds, the business associate who mentored us, 
the stranger who shared the faith with us. Yet, we have 
the hardest time seeing his presence in ourselves.  After 
the Second World War, my father served for a time as a 
doctor in a small country town.  One day in town a woman 
stopped him and said, “Sweet Jesus, you are my sweet 
Jesus.” Her greeting startled him and he did not know 
what to say. “Don’t you remember me?” she continued, 
“You came to my house and saved my life. You will always 
be my Sweet Jesus.” My father was never a particularly 
religious man – at least not outwardly.  Yet, I wonder if 
those words ever led him to see the Jesus that was in him. 
We are Christ for one another.  

Finally, this feast is a moment in time to let go of time 
so that we might enter into the eternal communion we 
have with one another, with Christ and with all the saints 
on earth and in heaven.  Bunny and I were finishing our 
second year in seminary when we married at her home 
congregation, the First Presbyterian Church of Charlotte, 
N.C. It is a beautiful sanctuary with Tiffany windows, 
warm glowing wood and old crystal chandeliers. After years 
of poor health, her maternal grandmother died several 
weeks before our wedding. Her paternal grandfather, an 
aging, long retired Presbyterian pastor, participated in 
the service. Due to his age and wobbly walk, he sat on the 
front row and rose in his well-worn robe to give the final 
prayer of blessing at the wedding. In one phrase he prayed, 
“We are grateful for our loved ones who look down from 
the ramparts of heaven and who are with us in this holy 
moment.” In an instant, the ceiling of that beautiful 
sanctuary seemed to open up and we beheld the gates 
of heaven. Every time we celebrate this meal, the ceiling 
opens and we feast with Christ in heaven. All who are gone 
from us are present with us in this feast. We are bound to 

one another in Christ. Here, we experience the truth that 
the church is not simply an organization or an institution, 
but the mysterious body of Christ on earth and in heaven.

This meal is a foretaste of what is to come. There are 
times when we need to know that something good is 
coming down the pike. In anticipation of that day, we 
put an end to old ways of doing things. We do not wait 
until that day to start putting things right. To paraphrase 
Isaiah, we “loose the bonds of injustice, undo the thongs 
of the yoke, let the oppressed go free, share our bread with 
the hungry, and bring the homeless poor into our house” 
(58:6, 7). 

There are wounds within families that never seem to 
heal; there are dreams in the human heart that never seem 
to come to be; there are losses we cannot reclaim; there are 
injustices that are not resolved; there are wars, disease and 
famine that seem to go on forever.  Like a congregation at 
a pot luck supper, we bring to this table all of our broken 
promises, wasted years, anxieties, shattered dreams and 
grieving hearts. Here, we meet the Lord who takes into 
himself all the loss that ever was and makes it into a feast 
of abundance for the people of God. Here there are no 
outsiders and insiders; here there is one table for all. Here 
all barriers are brought down, all divisions healed and 
heaven and earth are one.

Friends, this is the joyful feast of the people of God.


