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Do you remember the immortal story of Tommy 

Cooper going to see the doctor?  The doctor examined 

all his symptoms and gave his diagnosis.  He said 

“You’re mad!”  Tommy Cooper said “How dare you!  I 

demand a second opinion!”  And the doctor said 

“You’re ugly as well!”  Boom boom! 

 

Well, you’ll be relieved to know that that’s as close as I 

get to doing Tommy Cooper.  You may think it 

regrettable that I can’t do conjuring tricks for sermon 

illustrations; but what I emphatically do not do is any 

conjuring tricks as I stand behind the altar as we 

gather round it to celebrate Holy Communion together 

– even though what starts off as ordinary bread and 

wine ends up changed into something different. 

 

We’ve just heard, in the Gospel reading from John 6, 

that Jesus says “Whoever eats of this bread will live for 

ever.”  And I think it’s reasonable for us to interpret 

Jesus’ reference to “this bread” as the bread that the 

church uses ceremonially in Holy Communion. 

 

I don’t know whether that’s what the author of 

St.John’s Gospel intended when it was written.  

Scholars are divided about it.  It might be intended.  

John was written 80 or 90 years after the events of 

Jesus’ life.  The church had already established its 

rituals by then.  So the author might have been 

writing, into this story about Jesus, an allusion to what 

went on in Christian worship.  Or maybe not.  Who 

knows?   

 

What we do know is that 2000 years later it is the 

tradition of the church to consider that we encounter 

Jesus in the bread and wine of Holy Communion.  

That’s because we have prayed that this bread and this 

wine may be for us the body and blood of Christ.  Of 

course, when we try to find words to describe how it is 

for us the body and blood of Christ, we end up at best 
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tying ourselves up in knots or worse being plain 

absurd. 

 

Hence there’s that delicious, farcical moment in 

Angela’s Ashes when Frank Mc court has his first 

Communion.  And straight after the service he goes to 

his grandmother’s and is promptly sick in her back 

yard.  Only, because he’s just received the body of 

Christ in the sacrament grandma is convinced she’s 

got sicked-up Jesus in her back yard.  And she sends 

poor Frank off to find the Priest in the confessional 

box to ask him whether she should use ordinary water 

or tap water to scrub Jesus out of her back yard. 

 

Which all makes for an amusing story; but it only 

arises because of the absolutely sincere experience of 

successive generations of Christians of actually 

encountering Jesus in Holy Communion.  And it’s not 

magic.  Because magic tricks don’t give eternal life.  

 

Earlier in the chapter in St.John’s Gospel we’ve been 

reading from, Jesus has pulled off the most 

spectacular party piece.  He’s just fed no fewer than 

5000 people with five loaves and two fishes.  Tommy 

Cooper would have been amazed. 

 

But it hadn’t satisfied the crowds.  It had just been an 

unexpected packed lunch. By the time we get to our 

Gospel reading, less than a chapter later, the 

opponents of Jesus as John sees them haven’t got a 

right word to say about him.  They’re complaining 

about him saying he came down from heaven; and 

they’re dismissing him as a jumped up carpenter’s son. 

 

And Jesus makes it clear in his response to them that 

it’s not about doing conjuring tricks:  it’s all about 

belief.  Anybody who believes in Jesus is as intimately 

connected with God as he is to his heavenly father. 

 

So when I talk about the bread and wine of Holy 

Communion being to us the body and blood of Christ, 
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yes:  I am talking about sacramentalism; but I’m not 

talking about an arid, ritualistic sacramentalism.  I’m 

talking about a living, spirit filled sacramentalism that 

arises out of responding to the evangelistic call to 

believe that the God we meet in Jesus is entering your 

life.  It is in that context that what we celebrate 

together as believers is the body and blood of Christ; 

and that when we receive it, we have eternal life . . . 

whatever that means. 

 

I would like to think it means we have a ticket to get 

through the pearly gates, since so much of the human 

condition seems preoccupied with anxiety about it.  

Wouldn’t it be refreshing, though, if instead of 

competing to see who can get a VIP pass, we felt 

assured by our experience of God that it isn’t in his 

nature to get St.Peter to pull the lever on the trap door 

at the pearly gates and send anyone down the shoot to 

the other place? 

 

What might be more fruitful, though, is to think of 

how we taste eternal life in the body and blood of 

Christ; how heaven touches earth in the moment of 

Communion; how the realm of time and space in 

which we live intersects with eternity in that moment; 

and how our reality is thus transformed. 

 

That’s what happens when people are dehumanised; 

when their God-given individuality is denied and 

they’re described as a swarm; when they’re dismissed 

with pejorative labels such as illegal or alien; when 

they are subjected to concentration behind fencing; 

and in the midst of that a makeshift church of sticks 

and polythene is erected, beautiful in its brokenness, 

strong in its fragility, and Holy Communion is 

celebrated.  There is no Tommy Cooper; there is no 

abracadabra; grim reality does not go away; but it is 

transformed when those whose lives intersect with 

eternity are given the spiritual resources with which to 

endure it. 
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Thanks to the courage and editorial independence of 

the BBC, we shall have the opportunity to witness this 

on the 19th August when Songs of Praise is broadcast 

from the refugee camp in Calais.  If you’re in 

Bridlington that weekend, you can record it, and watch 

it after the Bluebird Singers have sung Choral 

Evensong at the Priory. 

 

Behold the bread of life, broken for us, broken for all.  

May we find transformation through being nourished 

by it; and may that transformation bring eternal life to 

the world.   

 

Amen. 

 

 


