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There is a pastor who likes to hang out in coffee shops and talk to 
whomever he meets. He never tells anyone he’s a pastor, as he is afraid they 
won’t talk to him or be honest if does. Then this incognito pastor blogs about 
what he has learned listening to people. Often, he is discouraged by what he 
hears. He meets a lot of people who are sad, or scared, or frustrated. They aren’t 
making it, even though they are working hard, and they feel they have no support 
or help.  But one day, in a fact just a few days ago, the Incognito Pastor 
encountered a young woman who not only embodied hope, she gave him a 
healthy dose of it too. 

 While he was standing in line, waiting for the latte he ordered, the 
Incognito Pastor heard the sound of laptop keys clicking furiously. He turned 
around and saw a young woman typing on her laptop. She was sitting alone, so he 
asked her, “What are you working on?” 

 Without looking up to acknowledge the speaker, she kept typing and said, 
“My resume; I’m updating it again. I lost my job 18 months ago and I haven’t been 
able to get another.”  

 “I’m sorry to hear that,” the Incognito Pastor responded. “That must be 
hard for you.” 

 Then she looked up from the laptop, met his gaze, and said, “On top of that 
I got divorced in the middle of this too.” 

 The Incognito Pastor wasn’t sure what to say next. The young woman he 
had casually started a conversation with was dealing with a lot of the really tough, 
heartbreaking, and painful parts of life. Without knowing quite why, he asked her 
another question: “What is helping you through all this?” 

 Her answer blew him away, it was the last thing he expected to hear: “My 
church”, she said, “the people there have been wonderful. Very helpful and 
supportive, they haven’t judged me, they love me. I couldn’t get through this 
without them.” 



 In an age when we clergy and laypeople hear a lot of criticism against the 
church as an institution, and read report after report telling us of the thousands 
of people who are leaving the church no matter the denomination, these words 
were a hopeful balm to the Incognito Pastor’s soul. Because he realized that even 
though he didn’t ask the young woman which church she attends, he knew that 
somewhere there is a parish that lives into what it professes, that is more than a 
club or safe house of tradition, it is a church that truly is what it eats. 

 I say that because when I first read our Gospel reading for this morning I 
couldn’t help but remember how my elementary school teacher tried to teach us 
about eating healthy by saying, “You are what you eat.” That message sort of 
worked, but plenty of my classmates didn’t really take it seriously, they just took 
it literally, so they’d make fun of it by saying they weren’t boys or girls, they were 
pizzas or Jell-O pudding pops. That wasn’t what the teacher really meant, the 
teacher was saying the kind of food you eat will either give you energy, help with 
muscle and bone development and growth, or will be converted to extra fat, or 
cause you to be sluggish.  

 At first glance, it seems Jesus was having the same problem explaining a 
similar concept to the same group of people he was talking to in last week’s 
Gospel reading. He was talking about a deeper concept about eating and drinking 
his body and blood but many heard only the literal meaning and got hung up on 
the disgusting and even heretical implications of his words. This is a common 
problem for Jesus in John’s Gospel; where Jesus often appears to be talking over 
the heads of his listeners. We not only get to watch their conversations, we can 
use both perspectives to help us recognize when we can be guilty of missing the 
point or seeing the bigger picture when it comes to faith, and when we are 
equally guilty of being too ethereal and not grounded enough in reality and faith. 
Not as a way to feel ashamed or bad, but as a way to help grow closer to what 
Jesus was talking about, a relationship with God that we have not only as 
individuals, but as a community like the one the young woman in the coffee shop 
is a part of. A relationship grounded in the tough realities of both life and faith 
that can be God’s Love in action, healing, forgiving, and empowering each other 
to live God’s Love. 

 Jesus’ critics were upset because the words he was speaking not only 
sounded gross, but because they could be considered offensive to people of the 
Jewish faith because for them blood symbolizes life and they show respect to all 
life by not consuming it, even in the animals they eat. That is part of how they 



prepare meat, they drain the blood out of it. It is an important part of their faith.  
When Jesus talked about eating his flesh and drinking his blood, they might have 
thought he was trying to upset and offend them. 

 Scholars point out that the author of John may have intended to use this 
conversation to point to an important practice for Christians that has remained 
throughout the centuries: the sacrament of Holy Communion, or Eucharist, also 
called the Mass. The intent might have been to try and explain this sacrament to 
both Christians and those who did not understand Christians and the practices 
they did, practices that might have been offensive to some. 

 That is why I wonder if Jesus, in this part of John’s Gospel was giving his 
own version of the “You are what you eat” lecture.  Because a sacrament isn’t just 
something we consume, it isn’t something that just happens to us, it isn’t 
something we just watch, or go along with, then walk away and go about our lives 
as if nothing has happened.  A sacrament is much, much more. A sacrament is a 
promise from God that both lives in us and we live by what we say and do. 

 When we baptized Naomi a few weeks ago, Naomi was changed. She didn’t 
look different, but as she was baptized she was given the promise that she is now 
God’s own child, our sister in Christ, and she and we will live into that relationship 
and hopefully we will be there if Naomi or we ever have struggles like the young 
woman the Incognito Pastor met this past week. 

 The same is true of Holy Communion. Whenever we receive Holy 
Communion we are doing far more than just eating a wafer and sipping wine. We 
are receiving a promise from God: the promise that God Loves us, has forgiven us, 
and is giving God’s own self to us, because we are a part of God, because Jesus is 
part of God. That is why when the Bread is put in our hands we hear the words: 
the body of Christ, the bread of heaven. And the words The Blood of Christ the 
Cup of Salvation are spoken as we receive the chalice. 

 But there is more to it. Much more. This bread of heaven, this body and 
blood of Christ is also for us a reminder and a challenge to live the love we have 
been given, to forgive as we have been forgiven, to feed as we have been fed. 
Participating in Holy Communion isn’t just coming to the altar, it is also going out 
and living what we receive at the altar. 

 God knows that life is not always easy. God knows injustice happens; God 
knows life is not always fair. God knows we hurt sometimes. That is one reason 
Jesus came; Jesus experienced those things to show us God can do wonders 



through even the most difficult of circumstances, and to remind us we aren’t 
alone. We have God, and we have each other. One of our beliefs is that the 
Sacraments unite us all together: the Holy and the Ordinary; which doesn’t negate 
difficult times, but can help us through such times so that even our deepest 
challenges might be opportunities for the Holy, for God to work through us. 

 That is what is happening for the woman at the coffee shop, she is 
experiencing the Love of God because the people of her church are what they eat: 
Holy Communion, the Love of God.  

 People of Good Shepherd, one of the things that did not take long for me to 
realize is that we are a parish that likes to eat.  And we eat well, at coffee hour, at 
2nd Sunday brunch, at our Easter Breakfast, and I am excited about the Welcome 
Back cookout in a few weeks and I have no doubt we will eat well again; I think 
my husband is really looking forward to it. He says one reason he became an 
Episcopalian is because we Episcopalians really love to eat.  

 One of the things I really enjoy about our shared meals as a parish, though, 
isn’t the food, which is always fantastic, it is the shared laughter, listening, and 
caring I see during those meals. I also enjoy that so many of our meals aren’t just 
for us, they are for anyone who might be hungry, and not just hungry for food. 
We even serve a free meal for anyone and everyone every Wednesday. While I’ve 
heard from the people who share that meal with me that they say our food tastes 
very good, for many of them it isn’t just the food they come for. It is the 
atmosphere. It is the joy they find when we serve them, it is the conversations 
they have with us, it is the safety and acceptance they feel when they are here. In 
other words, it is the Love of God in action. It is living what we eat. 

 Today as we celebrate and receive Holy Communion in a few moments, I 
encourage you, as we participate in this sacrament together, to listen to the 
words a little deeper today, and pray that as we receive Holy Communion we do 
so not just as a ritual of comfort or out of obligation, but with a heart open to 
receive all that God has for us: strength, healing, and as we then go back out our 
doors look for new opportunities to share what we have been given with all the 
people we meet: whether they are in a coffee shop, the store, school, work, or 
any ordinary place. As the Incognito Pastor discovered, any seemingly ordinary 
encounter can be transformed into a sacred moment of hope, healing, and 
renewal any time we live what we eat. 

  


