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“Unless you eat the flesh of the Son of Man, and drink his blood, you have no life within you” 

 

When I first read these words from today’s Gospel when planning this sermon, I had a chuckle to 

myself. They reminded me of an incident which took place during my days training for the 

Priesthood – so please indulge me whilst I take a quick trip down memory lane. 

 

Back in 1980 I was in Cambridge as a member of what was called ‘The Federation of Cambridge 

Theological Colleges’. There were three colleges in the Federation: Westminster (which trained 

pastors for the United Reformed Church); Westcott House (which was on the Anglo-Catholic wing 

of the Church of England) and my college, Ridley Hall (which was on the reformed wing of 

Anglicanism.) 

 

We all got on pretty well day to day – although if ever arguments did break out over lunch they 

were usually about the Eucharist: specifically, what actually does happen to the bread and wine 

when the Priest consecrates them?  

 

Students from Westcott insisted that the bread and wine are actually transformed into the body 

and blood of Christ – a doctrine known as Transubstantiation. Students from Ridley took the 

opposite view, that the bread and wine remain totally unchanged and that the whole focus of the 

eucharist should therefore be remembering Jesus’ last supper with his disciples – a theory called 

Memorialism. 

 

These arguments were usually amicable enough – but one Corpus Christi things rather got out of 

hand. The Westcott students were hosting the Federation Eucharist, and they staged the most 

elaborate Corpus Christi Mass they could think of. Well, this so annoyed the more extreme 

members of Ridley that they decided direct action was needed. That night they launched a 

commando-style raid on the Westcott House Chapel and stole the reserved sacrament, leaving 

behind a note quoting from Luke’s Gospel which read “He is not here: He is risen”. 

 

Not to be outdone, the Westcott House students plotted their revenge. One dank and cold 

Cambridge night they borrowed the largest thurible they could find, stuffed it with charcoal and 

incense and left it burning inside the Ridley Hall Chapel in the early hours of the morning. Now 

Ridley Chapel is quite historic: it has very sensitive smoke alarms – which duly sounded, triggering 

an automatic call to the Fire Brigade and the mass evacuation of the whole student body who had 

to stand in their pyjamas, out in the cold and rain, until the all-clear was given. 

 

Our Principal was not amused, and, the next morning, we were all summoned for one of his rare 

but spectacular dressing-downs. He made three points – which have stayed with me to this day. 

 

First, he reminded us that Ridley Hall was named after Bishop Nicholas Ridley who was burned at 

the stake in 1555 in Oxford (outside what is now the Fudge Kitchen and the Harry Potter shop on 

Broad Street). Ridley died because he refused to accept the doctrine of Transubstantiation. The 

Principal told us in no uncertain terms that he thought Ridley’s death was an utter waste. “Too 

many great Christian leaders and thinkers have lost their lives arguing about the meaning of the 

Eucharist”, he said. “Don’t waste your lives bickering about something which will always be 

something of a mystery”. 

 

Second, he invited us to recite the words of administration from the Holy Communion service in 

the Book of Common Prayer (we had to learn it all off by heart in those days!).  



 

“The body of our Lord Jesus Christ, which was given for thee, preserve thy body and soul unto 

everlasting life. Take and eat this in remembrance that Christ died for thee, and feed on him in thy 

hearts by faith with thanksgiving.” 

 

He went on to point out what these words so clearly demonstrate: that, when it comes to the 

meaning of the Eucharist, the Church of England is deliberately and profoundly ambiguous. Both 

Transubstantiation and Memorialism find their home in the words of administration – and that 

this should be our attitude as Priests too. “Whatever your own personal views, you are called to 

minister the sacraments lovingly to members of your congregation who encompass both of these 

views. Do so without bias or favouritism.” 

 

He left his most withering criticism of us to the end. He reminded us of Augustine’s classic 

definition of a sacrament: an outward and visible sign of an inward invisible grace. “When it 

comes to you lot,” he thundered, “Your grace is definitely invisible!” We all fell silent as he 

continued: “Hear this and remember it. Whatever our eucharistic theology, we each take the 

bread and wine for the same reason: so that we can be more filled with the grace of Christ. Each 

of us desperately need the grace of Christ if we are to minister faithfully and lovingly to the 

communities within our churches are based. Don’t argue about what the eucharist means: just 

receive Christ’s grace so you can be more grace-filled in your day to day lives. Effective ministry 

depends on it.” 

 

Wow! Perhaps you can see how much this message has stuck with me. His words profoundly 

shaped my own ministry as a parish priest, school chaplain and, latterly, as teacher of religious 

studies. Grace is all. To be filled week by week with the gracious unconditional self-giving love of 

Christ is all that really matters – if we are to be successful in serving those within our communities 

who never darken the doors of our church buildings. 

 

Some years later, in my early years as a Priest, I found myself staying overnight in a part of 

London where the only reasonably local church was a Roman Catholic one. I thought it only fair to 

warn the Roman Catholic Priest there that I would be coming forward to receive a blessing and 

not the sacrament. “Oh yes! Oh yes!” replied the Priest in a rich southern Irish accent. Later, during 

the service, I inched forward in the queue as he administered the wafers. I stood in front him, 

head bowed, waiting for the blessing as agreed. But instead, he held out the wafer to me. “The 

body of Christ” he said. I shook my head. “The body of Christ” he said, more insistently. I shook 

my head more obviously. “For Christ’s sake man, just take it!” he exclaimed. And I did. 

 

It almost sounds blasphemous to repeat his words, but they have such power: “For Christ’s sake, 

just take it”. But isn’t that precisely what God invites us to do every time we come to Mass? For 

Christ’s sake, take and eat: not because we all hold the same ideas about the bread and wine, but 

because we all – every one of us – so desperately need the grace of God to transform our lives. 

 

And, just in case you’ve been wondering about where that quotation from today’s Gospel reading 

fits in to all this, I’ll explain. 

 

“Unless you eat the flesh of the Son of Man and drink his blood, you have no life within you” were 

the words those Westcott House students left on a card beside the smoking thurible in Ridley Hall 

Chapel, over 40 years ago.        

 


