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Sermon, 4th Sunday in Lent, Year A, March 22, 2020, Jane A. Beebe 

Today’s collect: Gracious Father, whose blessed Son Jesus Christ came down from heaven to be 
the true bread which gives life to the world: Evermore give us this bread, that he may live in us, 
and we in him; who lives and reigns with you and the Holy Spirit, one God, now and for ever. 
Amen. 

 

“…You have anointed my head with oil, and my cup is running over.” (Psalm 23:5) 

 

I cannot imagine a more compelling Psalm for us this week than Psalm 23. Its 

phrases have sustained and reassured us through many tough times—even in death 

itself. “The Lord is my shepherd; I shall not be in want…” (Psalm 23:1) I am 

always struck by the word “shall.” Although we may think of it pointing to some 

future time, it also has the sense of strong intention. It is God’s intention that we 

not be in want. “He revives my soul.” (Psalm 23:3) The most literal meaning being 

“He renews my life.” Those frayed edges of my soul are knit up in God’s presence. 

“You spread a table before me in the presence of those who trouble me.” 

(Psalm 23:5) As much as I long to be at the altar today, I know we have a God who 

is able to spread a table anywhere, under any circumstances. A professor at 

Virginia Theological School affirms that through the Eucharist we are able to see 

what God is doing in all places and in all times. Therefore God is present at all 

other tables (emphasis mine) and in all other times. Even now, God’s cup is 

running over. 
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The image of the overflowing cup is beautiful. The cup is not merely full to 

the brim—that would seem to be grace enough. It is running over like a fountain; it 

is God’s abundance. I think of that great hymn: 

“Come, Thou Fount of every blessing 
Tune my heart to sing Thy grace 
Streams of mercy, never ceasing 
Call for songs of loudest praise…” 

The cup is a powerful symbol for Christians, associated as it is with the 

Eucharist. Jesus offers his own blood in that running-over cup of wine. The 

pouring out is endless, eternal, for the forgiveness of our sins. It is poured out for 

all. Thomas Merton said these astounding, mystical words: “The wine of the 

Psalter and the wine of Heaven are the same, and they are ours, because whether in 

Heaven or on earth there is only one chalice, and that chalice itself is Heaven… 

[The light of the kingdom of heaven] is wine. It was of this wine that Jesus said: “I 

shall not drink the fruit of this vine again until I drink it with you now in the 

Kingdom of my Father.” (Merton, Thomas. Bread in the Wilderness) 

  In the same way that God can spread a table anywhere (we have only to look 

for them), we can also look for those overflowing cups. They may look more like 

cups of coffee or soup, or bottles of water. In my father’s last days I remember the 

dining services staff bringing in trays of snacks, and pitcher after pitcher of sweet 

tea.  
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I wanted to remember their kindness (and the power of serotonin to heal), so 

I wrote a short poem about it:.   

Food  

“Please let us feed you. It is our way 

of grieving.” I drink the sweet tea,  

eat the fried shrimp, 

the white rice with cheese (and the merest trace 

of broccoli). 

I feel better. 

“I am bringing him lunch. I know he cannot possibly 

eat it. (It is what I know how to do. Adherence 

to routine brings me to those rooms 

I do not want to enter). 

I leave the covered plate on the table. It is 

food indeed. I understand 

consecration. 

 

”The cup of blessing that we bless, is it not a sharing in the blood of Christ? 

The bread that we break, is it not a sharing in the body of Christ?” (1 Corinthians 

10:16) 

I gave blood recently at Baystate Medical Center in Springfield. The lobby 

of the Daly building is a very different place these days as they have put in place 

many safety protocols. I checked in with security and was carefully guided to the 
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first floor, the site of the current donor center. Even so, I realized that the last time 

I had been in this building was as a chaplain intern. The interconnecting corridors, 

elevators, and buildings had gradually become familiar to me. I had a special 

feeling being back in this place. After giving blood I was offered a snack and 

something to drink. The beverage of choice used to be coffee or tea. Now it’s 

water—better at rehydrating I am sure! I drank two bottles with my granola bar. 

 The water bottles brought back a memory. It was a Sunday afternoon, part 

way through one of my twenty-four-hour on-call shifts at Baystate. I noticed a 

young couple in a waiting area near the main lobby and approached them. I learned 

that they had been caring for an older man in their home who was not a relation, 

yet nevertheless as dear to them as a parent. I do not remember the circumstances 

of his being hospitalized. Perhaps it had been a heart attack. The couple were 

waiting anxiously to hear news of his condition. It is my hope that I managed to be 

a comforting presence.  

However, one of the realities of being in a large hospital building is that the 

atmosphere can be very dry. I knew of a snack bar nearby and offered to get them 

some water. (Thankfully the hospital only charged $1 a bottle). It felt good to do 

something concrete for these deeply kind people, however basic. I was witnessing 

selfless love. They were being Christ to this man. Then I thought of these verses 
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from Mark: “For truly I tell you, whoever gives you a cup of water to drink because 

you bear the name of Christ will by no means lose the reward.” (Mark 9:41) 

In our Catechism we have St. Augustine’s insight that “a sacrament is an 

outward and visible sign of an inward and spiritual grace.” I think this is, finally, 

the meaning of the last verse of Psalm 23: “Only goodness and steadfast love shall 

pursue me all the days of my life…” It is God who makes the ordinary holy. I am 

someone who was drawn to the Episcopal Church by the sacraments. They worked 

on me, invisibly, continually, even before the words of the prayers and creeds. It is 

God working in us, and all that surrounds us, through the Holy Spirit, and in the 

love of Christ that brings us ever closer to that heavenly chalice of which Merton 

speaks. 

“Help me to do your will in whatever work You give. Willing as You will, willing 
to use very simple things as the instruments of love, as You did: the towel and the 
basin; the cup, plate, and loaf; willing to do the most menial duties for the sake of 
love.” Evelyn Underhill 

 

  

 

  

  

 


