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Thelma walked into the Cathedral here in Richmond in June of 1969. She had never attended 
Mass at the Cathedral before, so she took her time and finally made her way to a pew. There was 
a family sitting at the other end of the pew, so Thelma had plenty of space to sit down. 
 
And as soon as she sat down, that family got up, left the pew, and moved to another section of 
the church.  
 
The same thing happened the next week, when she sat in another pew.  
 
What was the problem? The ‘problem’ was that Thelma was an African American Catholic 
woman. 
 
For years, Thelma had attended St. Joseph’s, a small African American parish here in Richmond. 
She was a teacher in local public schools. 
 
For a time, Catholic Churches in Virginia were segregated - as were most  southern churches of 
that era. By the late 1950’s, Bishop Russell said that such segregation was a violation of the 
Gospel. But in a classic example of doing the wrong thing for the right reason, Bishop Russell 
decided to ‘integrate’ our churches by closing down the African American parishes and telling 
the people to go to larger local parishes. The goal of integration was a good one. The practice of 
closing those small parishes brought great pain.  
 
That is how Thelma found herself in the Cathedral in June of 1969. And that is where she was 
reminded that even people who claimed to share her same faith could not see past the color of 
her skin.  
 
She kept going to Mass. People kept moving out of the pew. 
 
Thelma had made a decision – she was staying at the Cathedral. When she told this story to me, 
she said that no matter how some people treated her, she felt at home there when she received 
Holy Communion. The Lord wanted her there. 
 
By the time I got to know Thelma in the 1990’s, she and her husband had become beloved 
leaders in the Cathedral community. Times had changed. So had some attitudes. 
 
And Thelma told me that, several years after she arrived at the Cathedral, a man sat next to her in 
her pew. She realized it was one of the folks who had gotten up and moved when she first went 
to church there. 



 
And the man shared his sorrow about how he had treated her years before.  
 
Thelma asked him what had brought about this change. And he said, “I just look at the line of 
people who come forward for Communion week after week. I look at their faces.  
 
“Some of the people who come forward for communion are really good and holy people. Others 
are small minded and angry.” 
 
He said, “I know that some of them have cheated on their spouses. Some cheat on their taxes, or 
are crooked in business. Some are white, some are black, some are Asian, some are old, some are 
young.” 
 
“And,” he said, “it dawned on me that no matter how different we are, it is the same exact Lord 
Jesus who is placed in to our hands when we receive communion. It is the same Lord Jesus 
whom we receive in the chalice, no matter what we look like.”  
 
The man smiled at Thelma and said, “I’ve spent most of life judging people who are different. 
Apparently, the Lord loves each of us with the same powerful love. And you, Thelma, helped me 
to see that.” 
 
Thelma told me this story years ago, and that’s my recollection of how that conversation went. 
 
The man said: 
 
“It is the same exact Lord Jesus who is placed into our hands… it is the same Lord Jesus whom 
we receive in the chalice… no matter what we look like. It is the Lord who loves each of us with 
the same powerful love.”  
 
Did you notice what Jesus said in today’s Gospel reading? We are in the 6th Chapter of John’s 
Gospel, the famous “Bread of Life” chapter. First, Jesus feeds thousands of hungry people. First, 
he nourishes their bodies. Then he nourishes their souls, and he does so with a profound teaching 
on the word of God, and the will of God. All of which culminates in today’s passage, where 
Jesus leads us into a deeper understanding of what the Eucharist means, what the Eucharist 
brings to us, & what the Eucharist calls us to become. 
 
The Eucharist is the celebration where the Living One brings us life! The Eucharist is the place 
where Jesus, who was broken, makes us whole. The Eucharist is the place where the Savior who 
was unjustly condemned, calls us to act with justice, and forgives us when we falter. 
 
What an amazing gift this Eucharist is! What a beautiful mystery to celebrate of this Feast of the 
Body and Blood of Christ! 
 



But did you notice what Jesus says about this amazing gift and mystery? He keeps repeating one 
word. And that word is ‘whoever…’ 
 
‘Whoever eats my flesh and drinks my blood has eternal life…’ 
‘Whoever eats my flesh and drinks my blood remains in me…’ 
‘Whoever eats this bread will live forever…’ 
 
Whoever.  
 
Notice that Jesus does not say, “You may eat my flesh and drink my blood as long as everyone 
else in the congregation is comfortable with you being here…” 
 
Jesus does not say, “You may eat my flesh and drink my blood if you have the right skin color, 
or voted correctly in the last election, or have embraced the latest trend or fad…” 
 
Jesus unites. Jesus calls. Jesus invites. Whoever… whoever HE wants at his table. Since ALL are 
loved by God. 
 
Thelma told me another story over lunch one day. Thelma was having a conversation with a 
classroom full of African American high school students here in Richmond. There was an anti-
segregation protest going on, and a student in her class said boldly, “we have to speak truth to 
power.” 
 
And Thelma said to that student, “Speaking truth to power is fun and cathartic. But speaking love 
to hate takes work and inner strength. Which is why so few do it.” 
 
Speaking love to hate… that takes work. But isn’t that what Jesus calls every person to do? 
When we all dedicate ourselves to our Baptismal calling, when we follow the Holy Spirit’s lead 
and ‘speak love to hate,’ it requires that each of us – every citizen – must confront the hate and 
anger within ourselves that we may not even be aware of. Every human being of every race, 
language and way of life, has the ability to hate.  
 
And every human being of every race, language and way of life has the God-given ability to 
love. The truth must be spoken to and heard by everyone. Every person must be converted and 
changed by the Lord.  
 
And it is the Eucharist itself which gives us the nourishment we need to speak love to hate. It is 
the Eucharist which reminds us that, as Catholics, we must allow the Lord Jesus to define what 
justice is and how we must work toward it. No cable channel, no political movement, no elected 
official, can replace the Gospel in our lives. If we allow that to happen, we will soon be speaking 
words of anger and hate, instead of words of justice and love.  
 
As a pastor, I am called upon to preach the Gospel, and the fulness of our Catholic faith. That 



won’t always make you comfortable. But believe me, the Gospel makes ME uncomfortable at 
least once a day! First and foremost, I am praying to hear what Christ wants me to learn about 
myself, my weaknesses, my sin.  
 
If I listen, I may take a step forward in his light. If I stop listening, I may just fail to recognize the 
Jesus who is sitting in my pew. 
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