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In the Name of the Father, and of the +Son, and of the Holy Spirit.
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This is now the third week in a row that we’ve read from John 6,
and we’ve got two more Sundays after this. We’re skipping a few
verses here and there, since there’s a bit of repetition; and we’re
repeating a couple of verses as a way of picking up where we left
off the week before, like how they do it on Days of Our Lives. So
last week the reading ended at verse 35, and today we read it again,
then skipped ahead to verse 41. Verse 35 was the cliffhanger last
week. It’s when Jesus shocked his audience, first by revealing
himself as God– “I Am,” which is how God identified himself to
Moses from the burning bush, and how Jesus will identify himself
six more times in John’s gospel. No pious Jew back then would
have begun a theological/spiritual statement by saying, “I am,” for
that reason. They chose different words. So it really was a shock
for them to hear Jesus start off a self-description with “I am.” The
second way he startled them was by saying that he alone is able to
satisfy the hunger and thirst of God’s people everlastingly: “I am
the bread of life. Whoever comes to me will never be hungry, and
whoever believes in me will never be thirsty.” The rest of what we
read today builds on what Jesus says there.

There have been a couple of conflicting interpretations of this
teaching over the centuries, particularly between churches that
have a high sacramental view– Anglicans, Lutherans, Roman
Catholics– and those that have a much lower view of the
sacraments– Baptists and other groups of evangelicals. The high
view, explained in various ways by various churches, is basically
that, however God makes it happen, the bread and wine
miraculously become the Body and Blood of Christ. God is quite

capable of doing extraordinary things with ordinary things that he
created in the first place. We don’t ultimately know how it
happens, but because Jesus said, “this is my body,” and “this is my
blood,” he somehow fills it with himself in order to fill us with
himself. Last week I quoted St Athanasius who said, “the Son of
God became man so that we might become God.” Well, receiving
the Body and Blood of Christ in Holy Communion plays a pretty
important part in our divinization, our becoming God. The low
view of the sacrament, on the other hand, says that nothing at all
happens in the Holy Eucharist (= the Lord’s Supper); the only
reason we do it is because Jesus commanded us to, and then only
as a reminder of the Last Supper. 

That idea was first proposed during the Protestant Reformation by
a radical named Ulrich Zwingli. Most of the other reformers shot
him down, but then along came the early Baptists who liked
Zwingli’s idea and ran with it. And from there it spread to later
denominations. Because it was such a hot issue during the
Reformation, it’s said that someone asked Queen Elizabeth I what
she thought about it. She was no slouch when it came to Scripture
and theology, and she was also a bit of a poet. So she came up with
this clever little rhyme:

‘Twas God the Word that spake it;
he took the Bread and brake it;
and what his Word doth make it,
that I believe and take it.

In other words, it is whatever Jesus says it is; therefore it is his
Body and Blood, regardless of whatever doubts you or I may have.

The Eucharist was not far from John’s mind when he wrote his
gospel, says Bp N.T. Wright, “and its meaning is given by Jesus
himself” (Twelve Months of Sundays, Morehouse, 2012). I said a couple of
weeks ago that John is drawing a line here from the Passover, when
all the ancient Israelites killed a lamb, roasted and ate it, and
smeared its blood on the doorposts, so that God would pass over
their houses, and the Exodus, when God led them dry-footed



through the Red Sea, and then fed them in the desert with quail and
manna. John is drawing a line from all that, through the death and
resurrection of Jesus, and through what the Church has been doing
every Sunday ever since, ending at “the marriage supper of the
Lamb” that John describes near the end of his book of Revelation
(19:9). At the center of all of that is who Jesus is and why he came.
And what happens here at the altar and the communion rail is how
he draws us into all that.

The Jews began to complain, John says. He’s not talking about all
the Jewish people, but about their religious leaders, usually the
Pharisees, who took a particular view of certain things. It was a
sectarian view, because they interpreted the law and the prophets
in a way that was different from the Sadducees and other Jewish
sects. And their interpretation informed the way they understood
Jesus, and consequently, the way they treated him. “We know this
man,” they said, “and we know his parents. So how can he say that
he came down from heaven?” 

At that point Jesus makes another reference to the Exodus when he
says, “Don’t complain among yourselves.” Twice in the book of
Exodus it says that the Israelites complained among themselves
because Moses had led them into the wilderness where there was
no food or water (15:24; 16:2). In response to their complaining, God
gave them the bread from heaven, the manna. It’s because Jesus
claimed to be the true bread from heaven that the Jewish leaders
complained against him in today’s gospel. And in describing this
confrontation, John is illustrating that manna-Jesus-Eucharist
connection. The Pharisees, like all Jews at the time, were looking
for God’s messiah, the one anointed to deliver his people from their
troubles. So they were scrutinizing Jesus, to determine if he was
the one. But the criteria they were using was what they had
developed from their particular take on the (OT) Scriptures,
clouded as it was by their sectarian agenda. 

Every one of us reads Scripture with a clouded understanding,
usually influenced by our denominational points of view, by the

preachers and teachers we listen to, by our casual conversations
where people sit around and say, “Well I think this is what this
passage means,” or “I feel like it could mean different things for
different people.” Because we come up with dumb ideas like that
is why none of us is competent to figure out Scripture on our own.
St Peter says, “First of all you must understand this, that no
prophecy [word] of scripture is a matter of one’s own
interpretation, because no prophecy ever came by human will, but
men and women moved by the Holy Spirit spoke from God” (2Pet

1:20-22). Scripture is God’s prophetic word to the Church, so every
interpretation of Scripture that’s not in agreement with the whole
body of Church teaching over 2,000 years is rejected. And all kinds
of bad teaching has been rejected by the Church, from what Paul
called the “different gospel” that troubled the Galatian church, right
up to the Prosperity Gospel that now troubles the American church.

So like the crowd, who misunderstood what kind of kingdom Jesus
had come to establish (last week’s gospel), the religious leaders
had formed a particular idea of what God’s Anointed One would
be like. And like the crowd, they were mistaken. Their ancestors
who complained in the wilderness had demanded of God the things
they wanted, things they had been accustomed to in their old life.
Likewise, the crowd and the leaders that Jesus was trying to teach
had imagined a messiah that would give them what they wanted.
They weren’t open to the leading of God. That’s why Jesus said to
them, “No one can come to me unless drawn by the Father who
sent me.” No one can come to him unless they’re willing to deny
themselves, to forget about what they want and what they think
they need, and allow the Father to show them what they really
need, what he really wants them to have, which is far greater than
anything they can imagine, which can only be found in Jesus.

Then he tells them what will happen if they do that: “I will raise
that person up on the last day.” They’re hoping for a political
kingdom in which they’re the top dogs, the ethnic and religious
majority in a worldly kingdom with worldly values. But Jesus is



offering an eternal kingdom, where politics and ethnic subjugation
don’t exist, and where all are one in him. They can only be part of
that, he says, if they submit to the will of God the Father, who will
then introduce them to his Son who came to inaugurate that
kingdom. It’s not something we can choose for ourselves. It’s been
chosen for us by God from before the foundation of the world. All
that’s left for us to do is accept it.

Bishop Wright takes issue with that expression we hear now and
then about “making a decision for Christ” (and also that hymn, “I
have decided to follow Jesus”). He tells the story of C.S. Lewis
being asked by an interviewer how he had “made his decision.” But
Lewis refused to answer in those terms. He said he hadn’t made a
decision, but that he “was decided upon,” that God had closed in on
him and he couldn’t escape. None of us makes a decision for
Christ– God has already made it for us. Later on Jesus would say
to his disciples, “You did not choose me but I chose you” (Jn 15:16). 
So just as God chose the people he later freed from slavery through
the Passover and the Exodus, he now chooses those he wishes to
free from sin through Jesus. “No one can come to me unless drawn
by the Father who sent me.” And the thing about that is that God
has set his love on every one of his creatures (cf Dt 7:7), not because
any of us is worthy of his love, but because we are all his creatures,
and he wants to make all of us his children. And that only happens
when we are joined to his Son (Rom 6:5). That’s why Jesus says that
“Everyone who has heard and learned from the Father comes to
me.” 

Then he comes back to the “work of God” that we read about last
week: “This is the work of God, that you believe in him whom he
has sent” (Jn 6:29). Today we heard him say,  “Very truly, I tell you,
whoever believes has eternal life,” i.e. whoever does “the work of
God” has eternal life. I said last week that believing is not as easy
as it sounds because it requires doing a lot of things: learning the
ways of God; committing ourselves to worship– daily, but also
joining every other believer at the altar at least every Sunday, if

possible, eating his flesh and drinking his blood; and striving to be
conformed in every way to the image and likeness of God. It’s not
easy because what it requires of us most of all is sacrifice, giving
everything else a backseat, so that God can do his work in us. The
work of God is actually God doing his work in us. It’s kind of like
going to the dentist. All we have to do once we get there is to open
our mouth and let the dentist do everything. And while we don’t
want to do it, we’re glad when it’s done. The work of God won’t
be done in us, though, until we come to the marriage supper of the
Lamb.

What we’ll be feasting on then is what we’ll be feasting on in a few
minutes– the Bread of Life. Previously the crowd had asked Jesus
for a sign, like how their ancestors had eaten the manna in the
desert. Here Jesus says that they did indeed eat the manna, and all
of them eventually died. But what I’m offering, he says, is the
greater manna, the greater bread that comes down from heaven, so
that whoever eats it won’t die. I’m that bread, he tells them, and
whoever eats it will live for ever. We’re still going to have to face
our mortality and die a physical death, but he’s promising to raise
us all up on the last day. Even so, the everlasting life he promises
will begin in us before all that happens, by being joined to him in
baptism and by feeding on the bread that only he gives which, he
says, is his flesh given for the life of the world. 

That’s the cliff-hanger in today’s episode, the first indication that
somehow, believers, those in whom God does his work, will
actually have to eat him. And since there’s no neat and tidy way to
wrap all this up except to continue reading the rest of John 6, I’ll
leave you with a little homework. The communion hymn we sang
last week (307, Lord, enthroned in heavenly splendor), and the we’re going
to sing shortly (335, I am the bread of life) are mostly drawn from
John 6. Take a hymnal home, or look them up on YouTube. Read
them over; meditate on them; pray them. Then when you come
back next week, you’ll be ready for more! In the Name of ...
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