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In the Name of the Father, and of the +Son, and of the Holy Spirit.
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Remember how Mother always said not to chew with your mouth
open? Well Jesus countermands that order in today’s gospel. Now
hold that thought– I’ll come back to it later.

Today, like last week and the week before, there’s a cliffhanger
verse in our continued of reading John 6. We started reading at
verse 51 today, which is the last verse we read last week. Jesus
says, “I am the living bread that came down from heaven.” That’s
what he had been talking to the crowd and the religious leaders
about. “Our ancestors ate the manna in the wilderness and they
died,” he had said to them earlier, “but what I’m offering is bread
from heaven that, whoever eats it will live for ever.” I’m that
bread, he says, that bread is my flesh, which I will give for the life
of the world. What he’s talking about there is his going to the cross
to offer himself as the perfect sacrifice to God, which will atone for
all our sin, and destroy the power of death. And whoever comes to
me, whoever is led to me by God the Father, Jesus says, I will raise
them up on the last day. 

This is all about his death and resurrection and how, by repenting
of our sin, dying to sin, as Paul says, and being joined to Jesus in
a death like his, he will raise us from death in a resurrection like
his. As we’ve been reading through John 6, we see how he’s been
working on that, teaching the people, trying to get them to
understand that he is the remedy for sin, which is what has
alienated all people from God and from one another from the
beginning. He doesn’t speak openly about the cross here; he’s just
beginning to point in that direction. He’s going to absorb all the sin
of the world into himself and die for it on the cross. Then by rising

from the dead, he’s going to demonstrate that he is also the one
Person who can give all people new life in God. No other person,
or deity, or religion makes that claim.

That’s why it makes no sense for a Christian to say that all
religions are equally effective ways to reach God. When the God
you worship says that “No one comes to the Father except through
me” (Jn 14:6), then when you speculate that Jesus isn’t really the
only way, it’s clear that you don’t really have a firm grasp of the
Christian faith. That’s not to say that other religions are totally
ineffective in leading people to God. Wherever truth is found, God
is behind it. Whatever truth any religion possesses and proclaims
can only have come from God himself who, as Jesus says, is the
source of all truth. But those other religions can only lead a person
so far, because they hit a brick wall when they deny the truth about
Jesus. They can’t go any farther. But we trust that God won’t write
off anybody who earnestly and diligently seeks the truth, and
neither should we. If the Spirit  happens to move us to share the
Gospel with them, great; but we never judge or condemn, or soft-
pedal the hard truth of the Gospel. 

“I’m the living bread that came down from heaven,” Jesus says,
“Whoever eats of this bread will live forever; and the bread that I
will give for the life of the world is my flesh.” That’s the startling
cliffhanger where we left off last week. As long as he spoke of
himself as bread, they were with him. They understand him to
mean that he’s got spiritual sustenance to offer them, some kind of
deep divine wisdom, which they can’t get anywhere else, which is
true. But then he introduces a very jarring idea, what appears at
first to be a very physical, non-spiritual action that he says is
required in order to receive the everlasting life that he’s promising.
And this is where we get into the really meaty teaching of this
chapter– pun intended!

Now back to Mother’s rule for just a minute. There are different
words in Greek that are translated as ‘eat,’ depending on the
context, just as there are in English. Think about which ones we



use to describe the way someone eats with their mouth open–
munch, gnaw, gnash, devour, chomp. Mother trained us to think
that doing any of those is not a pleasant sound or sight. But a
person might be excused if they’re starved, like a famine victim, or
in a hurry. Well, the particular word Jesus uses in reference to
eating his flesh isn’t the usual one, the polite one (Ýóèßù); it’s one
that means the same as any of those others that I mentioned
(öÜãçôå = eat loudly). So essentially what he’s saying is “whoever
devours my flesh like they’ve never eaten anything before, I will
raise them up on the last day.” It’s worded in such a way that
there’s no room there to think that it’s anything but a physical act
of devouring. That’s a sacrament. That’s God taking ordinary stuff
and filling it with his grace, his mercy and himself.

“The Jews then disputed among themselves,” John says, in the
sense of scholars debating what this strange declaration might
mean, “How can this man give us his flesh to eat?” This calls to
mind the conversation Jesus had with Nicodemus the Pharisee
earlier in John’s gospel. When Jesus told him that “no one can see
the kingdom of God without being born again,” Nicodemus said,
“How can you be born when you’re old? Can you go back into the
womb and do it all over again?” Jesus said, “I tell you, no one can
enter the kingdom of God without being born of water and Spirit”
(Jn 3.3-5). He’s not talking about a repeat of the first kind of birth.
He’s talking about baptism, about God using something he created
in order to recreate a person, to raise that person to the new life in
Christ. How can God do that? Nicodemus wants to know. Well,
because he’s God, who created all things out of absolutely nothing.
Now he’s taking these same creatures and remaking them. It’s the
fulfilment of what God showed the prophet Jeremiah as he watched
how the potter took something that was ruined and reworked it on
his wheel into something new and beautiful. Then God said to
Jeremiah, “I’m going to do the same thing with my people. Just
like the clay in the potter’s hand, so are my people in my hand” (Jer

18:6). It’s through Jesus that he intended to do that.

“How can this man give us his flesh to eat?” the Jews wondered,
what kind of metaphor can this be? Well, he’s not talking about a
metaphor; he’s talking about a sacrament, and about fulfilling
everything that God had set before his people in the temple
sacrifices. “Very truly, I tell you,” Jesus says to them, “unless you
eat the flesh of the Son of Man and drink his blood, you have no
life in you. Those who eat my flesh and drink my blood have
eternal life, and I will raise them up on the last day; for my flesh is
true food and my blood is true drink.” He keeps repeating that
promise to raise them up on the last day. If you do what I’m telling
you– do the work of God. Remember in the gospel a couple of
weeks ago how the people said to Jesus, “What must we do to be
doing the works of God?” He said, “This is the work of God, that
you believe in the One God has sent,” that you put your whole trust
in that Person. 

At a baptism the priest says, “Do you turn to Jesus Christ and
accept him as your Savior?” “I do,” says the person about to be
baptized, or the godparents. And then, “Do you put your whole
trust in his grace and love?” “I do,” they say. “Do you promise to
follow him and obey him as your Lord?” “I do” (BCP 302-3). That’s
the work of God, believing in Jesus, entrusting your whole life and
your whole being  to him, following where he leads, and doing
what he commands. And what he commands the people who are
devoted to him to do is, first, to be born again of water and the
Spirit, and second, to eat his flesh and drink his blood, in order to
have life in us, in order to abide in him, and he in us. And he will
raise us up on the last day– “the resurrection of the dead, and the
life of the world to come” (Nicene Creed). We’ll read about the
reaction of the crowd and the religious leaders to all that next
week. But for now, back to the temple sacrifices that I mentioned.

When Jesus talked about eating his flesh and drinking his blood,
maybe not so many of the lay people, but for sure the religious
leaders would have been reminded of eating the Passover lamb,
and of how the sacrifices were offered in the temple, and of how



God commanded them to dispose of the blood of animals. In the
book of Leviticus, God says that the life of every creature is in its
blood (Lev 17:10-14), hence the expression, “lifeblood.” So in the case
of animals killed for food, God commanded that the blood be
poured on the ground and covered with dirt. “I will set my face
against that person who eats blood,” he said, “and will cut that
person off from the people.”

In the case of sacrifices, the blood was to be thrown on the altar.
And on Yom Kippur, the Day of Atonement, the high priest took
some of the blood of the sacrifice into the Holy of Holies, the
throne room of God deep inside the temple, and threw it on God’s
throne, the mercy seat, offering the life of the animal to God. After
that he sprinkled some of the blood seven times on the altar to
purify the altar. Then he threw the rest on the people as a visible
reminder that a life was demanded for their sin, and that the blood
of an innocent victim was the price of it. On some occasions, some
of the meat of the sacrifice was to be burnt up on the altar, while
the rest was to be eaten by the priests. But under no circumstances
was anyone to consume the blood, for it was the life of the animal
and was therefore given back to God who created it.

Well, in this chapter of John, as I’ve been saying, Jesus is drawing
the connection from the Exodus and the Passover, first to himself
and his death and resurrection, and from there to what the Church
has been doing in the Holy Eucharist ever since, and finally to the
heavenly marriage supper of the Lamb that John describes at the
end of the Bible. And specifically in this teaching about eating his
flesh and drinking his blood, Jesus is beginning to draw the
connection from the temple rituals, which were repeated annually,
to what he was about to do on the cross once and for all.

The ancient Israelites killed lambs, ate the meat and smeared the
blood around their doors so that God would pass over them and
spare their lives. Every year after that, they sacrificed an
unblemished lamb in the temple and feasted on roast lamb at their
Passover meals. And then when John the Baptist introduced Jesus

as the Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world, he
intended God’s people to understand that Jesus was about to be
offered up as the ultimate unblemished sacrifice, the fulfilment of
all the annual Passover sacrifices, which could never be repeated,
but instead would continually draw people to himself for the rest
of time. 

And just to clarify beyond doubt, on the night before he suffered
and died, Jesus took bread, gave thanks, broke it and gave it to his
disciples, and likewise the cup, declaring them to be his Body and
Blood given for the life of the world. And every time we repeat that
liturgy, he said, we’re to do it for the remembrance of him, or as
our bishop pronounces it, for the “RE-membrance” of him, to
indicate that the particular word Jesus used doesn’t simply mean to
recall or reminisce about his sacrifice, but to revisit it, to return to
it as the one source of life and forgiveness and nourishment. 

The really shocking part of all that– shocking to the religious
sensibilities of the people who first heard it– is the command to
drink his blood. The life of the creature is in its blood, so it goes
back to God. But the blood of Jesus is the blood of God himself,
which is why his people are commanded to consume it, in order to
be filled with the life of God. “Just as the living Father sent me,
and I live because of the Father, so whoever eats me will live
because of me.” Whoever eats God will be filled with the eternal
life of God. Remember what St Athanasius said, “God became
man, that we might become God.” 

That’s amazing stuff! That’s what the Son of God has done for us
in becoming one of us, to die and rise again, and to take us into
himself. That’s how intimate God wants us to be with him. It’s not
metaphor, a way of describing how God relates to us in a spiritual,
non-physical way. As Queen Elizabeth I said, it is what Jesus says
it is. “And that [we] believe, and take it.” “Whoever eats of this
bread will live forever; and the bread that I will give for the life of
the world is my flesh.” In the Name of ...
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