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In the Name of the Father, and of the +Son, and of the Holy Spirit.
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It’s taken us five Sundays to read through John 6. It’s a long
chapter because it covers a long teaching event. And the teaching
in it is dense, but extremely important, which is why we take five
weeks to read through it. Now, in the first three verses of today’s
gospel, which we read at the end of last week’s, we’re reminded of
what Jesus has been teaching about the vital importance of eating
his flesh and drinking his blood, and that it’s a required act of
worship for any who want to be raised up on the last day and live
for ever, as Jesus says. 

A lot of his disciples who heard this said, “This teaching is
difficult; who can accept it?” It really is difficult, and in fact, a lot
of Christians have difficulty with it, as I’ve said before, and have
come up with all sorts of interpretations to try to show that Jesus
wasn’t speaking literally there. And the funny thing about that is
that a lot of those people are biblical literalists, who claim that a
literal reading of the Bible is the only way to understand it. And
when they’re questioned about this particular teaching, they’ll offer
explanations that fly in the face of their claim to be strict literalists.

But that’s not to say that if you don’t take Jesus at his word on this,
then you won’t really receive his flesh and blood in Holy
Communion. That comes from a subjective understanding of the
faith, the idea that if you’ve been behaving badly then you’re not
really a Christian, and are therefore not open to receiving God’s
grace; but as soon as you repent and live right, then you are a
Christian again. That’s another bad understanding of biblical
teaching, but a popular one nonetheless. It should come as no
surprise that both this idea and the literalist reading of the Bible are

found mostly among Protestants; but they’re not confined to
particular denominations. And since we Anglicans have one foot
in the Protestant world and one in the Catholic world, there’s a few
of our own who hold one, or both, of those ideas.

Years ago, Cathy and I went to see a Good Friday play two years
in a row at a big Pentecostal church. It was extremely well done.
There were two stages: on one a modern-day story was played out,
which they changed from year to year; and on the other was the
biblical story which didn’t change, of course. The script for that
one came straight out of the King James version of the Bible word
for word, except for one word. At the Last Supper the actor playing
Jesus picked up the bread and said, “Take, eat; this represents my
body,” and over the cup he said, “This represents my blood.” The
actor, or whoever wrote the script changed the wording of the Bible
because it’s a difficult teaching that they found unacceptable. So
they chose to stick to their denominational commitment, even
though it ran counter to the word of Jesus.

When you challenge a literalist about eating Jesus’ flesh and
drinking his blood, you come face to face with the same problem
Jesus encountered in this gospel. Aware that this disciples were
complaining about it, Jesus said, “Does this offend you
[óêáíäáëßæåé = lit. cause you to stumble]? Then what if you were
to see the Son of Man ascending to where he was before?” What’s
that got to do with anything? you may be wondering. I wondered
that too. He’s sort of talking about the whole idea of miracles. But
since he’s referencing his ascension into heaven, which is still in
the future at this point, they’re not following. But sixty-five or so
years after the fact, which is when John wrote this gospel,
everybody understood, because then they knew all about Jesus’
death, resurrection and ascension, which they celebrated every time
they gathered to eat his flesh and drink his blood. What Jesus is
saying here is, When you see me risen from the dead and ascending
back to where I came from, there won’t be any doubt in your minds
about what I’m teaching you. Because his resurrection and



ascension will be the miracles that will vindicate, that will prove
the truth of, everything he did and said while he was among them.

“It is the spirit that gives life,” Jesus goes on to say, “the flesh is
useless.” Now he’s getting to the heart of the problem. It’s about
how receptive they are to what he’s teaching, and whether they’re
tuned into the right wavelength. When he speaks of the flesh, or the
world, he’s talking about a mindset that can’t see beyond worldly
things. We use a different term now– materialism. Not in the sense
that that word is often used– the need to gather more stuff around
us, to have a bigger house, a classy car, the newest smart phone.
That’s consumerism, forever chasing the lie that whoever has the
most stuff when he dies wins. The base meaning of materialism is
that matter is all there is, the things we can perceive with our five
senses, that we can see, hear, taste, touch and smell. 

Spiritualism, on the other hand, is the understanding that there are
things our senses can’t perceive, and that science can’t prove.
Science can only deal with the material universe; it has nothing to
say about the spiritual realm. And as Christianity and Judaism both
teach, these things can only be known if they’re revealed by God
who is the Creator “of all things visible and invisible” (Nicene Creed).
So when Jesus, who is the Word God that speaks to create, says,
“it’s the spirit that gives life; the flesh is useless,” he means that
there’s a whole lot more to God’s creation than meets the eye, and
that God who created all things can also do things with his creation
to further his purposes. And the most important thing God ever did
with his creation was to enter into it himself. He sent his Son, who
exists from all eternity, to become incarnate, to take human flesh
from a human mother, and be born as one of us. Remember what
C.S. Lewis said: “The Son of God became a man to enable men to
become sons of God” (Mere Christianity). 

The crowd, including many of Jesus’ disciples, take offense/
stumble over, his teaching about eating his flesh and drinking his
blood because 1) a lot of them are still fixated on getting another
free meal after the feeding of the 5,000, and 2) they’re too

materialistic in their thinking. They can’t see how Jesus, who is
both God and man in one Person, has created a new and eternal
bond between the material world and the spiritual, the visible and
the invisible. Once he established that bond by his incarnation, he
keeps on working it out, using material things for spiritual
purposes, imparting his grace to us, and filling us with his own life.

“The words that I have spoken to you are spirit and life,” he says,
“But among you there are some who do not believe.” He knew
exactly who they were, John says. That’s because he’s God, so he
has known from all eternity. But none of them, not even the
disciples who stuck with him, would be able to comprehend this
fully until the day of Pentecost when the Holy Spirit entered into
his people. This weird teaching, which must have sounded
something like cannibalism to them at the time, had to come first.
Then he acted it all out during Holy Week, beginning on Maundy
Thursday when he instituted the Holy Eucharist, declaring, “This
is my Body... This is my blood.” The next day he actually offered
his body and poured out his blood on the cross, the altar of supreme
sacrifice, as “the Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the
world.” And by rising from the dead on the third day, and
“ascending to where he was before” forty days later, he vindicated
himself, he proved the truth of everything he had done and taught,
including the necessity of eating his flesh and drinking his blood in
order for us to have a share in his divine life.

But on that day in the synagogue at Capernaum, most of his
audience wasn’t able to break out of their worldly mindset, and to
follow where he was trying to lead them. “This teaching [was]
difficult; who [could] accept it?” The answer to that question is tied
very closely to the question that was put to Jesus at the beginning 
of this teaching, when the crowd said to him, “What must we do to
perform the works of God?” (Jn 6:28). It’s been a few weeks since
we read that part of the chapter, but I’ve come back to that question
a time or two since then. “This is the work of God,” Jesus
answered, “that you believe in the One whom [God] has sent”



(6:29), believe in Jesus. I emphasized back then that believing is
hard work. It’s not a matter of adopting an opinion like whether
you believe Fox News over CNN. And the response of the crowd
that we read today bears that out: “This teaching is difficult; who
can accept it?” The hardest part of believing in Jesus is to accept
his teaching– all of it– and to let go of whatever you believe that
doesn’t stand up to it. That’s what the grace of God is for, to help
our unbelief (cf Mk 9:24).

The most literal translation of that line actually characterizes the
response of most of the people Jesus encountered throughout his
earthly ministry, including most of the religious leaders: “This is
a hard word; who can hear it?” So it would appear that John
deliberately worded the crowd’s reaction that way so as to draw the
connection to the opening verses of his gospel. There he says, “In
the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the
Word was God” (Jn 1:1). Jesus is the Word. “He was in the
beginning with God,” John continues, “...He came to what was his
own, and his own people did not accept him” (1:11). (That’s the
gospel we read on Christmas morning, btw. ) Compare that to what
we read today: “This is a hard word; who can hear it?”– who can
accept it, receive it? “But to all who did receive him, who believed
in his name,” John says in chapter 1, or as in ch 6, to all who
believed “in the One whom [God] has sent,” (ch 1 again:) “he gave
power to become children of God, who were born, not of blood or
of the will of the flesh or of the will of man, but of God” (1:12-13)–
i.e. who were born not by worldly means, but by heavenly means, 
actually by heavenly and earthly together, by combining the
material and the spiritual, water and the Holy Spirit (Jn 3:5)– the
sacrament of baptism, which is the first thing you do when you
believe, if you’re not baptized already.

In the same way, it’s by doing what Jesus commanded on Maundy
Thursday– taking the bread and the cup of wine, giving thanks,
eating and drinking– that we eat his flesh and drink his blood, that
we consume spiritual food in a very material way, and are filled

with his life. Most of the crowd in Capernaum couldn’t grasp all
that because they were unwilling to stick with Jesus, to follow him
to the cross, and to welcome him on Easter Day, and then see him
“ascending to where he was before.”  “Because of this many of his
disciples turned back and no longer went about with him.” And no
wonder; he was laying some pretty heavy stuff on them.

Yet the original twelve disciples stuck with him. “Don’t you want
to go away too?” Jesus said to them. “Where else would we go?”
Peter replied, “You’re the One who has the words of eternal life.
And we’ve come to believe and know that you are the Holy One of
God.” I’ve been repeating this line for weeks now, and I’m going
to do it one last time here: “This is the work of God, that you
believe in him whom [God] has sent.” And from the Christmas
gospel one more time: “To all who believed in his name, he gave
power to become children of God” (Jn 1:12). “The Son of God
became a man to enable men to become sons of God.” 

John lays out the theology, the deep things of God, that the
Church’s sacramental understanding is based on. It’s the
understanding that the Son of God, who was pure spirit like his
Father and the Holy Spirit until he became incarnate and born of a
human mother, is now both God and man. It’s the miraculous
marriage of the spiritual to the material. And he keeps on doing
that in order to draw all people to himself (Jn 12:32). “God became
man so that we might become God” (Athanasius). I hope that by
repeating those lines from Athanasius and C.S. Lewis, and all those
bits from all over John’s gospel, that I’m not creating confusion,
but rather bringing out the absolute importance of the sacraments.
The classic Anglican definition of a sacrament is that it’s “an
outward and visible sign of an inward and spiritual grace.”  It’s by
participating in them– being baptized, receiving Holy Communion
primarily, and whichever of the other five we have need of, that
Christ takes us into himself so that his life becomes our life.

So keep that in mind when you kneel at the communion rail. It’s
not just a physical gesture of eating and drinking. It’s a deeply



spiritual act of worship, the most intimate kind of encounter we can
have with God in this life, because he’s filling us with his divine
life, and taking us into himself. It’s hard stuff to comprehend, and
we won’t comprehend it fully in this life. But since that’s what he
says is happening at that moment, then we just need to take him at
his word and allow him to fill us with his grace.  In the Name of ...

a.m.d.g.
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