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Christ Church, Cambridge

John 6:56–69

That was an odd lesson we heard last Sunday. We were talking about the Eucharistic discourse of Jesus and how he said, “Unless you eat my flesh and drink my blood, you will not enter the kingdom of heaven.” It talked about this meal of bread and wine, that we so often take for granted, being nothing less than a spiritual sort of cannibalism, the eating of Christ’s spiritual body and blood so that we might become more like him. It talked about ingesting Jesus’ whole ministry from his birth to his ascension, with all the healing and teaching and loving that took place in between, and how that must become part of our spiritual make-up if we are going to make a life in this phenomenon we call the Kingdom of God.


After a short recap, the gospel for today begins with some of Jesus’ followers saying, “This is a hard saying.” Jesus responds, perhaps through one drawn eyebrow, “If you take offense at this, then what are you going to do when you see me ascend to where I was before I came to you?” Jesus knew that, among those present (some guess 70 or so, some as many as 120), there were some that simply did not believe. They were trying. They were listening hard. They were working at absorbing his disturbing words, but when it came to this breaking point, many of those who followed drew back and no longer went about with Jesus. They went back to their homes, back to their lives and families, and they tried to forget about this troubling preacher from the Galilee.


Listening to these hard words, I can almost see them struggling, striving with tears in their eyes to believe that with Jesus there was a whole new way to God for them; I can see them unable to look Jesus in the face; and then, with their faces down, they turn, shoulders first and then the rest of them, away from Jesus to go on about their lives. It is a poignant and a powerful moment. I would like to tell you that it was a moment sealed away in the pages of an old story from a faraway land. But the truth is, it is a moment that you and I know—perhaps a moment that we fear. It is that moment of decision when we must either be counted among the followers of Jesus or among those who turn away from him.


When I think about the way the New Testament unfolds its story for us, it comes to me that this Jesus of ours, on the whole,  said a lot more things that confront me than comfort me. Of course, there is the comfort of feeling as if we are doing the right thing. There is the comfort of Jesus’ promise of eternal life in a place that he prepares. There is the promise that he will be with us always even to the end of the earth.  But there is also a lot of confrontation in the way this Christ demands that I live.


Many of you have already heard me joke while sweating through my vestments at the end of a Sunday service that the next time I find a world religion, it’s going to be one where the vestments were designed in the Caribbean instead of Northern Europe. And, while we’re changing, let’s just have it meet on Thursday nights so it doesn’t mess up my weekends.  This odd perspective may sound a bit irreverent to you, but for me it is only the humorous safety-valve on the pressure-cooker of my faith. For, you see, this Jesus, this confronting, provoking, demanding Jesus, this Jesus that says “take up your cross” and “love your neighbor” and “pray for your enemies”, this Jesus that says, “the first shall be last and the last first” and “it’s easier for a camel to go through the eye of a needle than for a rich man to go into heaven”, this Jesus is the only one I’ve got.


It’s pure and simple: I can rail against him, I can whine about what he expects from me. I can redefine his expectations, and in the end, when push comes to shove I can turn around and walk away from him. But once I walk away, where would I go? Where else am I accepted just as I am? Where else am I loved unconditionally? Where else can my soul find challenge, and energy, and fuller life and peace at the last? Where else would I go?


John’s story wells up in me a memory from childhood that frightens me to this day. It happened in one of the large department stores in my town when I was only five or six. I had accompanied my mother on one of her spirited shopping trips into the city. Now, Mother is eighty-five this year and she is slowing down a bit, but in her day she was one of the fastest-walking short women in captivity, and it was not always easy to keep up with her, especially on a six-year-old’s even shorter legs. I remember that everything that day was bigger than life to me. The store’s counters were all above my head. The dresses in the ladies’ department appeared to me as a maze in some medieval garden. My mother was going about her shopping as usual, first over here, then over there. And I was mesmerized by the colors in a set of tags hanging from a particular dress.  My mind was surely a hundred miles away when, all of a sudden, I found that I was alone. There were people around, but they were not my people. My mother had inadvertently moved to another department of the store, certain that I was tagging along. But, for my lack of attention, I did not follow her. I stayed for an extra minute, toying with what had my moment’s attention. And then it happened. Without anyone saying it, without anyone signaling to me that things had changed, I knew for a fact that I was irrevocably alone; I was lost, surely in danger and perhaps never to be found again. And, with the fear that we’d all like to think happens only in the lives of children, I ran, I clambered, I shrieked, “Mamma!”, and over the comforting words of salespeople, over their bribes of candy, over all their reassurances that all things would soon be put right, over all that my mother heard my shrieks and came to a timely rescue. I’m sure the whole thing lasted three minutes at the outside, but for me it was eternity. It was on that day that I learned that it was better to stay in touch with “Mamma” than just to call on her when I needed her most. I could not tame my mother. I could not make her be right here when I needed her, and out of my way the rest of the time. I had to learn to live with the mother that nature gave me.


I am afraid that part of the spirit of American religion has been an attempt at taming God. To make of God something that we can take out and dust off for holidays. To make of God a last resort who only hears from us in our darkest hours of need and despair. In this age when we have figured out how to control so much of our environment, maybe we think that somehow we are entitled to control God as well. But then, there is Jesus—our only Jesus—saying hard sayings that we must hear and then either accept or reject. Jesus will not be controlled. Jesus will not be relegated to some distant corner of our psyches. He will not be closeted for the majority of our lives and then paraded around our courtyards at Easter and placed in our plaster of Paris crèches at Christmastide. We have to learn to live with the Jesus God has given us. Our God will be God to us, or else God will be to us nothing at all. And that leaves you and me standing there outside the Synagogue at Capernaum with the disciples, hearing hard words and deciding if we will follow Jesus or not.


Of course, we humans will try to find an easier way out. We will find fault in our local church, or in our national denomination. We will say that our needs are not being met here or there. We will shop around for churches that give us easier answers, or longer lists of dos and don’ts, or that take some of the gray spaces out of our daily existence. But we will not change God.


When Jesus sees some of those disciples turning away, he turns to his inner band, to the twelve, and he says to them, “Do you also wish to go away?” And it is Peter, the confessor, the denyer, the wishy-washy, the rock—it is Peter who says, “Lord, to whom shall we go? You have the words of eternal life, and we have believed and have come to know that you are the Holy One of God.” To use a phrase of my father’s, “Peter did not lick that theology of his off the grass.” Peter had been nurtured and loved and cared for in the presence of Christ. He had eaten meals with the master. He had seen miraculous healings, he had heard hard words that pulled some people along and turned others away. He had come to a place where he could say, “You are the Christ of God,” and in Christ he was at home. I wonder if maybe for just a second as he was formulating his answer he had a bit of that feeling of being lost in a department store without his mother. Maybe he sensed just a shadow of what it would be like to turn away from Jesus and go back to his nets by the sea, but Peter was hooked, hauled and landed. He was caught up by the life of one who was in the very act of giving his life for others, and he could not turn back. The jig was up, the die was cast, and he was committed. He had made his home in Christ, for good or for ill.


We too are nurtured and cared for in the presence of Christ in this community of Christ’s church. We too are witnesses to the miracles of his grace in our own lives and in the lives of those around us. We too are given strength through this mystical and symbolic spiritual meal, here at God’s table, to know the Christ for who he really is. But each of us, no matter our path, faces a time of challenge, a time of commitment, a time of naming the Christ or choosing not to name him and walking lonely away.


To be truly Jesus’ people is to realize that, for all the avenues to God, there is no other way for us, and that wherever this Christ is leading us, we are willing to go. If this Christ of ours makes demands upon our time and talent and lives, then we must live into those demands. If this Christ offers mercy, then we must accept mercy. If the Christ challenges us with change in the world and change in the church, then we must get on with the change. He is the only Christ we have. And we must find Peter’s words within us, planted by nothing less than the grace of God, so that we might say, “Lord, to whom shall we go? You have the words of eternal life; and we believe and have come to know that you are the Holy One of God.” AMEN.
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