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As most of you know, I generally preach from the lectionary – the 
three-year cycle of selected Bible readings that many churches use 
in worship each Sunday. One of the valuable things about using 
the lectionary is that it helps us go through the Bible in a fairly 
systematic way, exposing us to the many stories, themes, and 
varieties of literature that the Bible contains.   
 
But using the lectionary can be challenging as well, because (truth 
be told) there are texts in the Bible that I would rather avoid all 
together. Preaching from the lectionary forces me to look at 
scripture passages that make me uncomfortable. It makes me 
address Biblical texts that I would not ordinarily choose to 
address if left to my own preferences.  
 
The appointed gospel reading for this morning is a case in point. 
It is considered the most controversial and hotly debated passage 
in the entire gospel of John. It comes up every three years in the 
lectionary, and in the more than twenty years that I have been a 
pastor I have never once preached on it. I have always avoided it 
and taken the safe way out, choosing instead to preach on the 
theme of wisdom found in two of the other lectionary readings 
for today – from First Kings and Ephesians. 
 
So, this morning I’m taking up the challenge of preaching on this 
difficult text. Let me confess to you right from the outset that I 
have more questions about it than I have answers. And I’m not 
alone. As we will see, the religious authorities of Jesus’ day had 
trouble with what he was saying in this passage, as did many of 
his own disciples. So, as we wrestle together with Jesus’ words 
this morning, know that we are in good company. 
 



 
It’s the day after Jesus multiplied the loaves and fishes to feed a 
crowd of five thousand. The crowd that had been fed through this 
miracle searches for Jesus, eventually finding him in Capernaum 
teaching in the synagogue. The crowd engages him in a 
conversation in which Jesus speaks of himself as “the bread of life 
. . . come down from heaven,” like the manna that God sent from 
heaven to feed their ancestors as they wandered in the wilderness 
on the way to the Promised Land. When Jesus says: “I am the 
bread of life,” we assume that he is speaking of himself 
metaphorically as “the bread of God . . . which comes down from 
heaven and gives life to the world.” It’s a great analogy. 
 
But then, in what he says a little later, to my ears, and to the ears 
of his initial hearers, Jesus seems to cross a line. “I am the living 
bread that came down from heaven,” he 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.”  
 
At that the conversation comes to a screeching halt. The religious 
authorities don’t know what to make of this. “How can this man 
give us his flesh to eat?” they ask. They appear to be taking Jesus 
literally. And Jesus says nothing to dissuade them from that line 
of thinking. He doesn’t suggest that they lighten up, because he is 
only speaking metaphorically. Nor does he suggest that he is 
speaking about the future, looking ahead to the sacrifice of his 
own flesh on the cross. No, Jesus doubles down. “Very truly, I tell 
you,” Jesus says, “unless you eat the flesh and drink the blood of the 
Human One you have no life in you.”  
 
Now, those of us who receive communion regularly have grown 
accustomed to hearing the words “the body of Christ given for 
you” and “the blood of Christ shed for you,” so much so that 
Jesus’ words in John 6 may not sound all that strange to us. 
Nevertheless, in this passage I must admit that I find Jesus’ 
language pretty jarring -- shocking even.  
 
“Those who eat my flesh and drink my blood have eternal life, and I 
will raise them up on the last day;” says Jesus, “for my flesh is true 



food and my blood is true drink. Those who eat my flesh and drink my 
blood abide in me, and I in them.”  
 
It was not only the religious authorities that objected to what 
Jesus was saying. Many of Jesus’ own disciples had trouble with 
it as well. “This teaching is difficult;” they said, “who can accept 
it?” Apparently, they too were taking Jesus literally. Had they 
believed that Jesus was speaking figuratively, metaphorically, 
surely they would not have found his words so offensive. But 
John’s gospel tells us that “because of this many of [Jesus’] 
disciples turned back and no longer went about with him.” 
 
This exodus of followers led Jesus to turn to his core group of 
twelve disciples and ask them, “‘Do you also wish to go 
away?’ Simon Peter answered him, ‘Lord, to whom can we go? 
You have the words of eternal life. We have come to believe and 
know that you are the Holy One of God.’” They would stick by 
him. Lucky for Jesus! 
 
 
Let me come right out and say it: Jesus’ talk about eating his flesh 
and drinking his blood sounds awfully cannibalistic. It’s easy to 
see how people might get the wrong idea. The awkwardness of it 
is reflected in an amusing meme circulating on Facebook. It 
depicts a family of four, dressed in their Sunday best, walking 
home from church, carrying their Bibles. One of the parents is 
responding to their young son, who has stopped dead in his 
tracks. The caption reads: “Jesus may have risen from the dead 
kids but he’s not a zombie. And drinking his blood and eating his 
body doesn’t make you a vampire or cannibal. [Let’s go get some] 
Frozen Yogurt!” 
 
In the first few centuries of Christianity, when it was a small, 
persecuted movement under the Roman Empire, one of the things 
the Romans accused Christians of was cannibalism. When they 
heard Christians talking about eating the flesh and drinking the 
blood of Christ, what else were the Romans to think? The early 
Christians could have easily defended themselves against this 
Roman charge had they believed that the communion bread and 



wine were just symbols of Christ’s body and blood. But they 
believed in the Real Presence of Christ in the communion 
elements. They believed they were actually eating the flesh and 
drinking the blood of Christ.  
 
Now, how Christ’s flesh and blood are present in the bread and 
wine has been a point of contention between churches for 
centuries, dividing Catholics from Protestants, as well as 
Protestants from one another.  
 
The Roman Catholic Church holds that when the bread and wine 
are consecrated, they change completely into the actual body and 
blood of Christ. Only their appearance as bread and wine 
remains. This change is known as transubstantiation. And 
Christ’s presence in the elements is called the “Real Presence.” 
 
Lutherans hold that in the Eucharist the substance of the bread 
and wine coexists with the body and blood of Christ, that there is 
a sacramental union between them. This is sometimes called 
consubstantiation  
 
Over against the Catholic and Lutheran doctrines, Presbyterians 
and other Reformed Christians take the view that Christ is not 
physically present in the communion elements, but that he is 
spiritually present in them.  
 
Ultimately, how Christ’s flesh and blood are present in the bread 
and wine is a mystery. We can’t explain it. Indeed, the word 
sacrament comes from the Latin translation of the Greek word 
mysterion. So a sacrament may also be referred to as a mystery. 
Indeed, the Christian sacraments of communion (and baptism) 
were called mysteries in the early church and continue today to 
be called mysteries in Orthodox Churches. 
 
Sacraments are, in the words of St. Augustine, “visible signs of an 
invisible grace.” They are means of grace, means of God’s 
unconditional love, through which the Holy Spirit nourishes us. 
They are dramatizations of the word of God, appealing to all our 
senses -- sight, smell, touch, and taste, as well as to sound. 



Sacraments are gifts of God for the people of God -- for the 
enrichment of our spiritual life and the strengthening of our faith. 
 
The emphasis on Christ’s flesh and blood in this scripture passage 
speaks to the incarnational nature of Christianity. Right from the 
beginning of John’s gospel we learn that “the Word became flesh 
and lived among us.” God so loved the world that God became 
flesh and blood and lived among us as Emmanuel (God with us) 
to heal our brokenness and restore us to wholeness. God wanted 
to be so close to us as to become one with us. In Jesus, God 
became one with humanity that we might become one with God.   
 
Becoming one with God through Jesus Christ involves not only 
following his teachings, not only emulating the example of his 
life, it involves consuming him as well. That is what we do when 
we receive communion. As the reformer, John Calvin, put it: “Our 
souls are fed by the flesh and blood of Christ in the same way that 
bread and wine keep and sustain physical life.” The sacrament of 
communion provides us with food for the soul. In some 
mysterious way, when we receive the bread and wine, we receive 
the body and blood of Christ. He becomes part of us. We become 
one. Thanks be to God. 


