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1 Kings 2:10-12, 3:3-14 
Psalm 111 
Ephesians 5:15-20 
John 6:51-58 
 
In many ways 
And at the deepest level  
We are just the same 
As the people who first heard these words of Jesus. 
 
And so, like them, 
If you were really listening to the words of the gospel, 
You were bound to be shocked. 
 
Unless you eat the flesh of the Son of Man 
And drink his blood, 
You have no life in you.  
 
Eat my flesh. 
Drink my blood. 
 
Even for Jesus,  
The scandal-making attention grabber, 
These are edgy words – 
words to startle and appall. 
 
Unless you eat my flesh and drink my blood 
You have no life in you. 
 
Though in many ways  
And at the deepest level 
We are just the same 
As the people who first heard these words, 
We are so very distant from them 
In culture and knowledge and assumptions and experience. 
 
And so we might hope, 
At first, 
That these gospel words sounded different to them 
Than they do to us. 
 
But the bad news 
Is that this good news 
Was at least as shocking to them 
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As it is to us.  
 
When faced with these difficult words, 
Those first hearers had the same choices we do – 
No more and no fewer.  
 
They could let themselves be deaf to the words, 
avoid the words altogether 
So as to sneak past the creepiness, 
The suggestion of cannibalism. 
 
They could pretend there was nothing wrong, 
Telling themselves that if Jesus said it, 
It must be okay,  
And that any uneasiness they felt 
Must be their fault. 
 
They could reject the words outright, 
And say that the speaker must be crazy. 
 
Or they could let themselves stay with the words, 
Abide with them, 
Take them to their hearts, 
And wonder. 
 
How can these things be? 
What could Jesus possibly mean? 
How can the teacher and healer, 
In whose presence water turns into wine 
And bread multiplies until there is more than enough for everyone, 
How can this charismatic and compassionate man 
Say such a repellent thing? 
 
Eat my flesh. 
Drink my blood.  
 
Jesus lived at the crossroads of many worlds. 
A faithful Jew, 
A learned rabbi  
Steeped in the words of Hebrew scripture, 
Living in occupied territory 
Under the relentless watchful eye of Roman overlords, 
In a world of Greek language and culture and learning, 
A brilliant mind and compassionate heart, 
A man  
Of wild imagination and deep thought, 
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Jesus knew exactly what he was doing 
When he said these words.  
 
But I wonder about the community  
Who remembered these words 
And included them 
In their telling of the good news. 
 
That community gathered  
Around the beloved disciple, 
The one who leaned in so close to Jesus 
And listened to him, 
Listened, as if often said, 
To the beating of his heart.i  
 
When the community gathered, 
They would tell the stories  
Of who Jesus was 
And what he said and did. 
Some now believe  
That as the community assembled this fourth gospel, 
They would read it aloud,  
And the entire community would assent to what was said, 
Or would add something that had been left out. 
 
Perhaps it’s not hard to imagine 
an evening when they were telling the story 
we have been hearing week after week, 
the story  
Of the loaves and fishes. 
And then they came to the words  
We heard last week, 
About the bread of life. 
Bread of life – 
One of the ways Jesus talked about who he was 
And what he did. 
Imagine it: 
Everyone nodded and smiled. 
I am the bread of life. 
Sounds wonderful. 
Comforting. 
Strengthening.  
 
And then, 
The spoiler. 
The person who spoke up and said, 
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He also said this: 
It’s my flesh that is the living bread. 
It’s my blood that is the true drink. 
It’s only if you eat my flesh and drink my blood 
That you will have the life 
That is really life.  
 
Jesus is a poet,  
A storyteller, 
A trickster. 
He left it to others to lay things out in orderly fashion, 
To explain, 
To codify. 
His business 
Was to shake things up 
And open up the wideness of the world. 
 
So he shocked his hearers with these words, 
And if we let him, 
He will shock us now. 
 
His words are dense with the stories and symbols of the ages. 
He says his bread is different  
From the bread that came down from heaven, 
The manna in the wilderness 
Eaten by the children of Israel. 
That angel bread 
Had come to signify divine wisdom.ii 
The psalms may say that  
The words of God’s law are sweeter than honey, 
But Jesus claims they don’t bring the life  
That partakes of God’s life. 
This is anathema to his hearers, 
For whom God’s creating and sustaining word was life.  
 
But there is worse in these words. 
Eating flesh and drinking blood 
Are horrifying: 
Drinking blood was absolutely forbidden 
In the law. 
Blood was understood to be the essence of life, 
And it could only be poured out  
As an atoning sacrifice.  
Blood is an offering that takes away sin.  
 
Only the flesh of the paschal lamb 
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Brings deliverance, 
And he claims that for himself. 
 
How could Jesus do that? 
 
And then Jesus tells his hearers 
They should munch on his flesh. 
Not nibble, 
Not take a little taste, 
Not simply eat, 
But feed on him, 
As an animal would. 
 
Not only is the invitation horrifying and blasphemous, 
It’s insulting.  
 
With these few simple sentences, 
Jesus manages to alienate and appall 
Those who had gathered to feed on his words. 
 
In the feeding of the multitude 
He has shown them the wonders of God’s abundance and generosity, 
He has given them another beautiful image, 
The bread of life, 
For the mystery of who he is, 
And now he blows it out of the water. 
 
Jesus’ bold and weird words 
Shake the pillars of his religious world. 
 
He suggests that the foundation story of his people, 
The exodus, the gift of the law, 
And the feeding in the wilderness, 
Are insufficient. 
 
He implies that his whole person, 
Flesh and blood, 
Can forgive sin, 
Bring right relationship with God, 
And bring us into God’s life, 
The life that is more real and true 
Than the life constrained by time and death 
In which we feel trapped  
And where we experience pain and loss. 
 
Eat my flesh. 
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Drink my blood. 
 
It will be your bread of life, 
Your cup of salvation. 
 
We can’t explain these words away. 
What we can do 
Is let them blow our minds 
And carry us into our guts 
Where they will, if we have courage to allow it, 
Continue to trouble us  
And keep us wondering. 
 
Our faith, 
It has been said over and over, 
Is the most material  
Of all religions.iii 
 
There is no Christianity without the stuff we are made of, 
Blood and guts and flesh, 
Bread and wine and water. 
 
We live our faith in the things of earth. 
Ideas may inspire and encourage us, 
But the experience of the sacraments 
Is what invites and sustains us 
And changes our lives.  
 
We enter our faith by water. 
We abide in that faith 
By accepting the mysterious, 
Difficult, and sometimes terrifying invitation: 
 
Eat this bread. 
Drink this cup. 
 
My flesh, my blood. 
My whole living self. 
 
We cannot explain these words away. 
They will never be comfortable words.  
They are an awesome invitation 
To step out beyond ourselves into the mystery.  
 
When we reach out our hands for the bread  
And take the cup, 
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We take into our very selves 
The divine life that is offered. 
 
The gift speaks beyond the words.  
The mystery works within us, 
And brings us, 
Time after time, 
Into God’s forever, 
Where Jesus is waiting  
To offer us his life.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                
i John Philip Newell 
ii See Raymond E. Brown’s commentary 
iii William Temple 


