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John 6:56-69

This is Hard Stuff!
Every Sunday since July 29th we have worked with John chapter six.  Often our scripture reading begins with a repeat of the last verse of the preceding week.  So this week we read, “Those who eat my flesh and drink my blood abide in me, and I in them.”  Last week I complained about how graphic this is.  Why did Jesus talk this way?  He makes it sound like you have be a cannibal eating Jesus to have Jesus live inside you.  Gross!  
We spent the week in Vacation Bible School looking for ways to tell Biblical stories without getting too graphic.   But almost every story has somebody getting killed.  On Tuesday we talked about David and Goliath.  When the rock sinks into Goliath’s forehead our audience cheered.  Some of us even jumped up and down.  We didn’t mention the next part where David cut off Goliath’s head.  
And then courageous Esther risked her life to save her people by foiling the evil plot that Haman had hatched to destroy all Jewish people.  In this story Haman gets hung on the gallows he planned to hang Esther’s cousin Mordicai; but we never mentioned that.  We also didn’t mention that in the decree sent out by King Xerxes after the plot was revealed; all the Jewish people were allowed several days of vengeance for settling the score with their enemies and thousands were killed.  It’s very difficult to develop a “G” rated plot and still have enough action to hold our interest.

On the third day we introduced Jesus as our third superhero.  We said that he was different from all other super heroes because he never took life, he never killed anyone, and instead he gave life.  We didn’t say he gave his life but we could have.  We did say that the people who didn’t like him killed him; and God, the God who loves all children and wants them to have life, didn’t let him stay dead.  Even here life and death were primary themes and while we softened the death part we could not eliminate it and have anything to say.

In our gospel text today Jesus said, “Just as the living Father sent me, and I live because of the Father, so whoever eats me will live because of me.”  The text is all about life and living and this living is all predicated on being linked to Jesus’ Father through eating Jesus.  It is a very positive message full of the assurance of being in a sustaining relationship that gives life.  But it is hooked to eating Jesus.  How do we make sense of this?

We say John is referring to the bread and wine of communion and doesn’t really mean it literally, right? It’s symbolism.  But is it just symbolism?  I think it’s more.  He is referring to himself.  Jesus is the bread, and he as bread, is different than the bread their ancestors eat.  The bread they ate forestalled death but did not prevent it and it was only for a tribe caught in an arid wilderness.  Jesus, as bread eaten, is a game changer.  Ingesting this bread transforms everything and death drops away as a meaningless category.  
On Thursday when I told the children that Jesus was the best superhero ever and for all time and that he was my absolute favorite superhero, Yaritzi, a new comer to our group who will be in the first grade next month, added “for the whole world.”  Yes, Jesus is a game changer for the whole world and the world needs this bread.
The world will eat something and when it is not Jesus we eat each other.  I know that sounds crude and even a little offensive, but look at the world.  Did you watch last night’s news?  This is why Jesus is so graphic.  He knows what’s at stake.  He came from the realm of nonviolent, non-rivalrous unity-in-relationship we know as the Trinity, into our world of flesh and blood violence and the powers and principalities that drive it, and offered himself as bread for life.  His bread is the bread of forgiveness and as we eat him our desire to follow each other into violence and conflict dissipates.  We become follows of him instead and it changes us.
How can Jesus talk about realities this foreign to our world?  Who can imagine a reign not based on being against something?  How does it feel to live in a realm founded on forgiveness, nonviolence and radical inclusion?  And what do we do with our own rivalrous impulses yelling “me first, me first?”  
We deal with our rivalrous impulses by eating the bread of heaven.  In the act of eating there is confession.  In eating Jesus’ flesh, we acknowledge our complicity in rivalry.   I believe acknowledgement of the problem is the only road to salvation for the human species.  As we eat his body acknowledging our rivalry, we do it knowing that God has transformed the broken body of Jesus into the carrier of our forgiveness. In eating him we find ourselves gradually being healed.
“Jesus said these things while he was teaching in the synagogue at Capernaum.  When many of his disciples heard it, they said, ‘This teaching is difficult; who can accept it?’”  Yes, this is hard stuff.  It’s not easy to hear.  There is a powerful part of us that wants to reject it.  It is too humbling, too horrible, to humiliating, and to counter how we want to think about ourselves.  Even though it comes with the grace of being forgiven, we don’t want to swallow the pill.  Even if the pill promises to cure us we don’t want to acknowledge that we are sick. Though the world reeks with symptoms, seen everywhere and everyday and we complain constantly that it’s getting worse, we don’t want to accept that we are part of the problem.  “This teaching is difficult; who can accept it?”
“But Jesus, being aware that his disciples were complaining about it, said to them, ‘does this offend you?’”  Are you put off by me!   The Greek word used here is the root for our English word “scandal.”  The headlines to Friday’s Oregonian read “USADA to strip Armstrong of titles, ban him for life”.  Translated, the U.S. Anti-Doping Agency stripped Lance Armstrong of his seven Tour de France titles threatening his legacy as one of the greatest cyclists of all time.  Lance Armstrong has become a scandal.  The day before it was Prince Harry, today Lance Armstrong, tomorrow who knows, we will find out in the morning.  
When Jesus tells us to eat his body and drink his blood does he scandalize us?  Or will we receive it as an explosive charge powerful enough to crack our preconceptions?  When 9/11 happened most people were scandalized by it and began to look for ways to use it as a rallying point for vengeance.  But a few wondered what we could learn from it about ourselves.  Will we be scandalized along with the majority or will we linger long enough to gather some insight into the human condition?  There is insight but we have to face the hard stuff.  And the hard stuff is human violence itself, an epidemic of human violence that seems to be enveloping the world and we don’t seem to know how to combat it except through more violence.
In a text that hints at what scandal is, Jesus says, “Does this offend you?  Then what if you were to see the Son of Man ascending to where he was before?”  If this scandalizes you what if you were to see me return to where I came from?  Those who turn away are scandalized because he has outclassed them.  They can’t compete with him and they want to.  They see him as their equal and therefore refuse to follow him.  They won’t recognize him as their coach, much less savior. 
And at another level, their rivalry with each other now finds relief through focusing on him since he has set himself apart from them all and therefore made himself a target.  Ah, the risk of being a leader.  Jesus does not back away from his claim to be from another place; a place outside of human rivalry (I think being from Heaven is being from a non-rivalrous place) even though the crowd now uses his “otherness” to begin forming a unity built on being against him.
In fact, Jesus responds to their move by noting that gathering to reject the one who is different is the way of flesh and it is useless. It does not give life.  It takes it.  No, it is the spirit that gives life.  The spirit has no enemies and gives itself freely for the other.   Jesus says, “The words that I have spoken to you are spirit and life.” 
The next statement seems strange to me.  “’But among you there are some who do not believe.  For Jesus knew from the first who were the ones that did not believe, and who was the one that would betray him.  And he said, ‘For this reason I have told you that no one can come to me unless it is granted by the Father.’”  Perhaps Jesus could distinguish unbelievers because he experienced them as in rivalry with him.  When you are a leader you can tell who is in rivalry with you.  And on the third sentence, maybe he was pointing toward the impossibility of achieving relational connection through grasping for what the other has or you think they have.  You can’t grasp it.  You can only relinquish your grasping and allow the other to grant you the connection you crave.  It has to be “granted by the Father.”
“Because of this many of his disciples turned back and no longer went about with him.”  Many of Jesus’ disciples, scandalized by Jesus, stopped following him.    At first they had seen him as just like themselves but with additional skills.  They wanted to enlist him into their cause and benefit from his power since it would enhance their own.  But now they could see he wasn’t on their page.  He was opposed to their way of thinking and an obstacle to what they wanted to do.
“This is hard stuff, who can believe it.  “So Jesus asked the twelve who remained, “’Do you also wish to go away?’”  Notice Jesus’ vulnerability and non-grasping question.  He asks them if they also want to leave.  It’s not a rhetorical question. If they want to leave, he will let them go.  
Simon Peter speaking for them all says, “Lord, to whom can we go?  You have the words of eternal life.”  There is a bitter-sweat quality to Peter’s response. I think Peter is saying we don’t particularly like what you have revealed to us about ourselves.  It wounds our pride and hurts our feelings but we are beginning to see you do have what we need to continue living.  In spite of ourselves and in the midst of all our resistance “We have come to believe and know that you are the Holy One of God.”   Amen. 
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