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Flesh and Blood

Charles W. Allen

Community of Christ the Servant, Whitewater, WI

5th Sunday after Easter (not following the lectionry), 1987

John 6:51-58; Proverbs 9:1-6


Jesus' listeners had only asked to see some identifica​tion--and instead he starts talking like a cannibal: "unless you eat the flesh of the Son of Man and drink his blood, you have no life in you."  "After this," the story goes on, "many of his disciples drew back and no longer went about with him."  We're hardly surprised.  Wouldn't you be offended too?  Of course we hear these words and what comes to mind first is the Lord's Supper, and that's familiar enough.  But when was the last time you really paid attention to the words we use?  It doesn't matter what you think really happens when we celebrate the eucharist, the fact remains that what most of us would still acknowledge as the central act of Christian worship involves getting together to eat and drink what we talk about as Christ's flesh and blood‑-a strange tribute indeed to pay to one's founder, hardly one we would have dreamed up on our own.  And when we hear this story we want to ask why, of all the images he could have chosen, why did he saddle us with talk about eating and drinking his flesh and blood?  Didn't he know it was bound to offend?  And don't we have enough trouble explaining our faith to others without explaining this?


Several years ago two friends of mine were talking about communion.  We really did talk about such things.  One friend found all religion depressing; the other was a high-church Episcopalian who couldn't pass by consecrated bread and wine without bowing.  The secular humanist had the Episcopalian backed into a corner.  Why, she demanded, did his church even want to believe that bread and wine somehow became flesh and blood?  Thinking that this was my chance to show how free from super​stition we Baptists were, I chimed in that we didn't believe that at all.  We were enlightened and knew that they were only symbols.  Unimpressed, she interrupted, "but you still use the same words, don't you?"  And for a moment I saw myself and my Episcopalian friend the way she and lots of others must see us: as carry-overs from a repugnant, primitive religion.  Let's admit that in any other setting we wouldn't hesitate to call these words crude and offensive.  And whether you think they're only symbols (whatever that's supposed to mean) or something more doesn't make much difference, does it.  They're offensive.


Maybe we should ask why they're offensive.  In Jesus' day any Greeks listening would have been offended because they believed spiritual things and earthly things can't mix.  Earthly things only die and decay.  Any Jews listening would have objected because for them blood was the principle of life and they were forbidden to drink it.  Our reasons usually aren't so well defined.  We say you shouldn't talk about such things in polite company.  Maybe what bothers all of us‑-then and now‑-is that these words come too close to the truth about our lives.  After all, the world we inhabit isn't quite as sane or sanitary as we would like to believe.  In our cities, what we regard as signs of our highest cultural achievements are never more than a few blocks from signs of shattered lives.  Earnest Becker says that, along with the rest of the world, our very own bodies are foreign to us in many ways‑-the strangest and most repugnant way being that they ache and bleed and will decay and die.  Isn't it interesting that nearly all the words we regard as offensive describe our bodies or natural bodily functions?  Jesus' words fall into the same category‑-they remind us that the world we inhabit is filled with decay, suffering and death.  Only a select few (which includes most of us) have the means to shield them​selves long enough to forget this fact, but it won't go away and someday it will find us all out.  Small wonder then that Jesus' words offend‑-they remind us of an offensive world we've strug​gled to forget.


And yet . . . if that's what the world is really like, could we settle for a faith that pretended otherwise?  William James once complained: "While a whole host of guileless and thoroughfed thinkers are unveiling reality and the absolute and explaining away evil and pain, this is the condition of the only beings known to us anywhere in the universe with a developed consciousness of what the universe is.  What these people experience is reality."  In spite of all the evils Christianity itself has unleashed on the world these past 2,000 years, one thing we can't accuse it of is pretending evil isn't there.  Theologians will always and should always try to explain how a good God and suffering can exist at the same time.  But no one can explain suffering away.  James is right.  For the majority of people in our world suffering isn't a topic of conversation‑-it's a way of life.  It's become a way of life for more and more Americans, ever since our government decided making the rich richer and more military spending would solve all our problems.  We need to listen to advice from Rabbi Irving Greenberg.  Thinking of his people's near extinction in this century of so-called progress, he insists that "no statement, theological or otherwise, should be made that would not be credible in the presence of burning children."  Maybe we should be grateful that Jesus never gave an explanation for suffering.  Instead he presented us with a God who suffers with us and for us‑-a crucified God.  "The bread which I shall give for the life of the world is my flesh," he said.  That's no explanation, but somehow, in the face of all the suffering haunting every day from Jesus' time to ours, the church has found his words carrying power and courage that no explanation could match.


It wasn't only Jesus' earthy language that offended, though.  What he said was surely offensive enough, but who said it was absurd.  This man, no other, is supposed to be the bread from heaven.  The first time he said that people said "Isn't this Joseph's son; don't we know his father and mother?  Why, he's one of us!  Just who does he think he is?"  If talk about flesh and blood offended people's sense of propriety, talk about being the world's answer offends everyone's good judgment.  Now there's no need to get side-tracked here with trying to compare Jesus to the central figures of other religions.  We wouldn't come up with any easy answers, and we'd miss the whole point of what he was saying here.  Jesus' listeners weren't even thinking about other religions.  Instead, they were bothered by the suggestion that God might confront them with real choices then and there.  Do you remember the parable Jesus told about the sheep and the goats?  It's in another Gospel, but it would fit in well here.  He sent the goats away because their lives were too orderly to be interrupted by a few invalids and social misfits.  But he welcomed the sheep‑-much to their surprise‑-because they were too vulnerable to pass by these so-called little people without stopping for them.  Only those who are open enough to let their lives be interrupted by seemingly no-account people, only they are the kind of people who could have taken Jesus seriously.  Only they are the kind of people who can see the face of God today, because if you can't see the face of God on the faces of no-account people, you won't see it anywhere else, either.


We don't like to hear that, because we know how seldom we've even approached that kind of openness.  Maybe this is the final offense, behind our objections to earthy language and absurd claims.  We might have to live less securely.  No matter how hard we have been struggling to lift ourselves above the suffering of the world, God calls us to follow Christ and plunge back in to offer a little hope to people who are hopelessly mired down.  Most of the time we'll do anything we can to avoid answering that call, to avoid even hearing it.  We have a pretty good idea of how unglamorous and frustrating that kind of life could be, and no amount of threatening is going to make us change.  Fortunately, that's not what we're left with.  For what finally reaches us is not a threat but a glimpse of a life so worth living and a world so real and inviting that afterwards, try as we might, we can never live quite the same sheltered, risk-free lives we had known before.  We glimpse the life Christ lives with us, and nothing is ever the same again.


These glimpses are part of the bread Jesus was speaking of, and, like bread, they really do keep us on our feet.  As Robert McAfee Brown tells us, "our lives provide the occasion for flashes of fulfillment, no matter how much they are threatened by surrounding darkness; indeed, we can begin to deal with surround​ing darkness, because we have it on high authority that light shines in the darkness and the darkness has not overcome it."  We need these flashes to keep going.  We don't get them every day.  In fact the time in between can seem agonizingly long.  But they have such strange power that even when believing seems impossible anymore we still refuse not to look for them.


Now after Jesus explained himself people left in droves, and he asked the twelve disciples if now wasn't their chance to make a break for it too.  And Simon Peter answered, with rare insight, "Lord, to whom shall we go?  You have the words of eternal life."  I don't presume to know whether or not these flashes of fulfillment have occurred anywhere else, though in some fashion, and with different degrees of clarity, they no doubt have occurred wherever life is lived in open trust.  We do know a story and a person where they have been found again and again.  May God give us the courage to follow where they point.  Amen. 
