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Jesus the living bread.


On Friday the 13th of October, 1972, a chartered aircraft carrying 45 rugby union team members and their friends, took off from Montevideo the capital of Uruguay in South America. They were due to play against a team in Santiago, Chile, the other side of the Andes mountains. Because of the height of the Andes, it was not possible to fly directly across and a route over a lower part of the mountains had to be flown. However, bad weather and a miscalculation of the strength of a headwind, caused the plane to crash in the Andes at a height of 12,000 feet. More than a quarter of the passengers died in the crash, and several more as a result of their injuries and the severe cold very soon after. An avalanche reduced even further their number in the days ahead. The survivors thought that they would very soon be rescued, but they were so far from where the plane was expected to be, that the search was called off after eight days, which news they heard on a radio that they had got to work. Faced with starvation, and with no way to find food or make heat, the survivors reluctantly came to the conclusion that the only way to stay alive would be to eat their dead friends who had been preserved in the bitter cold. As Roman Catholic Christians, this was not an easy or pleasant decision, but one that they realised would be their only means of survival. Eventually, after a twelve day trek through the mountains, two of their number reached human habitation and the rescue services were alerted. Sixteen of the original party were brought to safety, the last on the 23rd of December, seventy two days after the crash. A shocking story. It is only in such extreme circumstances that any of us would ever consider such a drastic and repugnant step as to eat human flesh, it was either eat or die, they had no other choice.


Jesus presents us, in today’s passage, with a truly shocking image. “Truly, truly, I say to you, unless you eat the flesh of the Son of Man and drink his blood, you have no life in you”, verse 53 of our reading. And, “Whoever feeds on my flesh and drinks my blood abides in me, and I in him” verse 56. For his hearers, it was doubly shocking, because drinking blood of any kind was forbidden to the people of God by their law, as found in Leviticus chapter 7 verses 26 and 27. What are we to make of these words of Jesus? Why was he so provocative?


At the start of chapter six, Jesus performed the miracle of the feeding of the five thousand. Much of the rest of the chapter is John’s commentary on the meaning and purpose of that miracle. What he says continues to have an impact on the lives of Christians through to the present day.  In the section from verse 22 through to verse 40, Jesus addresses the people who have witnessed the miracle and have run round Lake Galilee to hear him. He tells them that you cannot earn the spiritual food that he is talking about, but can only appropriate it by believing in him. He makes the astounding claim, “I am the bread of life, whoever comes to me shall not hunger, and whoever believes in me shall never thirst.” “I am”, the name of God revealed to Moses in the burning bush. No wonder that it has been said that Jesus was either mad, bad or who he said he was. At verse 41 the focus of Jesus attention shifts from those ordinary people who had followed him, to a group of more influential people. They are described as “The Jews” by John. They are perhaps religious leaders and wealthy people of note in the community. They stand aside from the common herd. They are self-confident in their religious tradition. They have Abraham, Isaac and Jacob as their ancestors and the law of Moses as their rule of life. Their problem is that Jesus is threatening that religious certainty and their position in society. The crowd who followed Jesus were wanting to make him their king, with the adverse implications that would follow.  They are spoken of as grumbling. They know who Jesus is, where he has come from, who his family are. They are not prepared to talk with Jesus to his face, as the crowd had previously, but mutter and grouse away to each other. It is these people whom Jesus seeks to shock out of their complacent and blinkered attitude with his suggestion that they eat his body and drink his blood. They have no response to this very direct approach. John simply ends the section at verse 59 with the words that Jesus said these things in the synagogue at Capernaum. Indeed, the following verses show that Jesus' words have the effect of  turning many from following him. Either his teaching is too difficult for them to understand, or more likely, they are coming to realise the implications of what it might mean to be one of his followers and they are not prepared to allow their lives to be changed.

Jesus is, of course, speaking in the language of metaphor when he speaks of people eating his body and drinking his blood. There is no evidence that his first disciples took his words literally. The truth that the metaphor points to is overwhelming in its meaning and implication. In the first part of verse 51 Jesus says “I am the living bread that came down from heaven. If anyone eats of this bread, he will live for ever.” He repeats his claim to be God, the source of life. The word translated life, is zoe, from which we get our word zoological. In New Testament thought it is life lived as God intended, eternal life, starting in this life and continuing through to the life of heaven. Jesus continues in the rest of verse 51, “And the bread that I will give for the life of the world is my flesh.” In order to accomplish his work, Jesus had to die, to give his flesh life on the cross, in our place and for our sakes. Verse 52 sees the Jews still disputing among themselves and not engaging with Jesus. Verse 53, there is no other option, no other way. “Truly, truly, I say to you, unless you eat the flesh of the Son of Man and drink his blood, you have no life in you.” We cannot earn eternal life, it is a gift that is appropriated by our feeding on his broken body and shed blood. This is a spiritual truth, a continuation of the metaphor. He is the only source of life now. We remind ourselves of the truth of the metaphor every time we share in the service of Holy Communion, the Eucharist, call it what you will. We call to mind, re-enact, bring into our present experience, his death and all the benefits that follow from it. We do it corporately, together, for we are the body of Christ. Verse 54, “Whoever feeds on my flesh and drinks my blood has eternal life and I will raise him up on the last day.” The word translated feed in this verse has the literal meaning, munch with great enjoyment. The promise is one that is good for all eternity and includes the promise of resurrection. The resurrection life of heaven will not be as a ghost or disembodied spirit, but with a resurrection body. Paul attempts to describe this body in his first letter to the Corinthians, chapter 15. The resurrection accounts of Jesus as he appeared to the disciples give us some clues, where Jesus was recognisable as Jesus. There is a continuity with the earthly body, just as a seed has continuity with the plant that it produces, and the chrysalis has continuity with the butterfly that emerges from it, but it is a more glorious and marvellous body than we can imagine or conceive. Verse 55, “For my flesh is true food and my blood is true drink.” People search for significance and reality. These are found only in Jesus. Verse 56, “Whoever feeds on my flesh and drinks my blood abides in me and I in him.” The invitation is open to all, whoever, no one is excluded, but it has to be on Jesus’ terms and not our own. The invitation is to rest, to abide in him, and his promise is to rest and abide in us. Individually and together, his promise to abide in us is faithful and sure. Verse 57, “As the living Father sent me, and I live because of the Father, so whoever feeds on me, he also will live because of me.” Jesus lived his life on earth in dependence on his Father God. We live in dependence on Jesus, who is the one who is able to bring us into the presence of the Father. Verse 58, “This is the bread that came down from heaven, not as the fathers ate and died. Whoever feeds on this bread will live for ever.”  Jesus repeats the point that he is talking in metaphor. Manna came from heaven but only met the need of physical hunger. He is the true, the real, the living bread, who is able to satisfy both our physical and spiritual needs, in this life and the next.


Intense, detailed, thought provoking teaching from Jesus, who did not initially succeed in getting it across to those who listened to him. Indeed, it turned many away as being too shocking and outrageous. Who did he think he was, claiming to come from heaven and to be God, denigrating their ancestor Moses and expecting that his words about eating his flesh and blood would make any sense? 


Is there anything this past week that you have found shocking or that has been a challenge to what you believe? We have been reminded of the shocking behaviour of the two people who were responsible for the death of baby Peter. The typhoon to strike Taiwan and southern China has been shocking in its intensity and the devastation and loss of life that it has produced. You can add to that list things that are of national note, but perhaps also of a more personal nature. Like the crowd who followed Jesus because he gave them bread to eat, we can become concerned just about the mundane, but necessary things like what we are to eat, yet neglect the eternal and spiritual dimension that Jesus wanted to point towards. Like the religious leaders who grumbled away to themselves about Jesus, we may be set in a religious rut, unwilling to see the new things God wants to do in and through us. The opening words of a poem by a lady called Stevie Smith, who wrote as an agnostic wrestling with the traditional view of religion and what she experienced of life, go like this. “What care I if good God be, if he be not good to me…” She was being ironic, mocking in a subtle way, the self-satisfied, complacent practice of much that passes for belief in God. Is that how we see our Christian faith, something private, something to do us only good? If so, then it comes unravelled when something that is not good happens to us. Let us be prepared for God to shock us from time to time, to shock us out of our complacency and self-satisfaction.

 We were created for this life, but also for eternity, to be in relationship with God the Father. Our sin and disobedience put a barrier between God and man, separated us from the source of all that is good and right. That was why Jesus, God’s son, came to earth. He lived a perfect life of obedience to his Father and died on the cross to deal with the penalty of sin and to enable men and women to come into relationship with God. We enter that restored and renewed relationship by believing in, putting our whole faith and trust in, Jesus, the one God sent to be our Saviour, Lord and Friend. Now, just as our physical life needs food and drink to be sustained, so the spiritual life, the life that we live in relationship with God, needs spiritual food and drink. The amazing truth of the passage that we heard read is that it is Jesus himself who is the food and drink that we need. Just as we need to work physically to obtain and prepare the food our physical bodies need, so we need to work in a spiritual sense to obtain the spiritual food that Jesus offers us. Prayer, the informed study of God’s word, fellowship and teaching in company with our brothers and sisters in Christ on a Sunday, obedience to God’s directing in our lives, are all part of that spiritual work. Physical life as we experience it will one day come to an end. The spiritual life we enjoy now will continue through the gate of physical death, into the life of heaven. 

 Jesus knew that feeding the spiritual life would not be easy. It would be the point at which the evil one would try to disrupt and disturb his followers. A life that is starved of nourishment, does not flourish and develop as it should. That is why he left us the sacrament of Holy Communion. A sacrament is an outward and visible sign of an inward and spiritual grace, a reminder that in taking physical bread and wine, we open our lives to his spiritual food and drink, the self-giving love of his body broken in our place, the blood poured out to cleanse and heal us.  To quote again the words I used earlier, in breaking bread and blessing wine, we call to mind, re-enact, bring into our present experience, his shocking death and all the benefits that follow from it. We do it corporately, together, for we are the body of Christ. 
