Living Bread

Today’s passage from John begins with this verse: “I am the living bread that came down from heaven.  Whoever eats of this bread will live forever; and the bread that I will give for the life of the world is my own flesh.”  As we read these words our immediate thought is to make a connection to words found in the sacrament of Communion.  This connection is to the words of institution used in the early church and today.  They are based on the words of Jesus at his last meal with the disciples.  The gospel of John does not include this image in his description of Jesus’ farewell discourse at his last meal with the disciples.  There the image of Jesus shows him washing the feet of the disciples and giving them instructions on serving rather than being served.  However, in this passage which actually occurs much earlier in Jesus’ ministry as narrated by John we have the image of bread and wine being related to flesh and blood.  With our knowledge of the gospel story we connect this image to Jesus’ death.  However, this passage does not create an image of a meal done in remembrance of Jesus’ death on the cross to provide redemption for sin.  It does convey the sense of Jesus’ self sacrifice for the benefit of the world, but it does not call for a reminding observance of his actions.  To understand this passage we need to consider that Jesus is talking about offering eternal life to his listeners.  These words also differ in that they are not directed just to the select group of disciples who believe that Jesus is the Messiah.  We have already considered how some in this group felt that Jesus was too much like them to be the manna or bread from heaven.  They only saw his humanity.  That same group seems to be the source of the following clarification by Jesus as we are told “the Jews then disputed among themselves, saying “How can this man give us his flesh to eat?”  Remembering at this point all those listening to Jesus were probably ethnically and by religious tradition Jewish because those who followed Jesus had not actually been separated from those who did not believe.  John’s designation has more to do with their exhibiting unbelief than their being Jewish as we understand it.  From this group we hear a literal understanding of Jesus’ offering of his flesh—his incarnate, carnal body for the life of the world.  This literal understanding would have made the assertion one their Jewish heritage would have considered an abomination.  The connection of flesh and blood to life and God’s injunction about it were known to them from Leviticus 17: 10-11.  There they are told by God: “I will set my face against that person who eats blood and will cut that person off from the people.  For the life of the flesh is in the blood…”  Blood was used on the altar for atonement in the Temple, but it was not consumed as a means of eternal life.  No wonder they “disputed” this idea.  We prefer to see these texts symbolically in terms of the Lord’s Supper at the time of his betrayal and death even though the passage’s context is about obtaining life.  Historically there has been a controversy in the early church about the nature and import of the Lord’s Supper.  This controversy has been defined in theological terms which understand the Sacrament as being an actual mystical transformation of the bread and wine into flesh and blood to being the celebration of a memorial meal.  Those debates are not unimportant, but what do they have to do with the things that are important to us in our daily life?  What does this passage have to tell us about the meaning of life which makes it worth living?   What are these words offering life to those who eat of the flesh telling us about that life?  Here the context is Jesus talking about offering eternal life to those who believe and then eat of his flesh.  If we seriously look at the image Jesus is presenting—his flesh being bread that is eaten, what is our reaction?  If viewed literally, it’s really a rather grotesque picture about eating flesh.  That seems more like an image found in horror movies featuring cannibals than something to be celebrated in Sunday morning worship in relation to God’s love.   Then Jesus in response to the dispute he hears in his audience repeats this flesh eating assertion:  “Very truly, I tell you, unless you eat the flesh of the Son of Man and drink his blood, you have no life in you.”  No life without eating flesh and drinking blood.  Without our understanding of this as symbolic it seems we now have the addition of the horror movie character: the Vampire who drinks the blood of his victims.  In fact, I read a commentary on this passage entitled:  Cannibals and Vampires.  This perception of Christians as practicing the literal eating of flesh and drinking of blood by those outside the early church actually led to some of the persecution of those early believers.  It wasn’t a practice but the literal understanding of the words led to the assumption.  Yet Jesus is making a serious assertion here, not speaking metaphorically.  Jesus is telling his audience and us what this offer to be the bread from heaven which provides life will cost.  In these verses we recognize what is at stake for Jesus, just how much we are worth to him.  In these verses Jesus offers to us his very own flesh and blood, the flesh which will be stretched upon the cross for our sakes; the blood which will flow freely from his hands, feet and side, also for us.  In this text Jesus gets too real in his imagery in order to confront us with the claim and the promise of the carnal God, the God who becomes incarnate, who takes on flesh, becomes just like us, so that one day we may be restored to the creature God created good.  Within the context of the Hebrew Scriptures the linking of flesh and blood is an idiom which encompasses the whole person:  heart, mind, spirit, feelings, hopes, dreams, fears, concerns; everything that they are.  Jesus is telling us that he is the living bread where the whole of God meets us to love, to redeem, and to sustain the whole of who we are—the good, the bad, and the ugly of our lives.  Jesus then adds:  “Those who eat my flesh and drink my blood abide in me, and I in them.”  In this idea of abiding in Christ and Christ abiding in us as the result of partaking of the bread of life that Jesus is and offers to us we find the life affirming nature of partaking of the bread of life Jesus offers.  Partaking of this bread is receiving life.  When Jesus refers to himself as the bread of life he is associating himself with food that nourishes.  Consider what happens when we eat food.  It courses through our bodies as it is digested, bringing nourishment; sustaining life.  In the normal course of events our food becomes part of us; a part of our body.  Once eaten and digested it cannot be again separated from the body. There is a commonly used saying about this process:  “You are what you eat.”  This is usually used to provide advice about what foods are healthy or which might have bad effects on your health.  This is where I think this passage becomes important for us today.  In this text Jesus invites us into an intimate relationship and communion with him.  In this taking into ourselves the living bread of Christ, we accept the gift of life nourished by God.  We accept that what we need for our lives is to be sustained by what God provides.  God provides life abundant.  Eternal life is not something that you can conveniently and conventionally postpone to your future, but it is your promise in the present, that any claim about life with Jesus, life with God, means an abiding, a unity, a reciprocity, and oneness.  It means a real relationship, here and now, life that is not a remembrance of Jesus’ past life or a hope for a future life, but it is life lived in the moment as God’s grace upon grace is experienced.  It is the literal understanding that belief in Jesus’ ability and desire to offer abundant and eternal life means incorporating into this life the nature of Christ: to become more Christ-like.  This is the true promise which God makes to us as we celebrate the Sacraments: to be one with us and for us forever, to stick with us and even in us no matter what.  Thanks be to God.     
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