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I am the living bread that came down from heaven. Whoever eats of this bread will live for 
ever; and the bread that I will give for the life of the world is my flesh.’ 
 The Jews then disputed among themselves, saying, ‘How can this man give us his flesh to eat?’ 
So Jesus said to them, ‘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. Those who eat my flesh and drink my blood have 
eternal life, and I will raise them up on the last day; for my flesh is true food and my blood is 
true drink. Those who eat my flesh and drink my blood abide in me, and I in them. Just as the 
living Father sent me, and I live because of the Father, so whoever eats me will live because of 
me. This is the bread that came down from heaven, not like that which your ancestors ate, and 
they died. But the one who eats this bread will  
live for ever.’ 
 
 In the early 1980’s I was pastor of Antioch Christian Church in 

Lexington, Kentucky. Antioch Christian was on a beautiful stretch of road 

called Paris Pike, and the church itself was surrounded by farms where 

thoroughbred race horses were bred and trained on the lush, bountiful 

bluegrass. Two of the church’s members were a wonderful older couple 

named Shelby and Mary Ogden. Shelby and Mary raised cattle. I was 

touched when they named a little bull calf “David” in my honor. I got to 

pet him a couple of times and once I even fed him from a bottle. After a 

while, little David sort of drifted to the back of my mind. Shortly before I 

left Antioch to go serve Olive Branch Christian Church in Virginia, I was 

invited to a farewell dinner at Shelby and Mary’s home. Mary had 

prepared some outstanding side dishes, while Shelby grilled thick steaks. 

They pulled out all the stops on that last supper. In the course of that 
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thoroughly enjoyable meal, I said to Shelby, “You know, I almost forgot 

to ask. How is my namesake David?” 

 Shelby responded with a sly smile. “Well, you tell me. How is he?” 

 (You know where this is going, don’t you?) 

 Let me tell you, there is a distinct difference between eating an 

anonymous hamburger at McDonald’s and eating the bovine equivalent of 

a godchild. I like to think that Shelby was pulling my leg, but the truth is, 

as a city kid, I had never really thought about the likely destiny of David 

the bull calf. I suppose I envisioned him enjoying a peaceful life out on the 

pasture, siring lots of other little Davids, finally dying of old age, 

remembered and respected by the entire herd as a bull among bulls. 

 David was no anonymous bovine. Our lives, however briefly, 

intersected. He had a name, my name. I never felt more deeply the 

association between a creature I touched and the food I ate. Unless we’re 

vegetarians, we will, in the course of our lives, eat a fair number of cows, 

chickens, pigs and maybe deer as well. Unless you’re a farmer or a hunter, 

the form in which we ingest the meat we eat will bear little resemblance to 

the way it looked like were when it was alive. A strip of bacon does not 

look like a pig and a hamburger is not in the shape of a cow. Our freezer at 

home contains a bag of chicken nuggets shaped like dinosaurs. For most 

of us, there is a disconnect between the food we eat and the life it once 

was. 
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 According to the Biblical account of Creation, on the 6th day the 

Lord made all terrestrial creatures, including human beings. The Lord 

said, “…to every beast of the earth, and to every bird of the air, and to 

everything that creeps on the earth, everything that has the breath of life, I 

have given every green plant for food” [Genesis 1.30]. After the great 

disobedience which estranged Creator from Creation, carnivorous animals 

began to eat herbivorous animals, but humans were still forbidden to eat 

any meat. That changed after the Flood [Genesis 9.1-4], when the Lord 

said to Noah and his family, “The fear and dread of you shall rest on every 

animal of the earth, and on every bird of the air, on everything that creeps 

on the ground, and on all the fish of the sea; into your hand they are 

delivered. Every moving thing that lives shall be food for you; and just as 

I gave you the green plants, I give you everything…” That the creatures of 

the earth began to live in fear of human beings is not depicted as a good 

thing, but as a consequence of brokenness, of human sin depriving all of 

Creation of its original goodness. According to scripture, human beings 

are not only made in the image of God, we are also the pinnacle of nature, 

which means we incarnate nature’s best and its worst. Nature can be 

beautiful, generous, and serene, and so can we. Nature can also be cruel 

and bloody, red in tooth and claw. So can we. All living things live by the 

sacrifice, or the offerings, of other things which are themselves alive, or 

which once lived, whether those things are cows or carrots, grapes or 

grain, milk or honey. We do not live by eating rocks. The lives, or 
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offerings, of other living things are sacrificed, or taken, so that we might 

live. But those beings whose lives are sacrificed so that other beings may 

live rarely volunteer for the honor. 

 Jesus Christ, out of love, freely lay down his life for our sakes.  

*** 

 Christians have the same obligation as honest scientists, physicians, 

judges and journalists—the obligation to follow the truth wherever it 

leads. Broadly speaking, there are two kinds of truth. One is literal truth—

two plus two equals four. Another kind of truth, no less real for not being 

literal, is metaphorical truth. Here is an example. If you say to your spouse 

or to your child, “I love you with all of my heart,” that is not a literal truth, 

because the seat of that deep feeling we call “love” is not in the heart but 

in a part of the brain called the limbic system. The limbic system includes 

the hypothalamus, the amygdala, and the hippocampus. If we say, “I feel 

this emotion called love for you in my hypothalamus, my amygdala and 

my hippocampus,” that may be literally true, but something important will 

get lost in the translation. It is far better to say, “I love you with all of my 

heart,” a metaphor that encompasses so much more of the truth about that 

deep feeling called love. My little girl will sometimes say, “I love you to 

heaven and back, Daddy.” That’s a metaphor of her love for me. I don’t 

know where she first heard it, but whenever she says it to me, my heart 

melts. That’s a metaphor, too. 
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 In our scripture reading, Jesus is telling a great metaphorical truth to 

a group of people—the scribes and Pharisees—who were trained to 

understand truth literally. Jesus said (and they are appalling words if you 

think them literally true), 

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. Those who eat my 
flesh and drink my blood have eternal life, and I will raise them up 
on the last day; for my flesh is true food and my blood is true 
drink. Those who eat my flesh and drink my blood abide in me, 
and I in them. Just as the living Father sent me, and I live because 
of the Father, so whoever eats me will live because of me.  
 

 If you only hear that literally, you think of cannibalism, of 

vampirism, of Jesus offering his body and blood for food. It would have 

been especially appalling to the Jews, who weren’t even allowed to eat 

pork. But the truth Jesus was revealing was metaphorical. When he said 

his flesh was true food, he wasn’t talking about cannibalism. When he said 

his blood was true drink, he wasn’t talking about vampirism. He was 

speaking of how the gift of his own life was a gift to us, the gift of life 

everlasting. When a new mother whispers, in wonder and awe, to her 

firstborn child, “You are my own, my flesh and blood,” she is not talking 

literally, but she is talking truly, even sacramentally. Her body was 

broken, her blood shed, to bring that child into the world. Childbirth is a 

sacrificial act, a sacramental gift. That child could not come into the world 

without the offering of that mother. We could not join the fellowship of 
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heaven without the offering of Jesus Christ. “This is my body, broken for 

you…this is my blood, shed for you.” What more could he give? 

 And so, we are led to communion, to the Lord’s Supper, to the 

eucharist. I love the word “eucharist” because it means “thanksgiving,” 

and puts us in mind of that for which we owe ultimate gratitude. If we 

think that all that takes place in communion, in the eucharist, is the 

offering of a thimbleful of grape juice and a morsel of cracker, we would 

have very little for which to be thankful, and would think the Lord stingy 

indeed to provide such a meager supper. But if we understand that the 

eucharist is about the sacrifice of Jesus for us, then we may understand 

why it is so sacred a time in worship, even if Christians are not of one 

mind as to what the bread and cup signify. For Roman Catholics, when the 

priest consecrates the bread and wine, it becomes the true body and blood 

of Jesus Christ, though a miracle called “transubstantiation.” Martin 

Luther, the great Reformer, described what happens in communion as 

“consubstantiation,” which means that believers partake of what is both 

bread and the body of Christ, both wine and the blood of Christ, the way a 

red hot poker is both iron and fire. Another great Reformer, John Calvin, 

said that the bread remains bread and the wine remains wine, but believers 

who partake of them receive the power of Christ’s body and blood. Still 

others said that communion is a memorial service, that the bread and cup 

are symbols of the sacrifice Christ made. Symbols can be powerful things, 

like the American flag, or a wedding ring, or a cross. And then there is the 
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understanding I most truly believe—the Real Presence of Christ is with us 

in the eucharist, not in the elements themselves but in the communion, the 

fellowship of believers, who take the bread and cup together. “Wherever 

two or more are gathered in my name, I am there with them,” Jesus said. 

We are never more together in Christ than when we take communion. He 

makes us an irresistible community. 

 The first great communion occurred when a group of disciples in 

Jerusalem tramped up the stairs to an upper room. They were tired and 

perhaps they were despondent. A week before, they had been part of a 

great parade into the city, filled with wild cheers and palm branches 

underneath their feet. Now, there were many strangers who glared, or 

looked away. The disciples’ appearance was no longer greeted with 

smiles. They could feel the wind shifting. They had come to the upper 

room that night because the One they had followed to Jerusalem—the One 

who had made them a community—had invited them there for the 

Passover feast. They did not know it yet, but that night their lives would 

change forever. After the meal, and the retelling of the ancient Passover 

story, Jesus took bread and wine and said, “This is my body, broken for 

you…this is my blood, shed for you. Do this in remembrance of me.” That 

meal would change them forever. That meal would begin the change from 

a community to a communion, an irresistible community, whose host is 

Jesus Christ. We cannot change ourselves without the fellowship of others. 

We cannot be Christians without the fellowship of Christ. Until Sunday 
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morning, and the resurrection of Christ, that meal was Christ’s Last 

Supper. After Easter, that meal became the Lord’s Supper, perpetual sign 

of unceasing love and everlasting life. 

 As Christians, we are called to follow the truth, literal or 

metaphorical, wherever it leads. However long the journey, it will 

eventually lead us to Christ, who is the Way, the Truth and the Life. Once 

we reach our destination, we will realize, as did the disciples on the road 

to Emmaus, that he had been beside us all the steps of our way. 

           Amen. 
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