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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.’ 
He 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?’ But Jesus, being aware that his disciples were complaining about it, said 
to them, ‘Does this offend you? Then what if you were to see the Son of Man 
ascending to where he was before? It is the spirit that gives life; the flesh is useless. 
The words that I have spoken to you are spirit and life. 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.’ 
 Because of this many of his disciples turned back and no longer went about with 
him. So Jesus asked the twelve, ‘Do you also wish to go away?’ Simon Peter 
answered him, ‘Lord, to whom can we go? You have the words of eternal life. We 
have come to believe and know that you are the Holy One of God.’ 
 

 The scripture reading today is about how the disciples reacted to 

Jesus saying, “Those who eat my flesh and drink my blood abide in me, 

and I in them.” We talked about this last week. The audience Jesus was 

speaking to in today’s scripture reading was much smaller than the 

audience when he first talked about eating his flesh and drinking his 

blood. That first time had occurred after Jesus had fed five thousand 
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people [John 6.1-14] through the miraculous multiplication of loaves 

and fishes (the only miracle of Jesus recorded in all four of the Gospels). 

Another part of that very large audience consisted of scribes and 

Pharisees who wanted to argue with him. The crowd in today’s scripture 

reading gathered at the synagogue in Capernaum, and it was much 

smaller. A lot of the original large audience had left. The ones who 

remained were Jesus’ disciples. There is a distinction between a disciple 

and an apostle. A disciple is anyone who, at any time, followed Jesus. 

An apostle is someone whom Jesus sent forth. The original apostles 

were the famous Twelve—Peter and Andrew, James and John, and the 

rest. There were a lot more disciples than there were apostles, and those 

disciples were having a hard time processing what Jesus had said about 

eating his flesh and drinking his blood. Heard literally, Jesus’ words 

invoked images of cannibalism and vampirism. Remember, those first 

disciples were all Jews, and according to the laws of Moses, they were 

not even allowed to eat bacon or oysters. 

 So, the disciples were trying to digest the hard words Jesus had 

spoken, and they were murmuring among themselves. They clearly 

didn’t like what Jesus had said. I understand the reaction. There are lots 

of things Jesus said that I wish he had not said. For example, his 

commandment that we love our enemies [Matthew 5.43-48]. How do we 

do that? Or what he said about turning the other cheek when you’ve just 
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been slapped [Matthew 5.39]. Are you serious, Jesus? Or what he said to 

the rich young man about selling all he had and giving it to the poor 

[Matthew 19.16-26]. As someone drawing closer to retirement, that 

makes me really nervous. Or how about what Jesus said about how 

anyone who looked—just looked—at anyone with lust in their hearts 

had committed adultery [Matthew 5.27-28]? Lord have mercy, give us a 

break. It goes on and on and on, the things Jesus said that I wish he had 

not said. The reason his words can be a problem for me is because I 

publicly accepted him as my Lord and Savior, the Son of the living God. 

If I hadn’t done that, I could blow him off. But because he is my Lord 

and Savior, I can’t disregard what he says. If Jesus had confined himself 

to little homilies, like the one about letting the day’s trouble suffice for 

the day [Matthew 6.34], then being his disciple would be so much 

easier. My faith would be so much more comfortable. My prayers would 

be much less anguished. My job would be much easier. But he is my 

Lord and Savior, and I am not his faithful disciple if I regard his 

commandments as items on a cafeteria line—“Oooh, I like that macaroni 

and cheese, but I’m not going anyone near that okra.” 

C.S. Lewis wrote, “A man who was only a man, and said the things 

Jesus said, would not be a great moral teacher. He would either be a 

lunatic—on a level with the man who says he is a poached egg—or else 
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he would be a devil of hell.” In Mark 3.22-23, you’ve got both those 

options listed side by side: 

When his family heard it, they went out to restrain him, for people 
were saying, “He has gone out of his mind.” And the scribes who 
came down from Jerusalem said, “He has Beelzebul, and by the ruler 
of the demons he casts out demons.” 
 
The family that loves him worries that he’s out of his mind, while 

the religious types who detest him think he’s possessed. If Jesus was 

only a human being, and said the things he said, they could both be 

right. C.S. Lewis went on to say, “You must make your choice. You can 

shut him up for a fool; you can spit at him and kill him as a demon; or 

you can fall at his feet and call him Lord and God. But let us not come 

with any patronizing nonsense about his being a great human teacher. 

He has not left that open to us. He did not intend to.” 

 If we believe Jesus was only a great human teacher that means we 

can believe only the parts of the Gospels that we’re predisposed to like. 

That way, we could pick one item from column A and two items from 

column B and turn Jesus into a Ken doll we dress up in the latest 

theological outfit. But I don’t think that’s a legitimate choice. We either 

accept him as Lord and Savior, and confess that the hard words that 

judge us are just as authentic as the easy words we like, or we walk 

away. We leave. We bail. Our choice. Our call. 
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 Being (as I like to think), an easygoing guy, I wish that all of the 

words I speak to you from this pulpit would be words of comfort and 

good cheer. Many of the scriptures are just that—deeply comforting, and 

very cheering. I like preaching those. But then there are those other 

words that provide little comfort and almost no cheer. Jesus knew that 

some of his words would drive away some of his disciples, and they did. 

 There is a popular myth that if preachers would only preach the real 

Gospel, the pews would be packed. That was not the experience of 

Jesus. There was a great English preacher, W.E. Orchard, who had to 

make hard choices in the course of his own ministry. He preached many 

sermons that were true to the Gospel, but still painful to hear. He once 

attended a beautiful church filled with affluent people listening to a very 

popular preacher. As he gazed around at all the adoring faces directed 

toward the pulpit, he whispered to his wife, “It is all very well, my dear, 

but I could not fill this place.” “No,” she said, “but you could empty it.” 

After the original hard words about eating his flesh and drinking his 

blood, Jesus said more hard words. As the offending words mounted, 

and the numbers of the disciples whittled away, Jesus asked the remnant, 

“Will you also go away?” Peter responded, “Lord, to whom can we go? 

You have the words of eternal life. We have come to believe and know 

that you are the Holy One of God.” 
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Many of us come to Christ in the fullness of a new convert’s joy and 

exultation, when the Christian road seems to be nothing but cheering 

crowds shouting “Hosanna” and laying down palm branches in our path. 

Many of us will desert Jesus once the cheers turn to jeers, and the 

crosses are no longer tiny pieces of gold and jewelry we wear around 

our necks, but large, brutal, ugly things from which we hang. But if we 

leave Jesus because we find his words hard to take, where will we go? 

Who, or what, will take his place? 

 For our sermon series the next several weeks, we are taking, as a 

theme, the title of a book entitled “Irresistible Community.” Bill 

Donahue, the author, wrote, “We crave connection. We want to be 

known, cared for, loved and celebrated. We long to give ourselves to 

something—to someone—greater than ourselves. We want a little band 

of brothers and sisters…We want to be in a place where no one stands 

alone.” Donahue says we find that irresistible community at the Lord’s 

Table. That’s the reason for the dishes on the communion table today—

because it’s the Lord’s Table, the Lord’s Supper, and we’re his invited 

guests. There is a place at his table for all of us, whoever we are. The 

Lord Jesus would be pleased if we stayed until the Kingdom comes. So 

would the church. But it is our choice. Our freedom. Our call. 

*** 
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When I was in college, I spent my summers working at Craig 

Springs Christian Church Camp in Virginia as a dishwasher, garbage 

hauler, ditch digger, counselor and, for two summers, staff foreman. I 

went back to Craig Springs in the summer of 1985, twelve years after I 

was last there, as a counselor for a group of high schoolers. I was no 

longer a cool and energetic college student; I was by then a husband, 

father and ordained minister serving a church, and my favorite time at 

camp was lights out, because then I could go to sleep. One night after 

dinner, sitting around a campfire, we were talking about choices, good 

and bad. I asked the kids to name some bad choices. Someone said, 

“Drugs.” Heads nodded. Someone else said, “Cults.” Heads nodded 

again. Someone else said, “Eating whatever that thing was with the 

gravy.” That one was met with loud and universal agreement, and it took 

a while for the ruckus to die down. When it finally did, one of the kids 

said, “Suicide.” There was a long silence after that, and then a young 

tenth grader, one of the gentlest and quietest of the campers there, said 

that she had recently come close to taking her own life. “I am so glad 

you didn’t,” I said to her. She looked at a boy across the fire, a kid from 

her church named Rob, who, by his annoying antics that week, had 

convinced me that he was a total goofball. “Rob talked me out of it,” she 

said. As she talked, Rob stared into the fire. She went on, “He told me 

how much it would hurt my parents, who loved me. And God, who 
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loved me. And Rob, who loved me.” I waited for Rob to say something, 

but he just kept looking into the fire. She went on, “I wanted to hurt my 

parents. I didn’t believe in God. But right then, I believed in Rob, even 

when he said something I didn’t want to hear.” “What was it you didn’t 

want to hear?” I asked. “That I was loved,” she said. Rob looked up. 

“You still are,” he said. And then he looked back down into the fire and 

muttered, “I just tried to do what Jesus would do.” 

 If Jesus is our Lord and Savior, we will hear things we don’t want 

to hear. We will receive judgments we don’t want to receive. We will 

take on crosses we don’t want to carry, and travel roads we don’t want 

to walk. But if we can hear his hard words, and believe in the truth of 

them, how much more readily will we be able to believe in the truth of 

words like these from John 15.12: 

“This is my commandment, that you love one another as I have loved 

you.”           Amen. 
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