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Eating Jesus 
John 6:51-58 

August 19, 2018 
 

 

Are Christians cannibals?  Are we cannibals?  Do we eat the 

flesh and drink the blood of Jesus?  I hope so.  But, not as one 

might too quickly imagine what that means. 

 

In the second century AD there were some Romans who 

said Christians were cannibals.  The rumor had it that Christians 

met secretly to sacrifice and eat the flesh of a man’s body and 

drink his blood.  In later times, there were those who thought 

Christians were vampires…eating flesh in order to live eternally. 

 

Well, when one is a part of a small group that most in your 

society don’t understand, its not surprising that some of the 

rumors surrounding your group get a bit hyperbolized blown out of 

proportion.  But, after hearing today’s Gospel lesson, it’s not too 

much of a stretch to understand the origins of that rumor:  “Those 

who eat my flesh and drink my blood have eternal life, and I will 

raise them up on the last day.”   Right from the mouth of Jesus! 

 



 2 

Well these words of Jesus have certainly caused debate 

among Christians ever since the Reformation.   

 

In the Roman and Easter Orthodox Church it is believed that 

in communion the substance of the bread and wine are 

transformed into the glorified or resurrected body of Jesus (not 

the earthly flesh body, but the resurrected body).  So when a 

believer communes, the resurrected Jesus dunites his flesh with 

the believer.  Jesus intimately comes to the person.   

In many protestant communities communion is a meal of 

remembrance.  We eat bread and wine to remember Jesus gave 

his body and blood for us.  The act joins us together in 

community.   But, bread and wine it is; and nothing more.   

In Lutheran and Episcopal communities, a bridge is built 

between these two.  Luther taught, “When Jesus said, ‘this is my 

body, this is my blood,’ who am I to disagree.  Yet what actually 

happens to the substance of bread and wine is a mystery. It is 

enough to rejoice that in the eating and drinking Jesus comes to 

be with me/with us.  Thus ends the little lesson on denominational 

flavors of Holy Communion.  But, I think we’ll all agree, we’re a far 

way from cannibalism. 
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But, it did cause me to wonder.  What is it about ritual 

cannibalism that led to its practice among some indigenous 

peoples?  I learned of two practices: 

1.  It was part of the grieving process.  A way of guiding the 

souls of the dead into the bodies of living descendants.  So, 

one ate the heart of a deceased loved one in order to keep 

that person’s spirit alive in the group.  I think Cara will be 

glad to know we have no intention of keeping her among us. 

2. In battle, a warrior might consume an organ of their 

opponent to endow themselves with characteristics of the 

deceased!  In other words, if my opponent was a very 

courageous fighter, I might want a piece of them – the spirit 

of the courage through their body - to strengthen my own 

courage and skill! 

 

In other words, these people of a far different culture believed 

something that Jesus himself may wish for us to believe:  there 

isn’t much separation between body and soul  The nature of a 

person, who they are, what makes them “alive,”  cannot be 

separated from their physical presence. 

 

When I was a child and my grandfather died, my mother tried to 

explain to me what happens to grandpa.  Well, she said, his body 
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died and his soul went to be with God. They are two different 

things.   

Now, this is a pretty traditional understanding among many as 

to what happens after death…and it may be…I haven’t been there 

yet to confirm it.  But, I also learned in later education that this 

was a theory of the Greeks….the body was bad but the spirit was 

good.  And the spirit had to rid itself of the body in order to live a 

full life. 

 

What we all know is that should one dissect the body, you 

won’t find a fould somewhere inside.  When you speak of a 

person’s heart referring to their nature, you won’t see it residing in 

the organ that pumps our blood!   Yet, we use such language for 

a reason; who we are as a person, and who we are as a body are 

intimately connected; one cannot separate one from the other!   

 

When I look at Susie, is it her body that I love to look at; of 

course, but more, it is her whole self; body and soul;  when I hug 

my grandchild, my daughters, a friend, it is their body I wish to 

hold; no it is their whole being; their spirit of joy, 

independence,adventure. 

 



 5 

Intimacy is the key word here.  The presence of the Lord’s 

body and soul.  Just as we are intimately connected.  And that is 

what I hope we will consider when we think of today’s words from 

Jesus.   

 

Throughout the Gospel of John, we hear “I am” sayings from 

Jesus:  I am the Bread of Life.”  “I am living water.”  John 

intentionally reports these experessions to remind us that God 

also called himself “the Great I Am”   

 

In other words, as Jesus said, “If you have seen me, you have 

seen the Father.”  Hesus is the bread of life,  Not like the bread 

we eat that spoils, but the presence of the living Jesus in on our 

lives, sustains us when our person is weak and hungry for life.”  

Those who eat my flesh and drink my blood have eternal life. 

 

When God created Adam out of clay (the physical) he breathed 

into him the Breath of Life….the nature of God’s graciousness.  

God joined gods self to humanity.  When Jesus said, even as the 

Father sent me, and I live because of the Father, so whoever eats 

me will live because of me.”  Do you catch the connection:  God 

breathes life.  God enters human flesh – the reversal of 

cannibalism I guess.   
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God enters Jesus in God’s fullness, to bring God’s presence – 

not simply in the netherworld of spiritualism – but in flesh and 

blood.  A former seminary professor likes to refer to Jesus as 

God’s love with Skin on It!  So, too, the invisible God, the power of 

graciousness and mercy, has been extended through communion 

with Jesus into our lives. . That we might be little Christ’s to our 

neighbor, and to ourselves – as we believe the life he has offered 

us.  Intimacy!! 

 

God gave his whole self to us in Jesus.  Jesus gave his whole 

self to us.  So, to every succeeding generation….to us in this 

place of Charlemont, Ma 

God in Christ gives his whole self to our whole self; so that we 

might give ourselves to one another; to our neighbors, to the 

world. 

 

But, here is my dilemma: 

 

How do we maintain that intimate God-in-me self?  We know 

what we must do with our beloved’s; with our spouses, partners, 

with our children and grandchildren, our closest of friends.   
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We’ve all heard of someone who is into their work, body and 

soul.  Some give everything they are to an organization to the 

detriment of relationships.  We can be so focused on maintaining 

traditions that we do not see God at work when that work is 

outside the norm.  I am so busy doing, that I never stop to eat The 

Bread of Life.  What can we do to open ourselves to receiving the 

Real Presence of Christ?  

 

1.  Engage in quiet devotion 

 

As a child, the limit of my devotion was always organized; 

family dinner prayer, church worship, organized church events 

like youth retreats.  There was very little quiet time for prayer 

and reflection; contemplation.  So it was for me as a pastor; my 

work gave me times; but rarely my own time alone.  Imagine if 

you only conversed with those whom you count on for intimacy 

at an organized function.  How deep would that relationship 

be?  Is it any different than the strength and love we seek to 

receive from Christ?  This sermon from Jesus is an invitation to 

come to Him in moments created for silence and prayer.  

 

2.  Engage in worship 
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I don’t know what I would do without listening to hymns 

sung, prayers offered, sermons preached, the presence of 

Christ to me in Holy Communion.  At least in my poverty of 

devotion, I have in this one hour a reminder of Christ living in 

me; calling me to go and serve, offering me Grace and 

forgiveness, hearing that nothing shall separate me from the 

Love of God in Christ Jesus.   

 

This is especially important in time of clergy transition.  In 

many ways, the pastor is looked upon as an embodiment of 

Christ.  That surely isn’t fair to the pastor to consider her or 

him to be closer to God than the person sitting next to s in 

the pew.  But, nonetheless, it is a condition of our way of 

thinking.  Now, as we come together to hear God’s Word, to 

receive God’s grace in communion, we receive in our whole 

being the gift of church; sisters and brothers gathered 

together to be fed and to go and feed.  I implore us al, do not 

neglect this gift of community 

 

3.  Intentionally, I said, “intentionally” serving “the least of 

these.” “Whenever you serve the least of these my sisters 

and brothers, you do so unto me” 
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Here is the resurrected Jesus’ gift of intimacy with Him in the 

presence of our neighbor  It may be an organized function like 

Good Neighbors, it may be program of the church; it may be in 

ones financial generosity or the gift of a pair of socks.  But, this 

is the doorway to intimacy with God, if we open our eyes to 

believe it. 

 

Armand was telling me last week that he attends every Service 

of the Light in Greenfield.  He said he isn’t sure why he is 

drawn to it, but he is.  Isn’t that the way it is with so many “calls 

to engage” that we receive.  There is not simply the Spirit of 

Christ, nor just the body of Christ; but the whole of Jesus in the 

diversity of people who are gathered to be fed with the word of 

life and the bread of life.   

 

Intimacy, in devotion, worship, fellowship and service; but in all 

things my friends, it is not an other worldly experience; it is a 

gift to a body and spirit made whole.   

 

Let us not hesitate to reach for the Body and Blood of Jesus.  

Let us be the body and blood of Jesus.  It is the gift that gives 

us life, forever and always.  Amen.   


