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A Sermon by Robert W. Prim 
11th Sunday after Pentecost; August 5th , 2018 

John 6:51-58 
“Serving Jesus” 

~~~~~~~~ 
The language we come to now is difficult and harsh on our ears.  
Jesus said: 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...for my 
flesh is true food and my blood is true drink.  It seems clear to 
me (and to most commentators on this book) that John, the 
author of the gospel, was talking about the Eucharist when he 
used this language.  John does not have the institution of the 
Lord’s Supper like each of the other three gospels have, and this 
passage and the whole chapter 6 seems to be John’s way of 
encouraging the community of faith to participate in the Holy 
Meal.  So, let us chew on this passage... 

Listen for the Word of God in John 6:51-58  
This reading follows Jesus feeding the five thousand. 

“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 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 
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came down from heaven, not like that which your ancestors ate, 
and they died.  But the one who eats this bread will live 
forever.” John 6:51-58 (NRSV) 

~~~~~~~~ 
The Gospel of the Lord. 
Praise to You, O Christ. 

~~~~~~~~ 
There has been a pretty clear dividing line in interpreting this 
text throughout the history of the church.  The majority of 
Christians throughout the world –  Roman Catholic, Orthodox, 
many Anglicans, some others scattered throughout every 
denomination  –  take this passage as literal truth about what 
happens when the Eucharist is celebrated.  Those who eat my 
flesh and drink my blood abide in me, and I in them.  The 
majority of Christians throughout the world take this literally 
and believe that the bread and the wine of Holy Communion 
become the body and blood of Christ when the priest says the 
Prayer of Consecration over the elements (over the bread and 
the wine).  The technical term used to describe this is 
transubstantiation.  Though the bread and the wine still have 
the characteristics of bread and wine, once the priest says the 
prayer the wine becomes, in some mystical way, Jesus’ blood 
and the bread becomes Jesus’ body, his flesh.   
 
Baptists, Methodists, Pentecostals, Congregationalists, 
Lutherans, and Presbyterians think of the passage as symbolic 
but not as a literal description of what happens to the bread and 
wine used in celebrating the Lord’s Supper. This minority view 
is that the wine and the bread symbolically become the flesh and 
the blood of Jesus;  they remain, however, bread and wine 
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throughout the celebration of the Eucharist.   
 
Now there are all kinds of variations within these two basic 
interpretations.  There are some Roman Catholics who are 
searching for new words to describe what is happening.  Some 
have suggested trans-signification to replace transubstantiation.  
The idea being that the bread and wine become different in 
terms of significance rather than in terms of substance.   On the 
other side of the divide, the Baptist tradition maintains that the 
Lord’s Supper is an ordinance (as opposed to a sacrament)  
meaning we as Christians partake of the bread and the wine 
because Jesus ordered us to do it, but its primary purpose is to 
remember Jesus’ life, death, and resurrection.  It is an act of 
memory.  For those who know a little about protestant history, 
this is the Zwinglian understanding of the Lord’s Supper.    
 
We Presbyterians, on the other hand, tend to think of it as more 
than an act of memory but different than transubstantiation.  
Somehow, through the power of the Holy Spirit working within 
the gathered community of faith, the bread and the wine 
represent the “real presence” of Jesus among the faithful.  It is 
symbolic but not just symbolic.  Jesus is really present at the 
table, but John Calvin, the founder of our denomination, did not 
want to be too specific about just how Jesus is present at the 
table.  In fact he talked of the Spirit of God raising us to heaven 
when we gather around the table and thereby bringing us into 
the presence of the Lord.  It is mysterious presence either here 
or in heaven but the bread and wine remain bread and wine. 

~~~~~~~~ 
Passions run high when this is discussed among believers.  
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Flannery O’Connor, who was a devout Roman Catholic and 
fellow Georgian, reportedly made this comment to Mary 
McCarthy who had invited Flannery over for supper and during 
the course of the dinner conversation had referred to the 
Eucharist as symbol.  Flannery O’Connor, the only Roman 
Catholic there, was expected to defend the idea of 
transubstantiation, and, with trembling voice, she did.  Flannery 
O’Connor said: Well, if it’s a symbol, to hell with it!  Ms 
O’Connor, in a letter recounting the incident, went on to say: 
That was all the defense I was capable of but I realize now that 
this is all I will ever be able to say about it, outside of a story, 
except that it is the center of existence for me; all the rest of life 
is expendable (Letters of Flannery O’Connor: The Habit of Being, Selected 
and Edited by Sally Fitzgerald, pages 123-126). 

~~~~~~~~ 
Passions run high on the subject.  I have an Episcopal priest 
friend who told me of one of his parishioners asking him if he 
should take communion when he goes to church with his 
Presbyterian parents.  My friend David, the priest, told him it 
would be O.K. but David said he was not sure what to call what 
we Presbyterians do with the bread and the wine.  At any rate, 
Priest David said it would be harmless enough so go ahead and 
receive whatever it is they do in the Presbyterian church.  
Needless to say, I told him what we do and what he could do 
and then I said a few unkind things about the fussiness and 
arrogance of Episcopal priests!  Passions do run high on this 
particular subject, especially among the clergy. 

~~~~~~~~ 
I think the entire Christian community – majority and minority –  
would be well served to remember the words of John Calvin 
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when he talked of the Eucharist.  John Calvin was a lawyer, and 
he loved exactness of language; so much so, that his writing 
sometimes seems bloodless and overly analytical.  But listen to 
what he said about the presence of Jesus in the Eucharist.  He 
was writing in the mid-1500s what became known as Institutes 
of the Christian Religion.... 
   Now if anyone asks me how this takes place (that Jesus is 
present at the Eucharist), I shall not be ashamed to confess that 
it is a secret too lofty for either my mind to comprehend or my 
words to declare.  And to speak more plainly, I rather 
experience than understand it. 
   I rather exhort my readers...to attempt to rise much higher 
than I can guide them.  For whenever this subject is 
considered, after I have done my utmost, I feel that I have 
spoken far beneath its dignity.  And though the mind is more 
powerful in thought than the tongue in expression, it is too 
overcome and overwhelmed by the magnitude of the subject.  
All then that remains is to break forth in admiration of the 
mystery, which it is plain that the mind is inadequate to 
comprehend, or the tongue to express (Found in Eucharist: Christ’s 
Feast with the Church by Laurence Hull Stookey, page 58).   

~~~~~~~~ 
It will serve us well as we gather around the table and seek to 
embody the one-ness with God and neighbor that is the call and 
the reality of this feast to allow the bread and the wine and the 
presence of Jesus with us at the table to be mysterious.  We do 
not have to know everything; we do not have to pin-down every 
detail; we do not have to have a scientific explanation for all 
that goes on within the spirit of the faithful.  We can let the 
mystery be... in fact, it will do us good, as Calvin encouraged,  
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to break forth in admiration of the mystery, which it is plain that 
the mind is inadequate to comprehend, or the tongue to express. 

~~~~~~~~  
One thing that can be said because it is so basic to this passage 
but is often lost in all our debates about the presence of Jesus in 
or around the bread and the wine is the simple point that this 
passage is about food.  Jesus feeds people.  Much of Jesus’ 
ministry was and is around meals.  The first part of chapter six 
tells the story of Jesus feeding the five thousand.  All of us are 
united by the fact that we need to eat. Food is what nourishes 
our bodies.  The Eucharist is a meal; Jesus feeds us with 
himself....somehow. 

~~~~~~~~ 
There is an episode in Sara Miles book Take This Bread: A 
Radical Conversion that describes the bond of human hunger.  
She had started a food bank in her Episcopal Church and her 
work with that ministry brought people of various faiths 
together. Sara Miles wrote: 
 It was like the time when a driver from the Food Bank had 
paused with a pallet jack full of groceries to look at our 
baptismal font.  “That’s where I was baptized,” I’d told him 
conversationally.  He was silent for a minute.  He was an 
evangelical Christian, someone who probably would be 
horrified by 90 percent of the liberal waffling that went on at St. 
Gregory’s.  “And the thing is,” the driver had said finally, 
cupping his hands in front of him, “he brought water, water, out 
of the rock.” 
 I looked at him.  He knew I was gay.  I knew he kept a 
King James Bible in the cab of his truck, because all other 
versions were heretical.   
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 “Yes,” I’d said.  “And that rock is Christ.”   
 Any words from tradition that we quoted back and forth to 
one another, though, weren’t the point.  Christians could agree 
or argue about God as much as we wanted, but it was all 
essentially chatter.  What bound that driver and me together 
was the obvious thing, so plain and dumb between us we could 
almost ignore it: the rough wooden pallet of onions that 
organized our days.  Feed the hungry, heal the sick, visit 
prisoners. We fed people (page173). 

~~~~~~~~ 
But, you might be asking, is the bread the body of Christ?   
Is the wine, the blood of Christ? 

~~~~~~~~ 
Before I give my response to the question, let me say, I think the 
table is open, should be open, to anyone seeking after Jesus no 
matter what a person believes about what is happening with the 
bread and wine  – in our case, non-alcoholic Mustum.  I have 
attended worship services where the table was fenced from me 
because I did not share a certain understanding of the presence 
of Jesus at the table.  Those times are always sad and seem 
contrary to the Spirit of God and the intent of the sacrament to 
unite humanity before God who hungers to be in union with us.  
It was, I think, after one of those times being fenced from the 
table of Jesus that I fashioned the invitation that you hear 
whenever we celebrate the Eucharist at Nacoochee Presbyterian 
Church.  This invitation is not found in our Book of Common 
Worship, it is not found in any book of worship, but I think it is 
in line with John Calvin’s acknowledgment:  All then that 
remains is to break forth in admiration of the mystery....  When 
we come together to share the bread and the wine we are invited 
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to the table with these words: 
Christ, our Lord, invites to his table all who seek after him. 

You do not have to be a member of this church  
to come to this feast. 

You do not have to be a Presbyterian to come to this table. 
You do not have to be certain  

of all that you think and believe to come. 
You do not have to be certain of what is happening  

when you eat this bread and drink this wine. 
If you seek after the love of God  

embodied in Jesus of Nazareth, the Christ, 
  You are invited to this feast which has been prepared for 
you. 

Jesus bids you come. 
One important thing to say about the Eucharist  

is this simple declaration –  
The table belongs to Jesus.  All are welcome. 

~~~~~~~~ 
So, you might ask, are we eating Jesus’ flesh and drinking his 
blood when we come to the table?  Here’s my answer: .... 

~~~~~~~~ 
silence 

~~~~~~~~ 
But, if we frame the question in a slightly different way –  

Are we fed by Jesus at the table?   
To that I would say – Yes! 

 
I say it in a whisper, but yes we fed by Jesus in some way. 

Like a mother nourishes her child in the womb  
with her own flesh and blood,  
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Jesus, too, feeds us with his body. 
Like a mother nourishes her child on her breast  

with the milk of her own flesh and blood,  
Jesus, too, feeds us with his body. 

Like a father and mother nourish their child at the kitchen table  
with the sweat of their brows and the work of their hands,  

Jesus, too, feeds us. 
Yes, somehow and in someway,  

Jesus feeds us at the table with his whole being.   
Yes, it is a mystery.   

Yes, everyone is invited to the feast  
wether we believe the miracle or not  

we are invited to the table 
because 

Jesus wants to feed us. 
Jesus wants us to know that he abides in us and we in him. 

Praise be.  Amen. 


