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         John 6:35, 41-51


I should say right at the outset that this passage from John was not a big hit among the Worship Task Group that planned this service.  We read the passage out loud and found ourselves getting tangled up in a web of words and phrases that seem to circle around and repeat, again and again.  In the Gospel of John, Jesus has a tendency to sound like a mystical philosopher.  You can pull out a good quote or two from what he says, but when you try to piece it all together, you start to lose track of the progression of his thought.  At the Worship Task group, we found ourselves stepping back and shaking our heads and saying, “This really doesn’t sound much like the way a carpenter from a small town would talk!”  We felt a bit sheepish when we realized that Jesus is dismissed by people in this passage saying more or less the same thing:  “Is not this Jesus, the son of Joseph, whose father and mother we know?”  


The tension we felt as readers in 2006 was apparently also there in Jesus’ day, and it shows up even in John, the latest of the Gospels.  Is Jesus a human being like the rest of us?  Or was he some other kind of being, entirely unique, and totally different from us?  How human was he, and how Godly?  And while these questions have entertained many scholars over the centuries, they aren’t purely academic.  Beneath these questions lie others:  What does Jesus have to do with me?  How do he and I connect?  Are we a lot alike?  Are we really different?  Questions about the humanity and divinity of Jesus are not just questions about how we think about Jesus—they are questions about how we should respond to him, in our words, in our actions, in our lives.


If Jesus is primarily and essentially human, then it’s easy to understand how his life was meant to be a model for ours.  He’s a leader, a mentor, a teacher, a guide.  But if Jesus is primarily and essentially divine, then we respond differently.  We connect to him through prayer and praise and worship, and he becomes our inspirer, our energizer, the one who knows us intimately, the one to whom we confess, the one who draws us forward.


So who is Jesus for you?  How do you connect with him?  What side of the human/divine tension do you tend to lean towards?


I imagine that just about every single person in this room today would have a different answer to that question, so perhaps it shouldn’t surprise us that the Bible offers a number of different answers as well.  The Gospel of Mark, for example, seems to present a somewhat different view of Jesus’ humanity and divinity than does the Gospel of John.  What’s more, scholars tell us that tension between the various Gospels is in part reflective of the tension that existed among various people who were part of the committee who put the Bible into its current form.  


This is a story that’s well told in a book by the scholar Elaine Pagels in her book, Beyond Belief which one of our CARE groups read and discussed this past Spring.  In that book, Pagels makes the argument that when the Christian canon was being composed, there were competing views of Jesus’ humanity and divinity that were reflected in a debate about whether to include the Gospel of Thomas or the Gospel of John in the Bible.  The Gospel of Thomas talks in places about the divine spark that every human has within him or herself, a spark that forms a connection between Jesus and each human person, a spark which makes his way of being human at least similar to my own.  The Gospel of John, in contrast, puts all the focus on Jesus who is called “the light of the world”, and our access to him, our connection to him, is primarily through belief.  “Those who believe in me,” Jesus says in John, “shall have everlasting life.”


Even though the Gospel of Thomas was ultimately excluded from the approved Christian scriptures that were included in the Bible, it is interesting to note that the tension between the humanity of Jesus and the divinity of Jesus isn’t resolved by the exclusion of one renegade book.  That tension remains even within the books that are included, even within the Gospel of John itself.  


I appreciate that that tension was not resolved, but in fact, imbedded in our scripture.  I appreciate this because I think that tension, the tension between the divine and human in Jesus, is a tension that is provoked by life itself.  


When I feel good about human beings, I really like the idea of Jesus as human.  When I meet a truly admirable human being, or when I see groups of people working together successfully, when I see problems solved or improved by human effort, then I find myself thinking that if humans could just do the right thing a little more frequently, then we could really turn this world around.  That’s when the stories in the Bible tell of Jesus teaching and modeling very simple moral rules really appeal to me.  Invite strangers in.  Strive to be of service to the poor and needy.  Show mercy towards those who you might judge.  Those things don’t seem so outrageous, so out of reach, do they?  What if we could be just a bit more generous, just a bit more compassionate, wouldn’t the world become a significantly better place?


But these past several weeks, I haven’t really been feeling that great about humanity.  Reading the news of the past several weeks, I can’t help but think that its really humans that are the problem.  Human community seems to make our problems even worse—as soon as we get together with other people like us, our desire to live in peace and to seek understanding with other seems to go right out the window, and soon everyone not in our group becomes our enemy.  Suddenly violence seems to be an appealing and attractive way to relate to each other.  And when I feel that way about the world, I find myself really draw to Jesus’ divinity.  I like the idea of him being full of God, from head to toe, stepping into this world but calling us to another one.  It seems then that if I could open my heart fully to Jesus, if I could absorb myself in the worship of the Beautiful Savior, I could elevate myself right out of this messy world, and somehow have a moment or two of perspective where I looked down and saw the mess we’ve made with the kind of love and compassion that God must feel for us.


Do you even find yourself torn between these two sides of Jesus, the human and the divine?  Do you feel yourself at times swinging between these two poles, drawn at one moment to discipleship that applies to this world, this life and at the next moment to devotion which pulls us out of the muck of this world and gives us some perspective, some relief?  The fact of the matter is, there are resources in our scriptures for both of those perspectives.


But there is one piece that seems not to fit either perspective—it’s rooted neither in Jesus’ humanity nor his divinity.  The Gospels of Matthew, Mark, Luke and John and the Gospel of Thomas for that matter, all tell the story of Jesus’ last supper with his disciples.  


It’s surprising, in a way, to find it there in the Gospel of John.  In this most abstract and philosophical of Gospels, its not so surprising to hear Jesus say, “I am truth” or “I am the light of the world”—but bread?  That’s such a concrete, mundane, earthly thing to use to describe the Son of God.  But there in John, as in all the other Gospels, Jesus tells his disciples that he is like the thing they eat every day, the thing they count on to sustain their lives.  But there is one important difference---those who eat of Jesus’ Bread of Life will never again become hungry.  He says, in effect, “When you engage with me, when you incorporate me, something changes in you, and you no longer hunger in the same way.”


To me, that image catches the pendulum mid-swing.  This isn’t an image of Jesus’ divinity, and it’s not an image of his humanity, either, but somehow seems to catch both parts of that tension and hold them together.  Here at the table Jesus is walking with us, his disciples, engaging with our human story, and feeding our very human hungers.  He doesn’t call us out of our humanness, or even our brokenness, but rather comes and joins us there, and shares our table with us.  But, when he comes, he doesn’t just offer a solution to the problems of our humanity.  He comes offering something that will pull us out of the cycle of need and want, something that connects us to things that are lasting and eternal and divine.  


This is how you will come to know God, Jesus tells us.  Not through some abstraction, not by stepping out, stepping away from your humanity.  But the very heart of your human need is where you will begin to incorporate divinity.  How?  By taking the hunger, the thirst which defines human life, and directing it towards Jesus, offering it to him and inviting him to meet you there..  I am the Bread of Life, Jesus says.  The very place where you hunger is the place where I will meet you.  But when you open your neediness to me, I come not just as a human.  I come as one who knows a way out.  I come as one who knows a way home.


Thanks be to God.

So what do we do with this scripture?  What do we do with this Gospel?  To me, Pagels book is a helpful preface to reading a scripture like this one—its helpful to know that there is a diversity of viewpoints represented in the Bible, and that Jesus’ own disciples and the earliest members of his church debated among themselves about just how human and how divine he was.  For me, that tension is preserved in the diversity of scripture, and I appreciate that it wasn’t resolved one way or the other.  That way, the tension is dynamic, and it pulls me in.


Where do you weigh in?  

Sometimes I find myself draw to his humanity….

But sometimes, humanity just isn’t enough for me.  I have no more faith in humanity.  That’s when this alien Jesus beamed down from heaven starts to gain appeal…

For Pagels, this has lead to undue emphasis on orthodoxy.  

But I think that misses the point, a point made quite clear in this chapter where Jesus talks about himself as bread.


Not the analogy we would expect in such an other-worldly gospel.  I am a truth, yes.  I am light, okay.  But bread?  His words are set in a story about real feeding as well.  And with an act of remembrance on our parts.  The divine isn’t something we stand back and admire—its something we incorporate within ourselves.  The eternal is something that begins now, something we connect to in small part and allow to grow within us.


What does Jesus have to do with me?  How does he and I connect?

This is what give us real hope, John’s gospel argues.  Not our human capacity to improve if we just learned a little more or tried a little harder.  But the idea that all that is truly divine isn’t alien to us.  That we have available to us materials that expand beyond the limits of this world.  


Recognizes the limits of our human capacity:  you all have water that doesn’t quench your thirst, bread that doesn’t satiate your hunger.


Re-direct our hungers towards this.
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