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  John 6:56-69


When it came for me to write a note about this week’s worship service for the email announcements, I summarized our worship task group’s process this way:  this week’s service is the product of frustration.  Our frustration was with the lectionary that has been stuck on the sixth chapter of the Gospel of John for five weeks now.  That chapter begins—you might remember—with two dramatic stories, the miraculous feeding of 5,000 people and the story of Jesus walking on water.  But after these stories are told, the Gospel tells of how the people surrounding Jesus tried to make sense of who is was and what he was doing.  The more they question Jesus, the more emphatic Jesus becomes.  He proclaims that he is the bread of life and that those who want to be close to God in this life or the next must “eat the flesh of the Son of Man and drink his blood.”  He says this over and over and over throughout this chapter, and eventually, we just got tried of reading it.  Okay, Jesus, we said.  We get it, communion is important, can we move on to something else?


But the lectionary doesn’t move on, and Jesus doesn’t move on, and eventually we had to wonder—is there something here that we need to listen to?  Have we really understood what Jesus is saying?


I grew up, as I know some of you here did, in a strand of of Protestant Christianity that has been described as “low church”.  The emphasis in the kind of churches I was a part of was in making every aspect of the church accessible to the average person.  Communion, therefore, was comprised of cubes of Wonder Bread and tiny cups of grape juice, and if there was any bread or juice left over after the service, it was just thrown away in the trash or poured down the drain.  If you dropped a piece of bread on the floor, it was no big deal.  If you wanted to take communion as a kid, that was fine with everyone.  

The reason for these practices was because the theology was that the bread was symbolic of Jesus Christ, and not his actual body or actual blood.  But it had the effect of communicating the message that this is an accessible ritual, a ritual that uses common foods.  You have access to this, you can touch it, you can make it your own.  The same impulse stood behind the translation of the Bible into common vernaculars, the distribution of the Bible into the hands of individual Christians, the opening of the priesthood to married men and later to women.  Religious practice, the Prostestant reformers argued, should be accessible and common.


It’s hard to see the biases you carry around with you until you suddenly encounter something that challenges your assumptions.  I never reflected much on my low-church values until I spent some time in Jewish worship.  As you might know, there is a great deal of ritual surrounding the scroll on which the Torah is written.  When the Torah is taken out of its case during worship, everyone stands.  Before it’s read, the Torah is carried through the congregation and everyone touches it with their prayer book or their prayer shawl and then touches that object to their mouth in a kiss.  Those who actually read from the Torah never touch it with their hands.  It should not be dropped.  It cannot be thrown away even if it is worn out—it must be buried.


Looking at these rituals with my low-church protestant eyes, I was frankly a bit offended.  I found myself mystified as to why all this attention was being given to an object.  Was this piece of paper really any different than any other?  Wasn’t there something a bit idolatrous about giving the Torah scroll so much special attention?


But because I love a Jewish man, I’ve had a chance to give Jewish worship a second and a third chance.  And one Friday night, a few years back, I suddenly thought, what in my own faith is as special, as revered, as the Torah is for Jews?  How would it change my experience of worship if I decided to give something this extra-special status?  How would I see the world differently if I really allowed something to be holy—different and distinct from all other things in the world?


When I was in Divinity School, I worked for a year at a Lutheran church in East Boston, a neighborhood filled with recent immigrants from all over the world.  One evening, a young Chinese man came to our church for Bible study.  He has just recently learned about Jesus from some friends, and had fallen head over heals in love with him.  He was desperate to learn everything he could about Jesus, but when, at the end of our Bible study we had a communion service, he didn’t want to participate.  I talked to him about it afterwards to assure him that he was welcome at the table.  “Oh no,” he replied.  “My friends tell me that you have to be baptized first.  Then when you put the bread in your mouth, then you will get eternal life.”


My low-church-Protestant-self was horrified.  I assured him that Jesus welcomed EVERYONE to his table—whether or not you are baptized.  What’s more, I told him, communion is not some kind of magical key to eternal life.  That life begins right now in our relationship with Christ, and it extends into the future.


The Chinese man came to Bible Study a few more weeks, and then he showed up in worship one Sunday morning.  When he came forward for communion, I felt a little thrill of triumph inside.  He had listened to me!  He was coming into the faith with good, inclusive theology!  But when I went to talk to him after the service, he really looked crestfallen.  “You were right,” he said, “it really wasn’t anything special.”


I have thought about my interaction with that young man often in the years that followed.  Maybe in my enthusiasm about making the bread and cup accessible, I failed to make it special enough.  Maybe I should have just kept my mouth shut and let it be a Big Deal.  Surely we can undermine the value of this meal by making it inaccessible, but perhaps we can undermine it as well by making it too common, too ordinary.  This is a meal, like many others, set with common things, bread and wine, things that appear on many other tables.  But this isn’t something to be entered into lightly.  We need to pay attention here, because Jesus says he will meet us here.  

Jesus says that this is more than bread and more than wine and that we are more than just people.  Here this bread becomes his body.  Here this wine becomes his blood.  Here we become his people.  Thanks be to God.  
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