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 John 6:60-71

 We spent one Sunday considering the Lord’s Supper…the Bread – the Wine.  Jesus tried to explain to the Jewish leaders and to his own disciples and to all who would listen, what he meant by referencing himself as the Bread of life.  The cup as His blood, shed for them.  It confused and upset more than a few.

Let’s continue the conversation today.  


Verse 60 of John 6 lets us know that the disciples were having a difficult time understanding and accepting what he was saying.   Jesus was aware of their grumbling and confusion.  They were frustrated. He tries to correct their thinking.  His focus was on Spirit. It is the spirit that gives life.  “The flesh is useless,” Jesus says, “and will ultimately fail you.  It is the Spirit that gives life.  The words I speak to you are spirit and life.”


It is not a new message.  He had already told  them that  the letter of the law brings restraint, but  the spirit of the law brings freedom and liberation in love and service.  Jesus was all about spirit and life and claimed that anyone who did anything not spirit based, would have limited success.       


The difficulty I believe lies in our desire to be so grounded in realism that we cannot use our imaginations.  It is interesting in the art world how some people like realism……a strawberry that looks exactly like a strawberry, while others prefer something more abstract….is that a strawberry or a cat or just a mess???  When you look at me, and I look at you, do you think that what each of us sees, is what really is?  Are you even willing to entertain the possibility that  there is so much more to both of us, that the other does not see, or understand, that is essential to the story?  Yet we are so quick to judge and form opinions and impressions by what we see and that is such a small, small portion of the whole story. So superficial.  We do each other such a disservice, when our understanding of the other is based on such a limited, literal perspective.  Jesus was a man who coloured outside the lines.  He turned our world upside down and created such chaos out of our neatly ordered way of living life!  He was a man of such depth that many missed what he was trying to say.  Blessed are those who mourn.  The meek shall inherit the earth.  Love your enemies.  Turn the other cheek.  Forgive and forgive again.  Are you kidding me?


He had hoped that those who listened to his preaching  would know when to understand him literally and figuratively.  But many were not able.   
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Jesus was about so much more, and lived a life so much more profound than to be done the disservice of always taking him literally.  He was a man who spoke the truth in the depth of imagery, poetry, beauty, service, love.

Would you say that when you read the Bible, you interpret it literally?  Is the passage of Jonah getting swallowed by a whale about a big fish swallowing a man who lived through the chaos?  Perhaps.  Could it be about disobedience?  Perhaps.  Could it be about God refusing to give up on us?  Perhaps.  How do you understand that story so that it informs rather than erodes your faith?

As we read and hear Scripture read, we need to do so wisely.  What is to be taken literally?  What is metaphor?  What is parable?  What is based on the cultural and societal mores of the day?

What do you do with any of the following:

Deuteronomy 21:10  When a man takes a woman from his captives to be his, she must shave her head and cut her nails.  If after a month he is not satisfied with her he must set her to go free and not sell her for money

21:18  If you have a stubborn or rebellious son, take him to the elders of the town for him to be stoned to death

 21:20  If a man takes a woman to be his wife and if there is evidence that she is not a virgin, she will be stoned to death

23:2  If a person is born of an illicit union they shall not be admitted to the sanctuary and their descendants even to the 10th generation shall be allowed into the sanctuary

In the Gospels-  Matthew 26:75  Before the cock crows you will deny me 3 times

Mark 15:72  Before the cock crows twice, you will deny me 3 times

Luke22:61  Before the cock crows today, you will deny me 3 times

John 18:  Peter denies Christ twice,  The cock crows once

1 Tim 2:12  Do not permit a woman to teach or exercise authority over a man;  rather she is to remain quiet

1 Corinthians   men who pray with their head covered bring dishonour.  Women who pray with their head uncovered bring dishonour.

The Bible is unarguably a difficult text to navigate.  So much of the text is flavoured by the culture of the day.  Some of the writing is poetry.  Some is metaphorical, filled with images and what the author felt were helpful ways of helping us to understand the depth and truth of God’s Holy word.  Jesus is described as the way, the truth, the life, the vine, the Good Shepherd, the bread of life, the cup of salvation, living water….literally???


So I am not surprised that some of the disciples and many of the others who came to hear him did not really understand what he was trying to say to them.  When we cannot understand, sometimes we get frustrated and overwhelmed and we go away. He said He was the bread of life.  They were going to eat him, his flesh, drink his blood….it was too much for some of them.  He tried to help them to understand.  “It is the spirit that gives life”.  Spirit is living water.  Spirit is bread of life.  He tells them that the words that he has spoken to them are spirit and life.  He never says to them, “I am the door - literally.  I am the bread of life - literally”.  He wanted to help them to understand and live according not to the law, but the spirit of the law- the spirit of life gives breath to life! 


Think about that for a moment. Living a spirit based life.  How are you already doing that to some extent?  What does that look like in an ordinary day?  Let’s just think about this for a minute.   What would living a spirit based life look like?   (ASK  FOR RESPONSES).

      
The passage then says,  “Because of all of this, many of his disciples turned back and no longer went about with him.”

How many people do you know who at one time were active in their church and now do not darken a church door?  Why did they get frustrated or discouraged, or disengaged?  How many young people do you know who grew up in the church and now no longer find their way to a sanctuary on a Sunday morning?  Why is that?  

O’Driscol goes on, “Some of the disciples chose this time to leave our Lord because he seemed to be saying some very grim things to them.  Some things that seemed incomprehensible, at least when taken literally.  They must have been confused and frustrated.  Sometimes in today’s church our way of dealing with grim, or incomprehensible, or frustrating things is to leave, often angrily.  Sometimes as we go, we might again look in the mirror and ask ourselves if we might gain so much more by facing , rather than running from it.  Jesus asked the 12….those who remained, “Do you also wish to go away?”  If we are prepared for some self-searching, some imagining, some colouring outside the lines, we too may answer with Peter, “Lord to whom shall we go?  You have the words of eternal life.”  

It is a question we all need to answer, perhaps each day.  If we want to live by the spirit, then every decision we make needs to come from that place.  If it is not, then we are moving away….even momentarily.

Bread that does not leave us hungry.

Water that does not leave us thirsty.

Spirit that does not leave us empty.  Today, tomorrow, and eternally.

Amen 
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