
Lay Reader Sermon Series II


The Fourth Sunday in Lent

psalter:
Psalm 18:1-20
1st lesson:
Ezekiel 39:21-29
2nd lesson:
John 6:1-14
Spirit and Life
"It is the spirit that quickeneth; the flesh profiteth nothing: the words that I speak unto you, they are spirit, and they are life." (John 6:63)

These words of Jesus came at the climax of a discussion with some of the people who had been at the miraculous feeding described in this Sunday's Gospel lesson. In speaking of the spiritual sustenance which He would give, Jesus used the vivid and shocking metaphor of eating His flesh and drinking His blood. Many of His listeners took this as a "hard saying," and turned away from Him. But the inner core of disciples was true to Him, and stayed to try to learn what He meant.

Jesus was back in Capernaum when this discourse took place, on the day after the Feeding of the Five Thousand on the other side of the Sea of Galilee. He had come over late in the evening of the previous day, and people looking for Him didn't know where He was. When they found Him, they asked, "Rabbi, when camest thou hither?"
His reply was not complimentary; He said, in effect, that they were not looking for Him to try to understand the deeper meaning of His miraculous feeding of the crowd, "But because ye did eat of the loaves, and were filled." They wanted to continue to take advantage of this wonderful, effortless way of getting the food they needed!

Christ said to them that they would hunger again, and that they should not work for the food that perishes, but for the kind which brings eternal life. His listeners reminded Him of the bread from heaven, the manna, which their ancestors had eaten in the Sinai wilderness. He replied that He was the true bread which comes down. from heaven and gives life to the world. As a student of the Fourth Gospel has written, Christ supplies "earthly bread to a crowd that hungers; but that is not the real marvel, for they will hunger again and so are not permanently better. The real marvel is that Jesus can give a bread from heaven that obviates hunger: the true bread of which the multiplied loaf was only a sign."
Those talking to Him understood the desirability of getting this true bread from heaven, so they entreated Him, "Lord, evermore give us this bread." In His answer, He used the metaphors of both hunger and thirst to emphasize our need of what He offers: "I am the bread of life: I he that cometh to me shall never hunger; and he that believeth on me shall never thirst."
At Jacob's well, in Samaria, Christ had asked a woman who came with a clay pot to get water to give Him a drink. In the conversation that followed, He declared that He could give her "living water." She protested His implication that He was somehow greater than their ancestor, the patriarch Jacob, but Jesus asserted the superiority of the water He could give over the water from Jacob's well: "Whosoever drinketh of this water shall thirst again: But whosoever drinketh of the water that I shall give him shall never thirst; but the water that I shall give him shall be in him a well of water springing up into everlasting life." (John 4: 13-14)
This water that Christ gives wells up into everlasting life for the person who receives it, and overflows into the lives of others. It's a figure of speech that rested on the common knowledge of how valuable a good well or spring was, and still is. A spring on a family farm in the Valley of Virginia was boxed in a few years after the War between the States, and pipe laid down the hill from where the spring was, then under a river, and on to the main house, located lower down on the place, and also to watering troughs for the cattle. The spring was never known to have failed, and continued to supply water for about a hundred years, until a violent flood washed out the water line. It was an apt symbol of the never-failing "water of life" that Christ gives to those who turn to Him.
The Gospel asserts and experience confirms that the Lord Jesus Christ is that spiritual food and spiritual drink which satisfy. "I am the bread of life, " He declared, "the living bread which came down from heaven."

Then He carried the discussion a large step further by saying, "The bread which I shall give for the life of the world is my flesh . . . He who eats my flesh and drinks my blood has eternal life." His listeners seem to have taken Him literally. They were very upset, and asked, "How can this man give us his flesh to eat?"; and they called His statement "a hard saying." It was figurative language, of course. As someone has said, to eat His flesh and drink His blood is "To receive the living God into the soul."
To eat His flesh and drink His blood is spiritually to abide or dwell in Him. "He who eats my flesh and drinks my blood abides in me, and I in him," He assured us. In another figure of speech, used to show this corporate aspect of the Christian life, our Lord said, "I am the vine, ye are the branches." (John 15:5); we are to abide in Him, and He will abide in us, as closely related as branches to the vine of which they are a part. The Prayer Book teaches us that Christ "provides the Sacrament of the Lord's Supper, or Holy Communion,. for the continual strengthening and refreshing" of our souls (BCP; p. 291). But in another aspect of its blessings, it is also a principal means of our abiding in Him, and of renewing and strengthening our fellowship and communion with each other in His Body, the Church.
When His listeners objected to His vivid language as a "hard saying," Jesus replied, "It is the spirit that gives life, the flesh is of no avail; the words that I have spoken to you are spirit and life." In this saying, He was emphasizing the inner meaning of these compelling figures of speech, or the "higher reality" which they conveyed, as someone has said.
Christ's emphasis on eating His flesh and drinking His blood, as we spiritually do in Communion, doesn't cancel the need to receive the Sacrament in repentance and faith. God's gifts aren't forced upon us; instead, we try to receive them "by faith, with thanksgiving." We believe in Him (which, He told us, is to do the work of God), and rely on His words (which, He said, are "spirit and life"); including the word "flesh," which points to His sacrifice on the Cross; and the word "blood," which points to His life given for us. Both also refer directly to the Holy Communion, in which our Lord is present to carry on and increase in His Church the life given in the first great sacrament, Holy Baptism.
He used these arresting terms to remind us that we need to come to some definite point of contact where He is at work. He used them to focus His influence to a particular spot where He can bring it to bear on our lives. He used them to lead us to that specific act of worship where we seek to receive "'the spiritual food of the most precious Body and Blood of . . . our Saviour Jesus Christ."
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