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     I’ll begin with the slightly worn but still serviceable story of the man who fell off a 500-foot cliff and was lucky enough to grab onto a branch sticking out of the rock-face. He dangled there for a while with no way out.
     He’d never been a religious kind of guy, but it struck him that this might be a good time to start. He yelled up into the sky, “God! If you’re there, then HELP! SAVE ME!”  To his astonishment he heard a voice from the sky saying, “I’m here. I will save you.” The guy couldn’t believe his good fortune. “What do you want me to do? I can’t hold on much longer.” God spoke again, “Let go and trust me. I’ll catch you.” The guy thought about this for a while, then yelled out, “ THANKS, BUT…IS THERE ANYBODY ELSE UP THERE?”

     This dumb preacher joke gives us a way into the text today, one that’s long been very dear to me. Basically, Jesus says some hard things and people quit following him. Jesus then asks his disciples if they too want to leave. Peter’s response – which we’ll get to later - is among the most poignant and beautiful verses in all of Scripture. 

     That the disciples recognize that Jesus says hard things is so important: it gives us a place to wrestle with our own doubts. God is never put off by your doubts. The bumper sticker : “God said It, I believe It, That settles It” may work for some, but many others need to engage the hard sayings in deeper ways. And some engage and reject what Jesus says, as we see today - “this is a hard saying, who can listen to it?”  So what particularly are they responding to in this passage?  What is it that makes Jesus asks, “Do you take offense at this?”

     The offending teaching is that Jesus talks about Himself as the Bread of Life and says that unless you feed on his flesh and drink his blood you will not have life within you.  Admittedly, this is a weird thing to say – and the reason why the early church was accused of being cannibalistic. That’s weird but not the offense. The offense is that Jesus is saying that He is the provision, the sustenance, the only food that the world needs, that every person in the world without exception needs, including you. Life is found in Him and Him alone.

     The offense of this saying is the basic and perennial offense of Christianity – the exclusive claim of Jesus Christ. Later in John we hear Him saying, “I am the Way, and the Truth, and the Life. No one comes to the Father except through me.” This is what theologians call the “scandal of particularity.”

     This is a hard saying in an extremely pluralistic world. Even Charlottesville itself is a spiritual cafeteria from which one can pick the spirituality best suited to one’s taste and interest. But, we’re just like the rest of the world. According to a story in Atlantic Monthly, there are “nine thousand nine hundred distinct and separate religions in the world, increasing by two or three new religions everyday.” 

     The author of this article says that old religions like ours “mutate with a Darwinian restlessness” in order to keep up with the spiritual demand of the day. And I love his prediction for the Episcopal Church.  In the 21st century “Episcopalians might dwindle into something not unlike the Amish…- a tiny religious body whose members have … chosen to live in self-sustaining hamlets where they quaintly persist in wearing their distinctive costumes (ties with ducks on them and boat shoes) and marrying within the community.”  

     O.K. I’ve got a tie with ducks on it and I bet you do too.  But the point is that to the 9,900 distinct and separate religions in the world, Jesus Christ says, “Unless you eat my flesh and drink my blood, you will not live now and you will not live eternally.” This is a hard saying, even for people with ducks on their ties. Perhaps especially for Episcopalians who get very nervous about evangelism. 

     Maybe you’ve heard the joke at our expense:

     Q: What do you get when you cross an Episcopalian and a Jehovah’s Witness?

     A:  Somebody who shows up at your door in a clerical collar with absolutely nothing to say.

     But, of course, Jesus does have something to say. And what He says is offensive to many. Unless you eat of His flesh and drink His blood you will not have life within you. And this something to say is a “hard saying” that makes disciples walk away.

     This is not the time or the place to give an apologetic for the uniqueness of Christ. Although there is a time and place for that – and there are important and persuasive arguments for Jesus’ claims about Himself.

     This is the time and the place for me to say that I believe what Jesus says is true. I believe completely and totally in the uniqueness of Jesus Christ. I got an email last week from a med student struggling with his faith. He asked me 2 questions: 1) when did you become a Christian? and 2) why are you a Christian? Here’s how I answered.
“1) I became a Christian when I was 17 years old, senior year, worried about my life, and realized that Jesus died for me personally and that I'd never ever ever be alone again. This has proved true for me, through the peaks and valleys: I have an abiding sense of His presence, even in my despair and my neurosis.

2) Why did I become a Christian? I needed love. And I believe it's true: that He actually became a person and actually was my substitute and that I am actually loved as I am instead of how I wish I could be. I still believe today and even more so.”

    And I believe that though this may be a hard saying, what you need today, what you hunger and thirst for – just like everyone else – is only found in the grace of God in Jesus Christ.

     The appeal is to the heart.  Jesus claims uniqueness not as a power trip, but because to turn you and your hungry soul to any other source is a cruel thing to do – for only in Him are we and everybody else – satisfied. To say that He is one among many, that his bread of life is good for us, but not for everyone would be like a doctor refusing medicine or a nursing mother withholding milk from her infant. 

     Jesus appeals to the heart that longs to be filled. A missionary we know of was in a small Asian village many years ago and talked with a woman about Jesus. She looked at the missionary and said, “Thank you for telling me about Him. I’ve loved Him a long time, but I never knew His name.”
     C.S. Lewis’ Chronicles of Narnia call His name Aslan the Lion. In one story, Jill is a girl from our world new to Narnia. She is dying of thirst and sees a clear stream. But in front of the stream is a huge lion – Aslan, whom she does not yet know. She waits for him to go away so she can drink. He doesn’t; she nearly goes mad with thirst.

     Finally, Aslan says, “If you’re thirsty, you may drink…Are you not thirsty?” “I’m dying of thirst,” said Jill. “Then drink,” said the Lion. “May I…could you…would you mind going away while I do?” said Jill.

     The Lion answered this only by a look and a very low growl. As Jill gazed at his motionless bulk, Jill realized that she might have asked the whole mountain to move aside for her convenience.

     “Will you promise not to do anything if I come?” said Jill. “I make no promise,” said the Lion.

     “Do you eat girls?” she said. “I have swallowed up girls and boys, women and men, kings and emperors, cities and realms,” said the Lion. It didn’t say this as if it were boasting, or angry, or sorry. It just said it.

     “I daren’t come and drink!” said Jill. “Then you will die of thirst,” said the Lion. “Oh dear! I suppose I must go and look for another stream,” said Jill. “There is no other stream,” said the Lion.

     There is no other stream. I am the way and the truth and the life. Those who eat my flesh and drink my blood will live forever. Does this offend you? Will you also go away?

     This is the question Jesus asked his disciples, as the others went off looking for other streams. And, finally we now come to Peter’s poignant response to Jesus. “Lord, to whom shall we go? You have the words of eternal life, and we have believed and come to know that you are the Holy One of God.”  When I wrestle with the hard sayings, I always come back to this – Lord, to whom shall I go? You have the word of grace that I need– you and you alone. There is “no one else up there.”

     To whom shall Jill go?  To whom shall my med school friend go? To whom shall I go? To whom shall you go? There is no one else who loves as He does. And loves in the form of grace – unmerited, unconditional. That Lion, that Lord - He alone also gives the water of life. He alone has something real to say. He alone has died for you. He alone will be with you through the peaks and valleys.  He alone is there to catch you and save you. He alone has the words of eternal life. 

     Amen.

