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The Reverend Brian Lennstrom 
15 August 2021 
Year B Proper 15 
 

“Secrets and Riddles” 
 
This passage has two possible interpretations, which we will call (1) “the obvious one;” (2) 
“another interpretation.” 
 
First, some backstory.   
 
The Jews and the Romans got along pretty well.  The Jews wouldn’t work on Saturdays, but the 
Romans were okay with that.  The Jews wouldn’t be part of the army—because the Roman legions 
marched with standards that were metal eagles, and that violated the Jewish commandment 
against graven images.  But the Romans were okay with that, too. 
 
Not so the Christians.  While the Jews swore allegiance to a god, the Christians swore allegiance to 
a man who claimed he was God, whom they claimed as their Lord and King.  This made the Roman 
leaders very nervous, because even though the governor Pilate had executed their king, if they 
were willing to follow one king on earth, they might be willing to follow another. 
 
And the Roman emperors had spies everywhere, suspicious of all secret societies such as the 
house churches in which the Christians met.  Increasingly, emperors such as Nero saw the 
Christians not only as a harmless group of religious kooks, but as a threat to the Roman peace, the 
Roman gods, and to the emperor himself. 
 
But the Christians would not let outsiders into their midst to see the secret rituals, what they 
called the “Lord’s Supper”—you couldn’t attend unless you were baptized and you couldn’t be 
baptized until you went through a long preparation.   
 
Rumors had started, and from rumors, misinformation, and from misinformation, propaganda.  
Rumor had it that in their secret Christian meetings the central activity was cannibalism.  To 
commemorate the death of their leader, his broken body, and his shed blood, they ate human 
flesh and drank blood. 
 
The campaign to discredit and ultimately annihilate the Christians had begun. 
 
So this passage!  What a riddle!  The life-giving bread is the flesh of Jesus!  Even those in the 
synagogue were concerned: “How can this man give us his flesh to eat?”  And instead of answering 
them directly, Jesus repeats himself: “unless you eat the flesh of the Son of Man and drink his 
blood, you have no life in you.”  Then he says it a third time.  Then he says it a fourth time.  Then a 
fifth time.  Then a sixth time: “whoever eats me will live because of me.”   
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Jesus was a rabbi and rabbis wanted people to remember their teachings—especially since very 
little was written and hardly anyone could read.  To help people remember, they used parables, 
exaggeration, and repetition to create vivid language.  You’d go home and say, “Guess what he 
said today?  Can you believe it?” 
 
As we said, this passage has two possible interpretations: the obvious; “something else.” 
 
On to interpretation number 2.  The obvious.  Jesus is referring to eating the bread of his body and 
drinking his blood; at the Last Supper in the Upper Room he refers to the bread as his body and 
the wine as his blood.  Therefore, in this passage in John, he is referring not to his physical flesh 
and blood but the eucharist, in which the blood and wine represents his body and blood.  So take 
holy communion and we’ve fulfilled what he asks.  Bada bing, bada boom. 
 
But not so fast, says Leon Morris, who wrote this commentary on the book on John and who must 
be very smart because this book is 900 pages long.  You might think that Morris would like this 
interpretation—namely, that Jesus is referring to Holy Communion in this passage—because not 
only is Morris very smart, but he’s also an Anglican. 
 
Part of Morris’ argument is based on logic.  Imagine that!  Interpreting the Bible using logic!   
Morris looks at this sentence, in which Jesus says, “Those who eat my flesh and drink my blood 
have eternal life, and I will raise them up on the last day…”  (Jn 6:54).  Logically this means that all 
you need to have eternal life, or be saved, or be a Christian—however you want to put it—all you 
need to do is take communion.  Don’t need to believe; don’t need to be baptized; don’t need to 
show your faith by good works—just take communion. 
 
And conversely, no communion, no eternal life.  That rules out Quakers, people in the Salvation 
Army, and very young children, unless you’re in the Orthodox tradition, which does serve 
communion to young children, but even they don’t interpret this verse that way. 
 
This would be out of sync with the rest of John’s gospel—which is all about believing in Jesus, and 
with the rest of the New Testament. 
 
Morris says that partaking of the bread and blood in communion is part of what Jesus means in 
this passage really means, but it isn’t all of what he means.  That communion is secondary in the 
meaning, but not primary in the meaning. 
 
So that leaves us with the second interpretation, which we called the “something else” meaning.  
To use the words of St. Augustine, this passage means “for a person to eat that meat and to drink 
that drink, to dwell in Christ, and to have Christ dwelling him.” 
 
So we’re back to abiding in Christ; we’re back to what Paul calls being “in Christ;” we’re back to 
seeing the miracle of the bread as a sign.  This is exactly what the crowd did not want.  They did 
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not want bread as a sign, as a pointer to something spiritual, they just wanted bread.  They wanted 
Jesus as a king.  Or they wanted Jesus as a baker, ready to hand each of them a nice, warm 
croissant.  King or baker, either way, they were tired of being poor. 
 
Jesus tells them that he is the bread.  That there is an alternative to physical bread, what we might 
call a spiritual world—that we can be spiritual people. 
 
What might it look like to be a spiritual person?  Here’s a story from the 4th century Desert Fathers.  
 

A brother went to see the Abba Silvanus on the mountain of Sinai.  When he saw the brothers working 
hard he said to the old man, [quoting from the gospel of John], ‘Do not labor for the food which 
perishes” (Jn 6:28)….  The old man said to his disciple, ‘Zacharias, give the brother a book and put him 
in a room without anything else.’  So when the ninth hour came [about 3 pm], the visitor watched the 
door expecting someone would be sent to call him to the meal.  When no-one called him he got up, 
went to find the old man and said to him, ‘Have the brothers not eaten today?’  The old man replied 
that they had.  Then he said, ‘Why did you not call me?’ The old man said to him, ‘Because you are a 
spiritual man and do not need that kind of food.   We, being carnal, want to eat, and that is why we 
work.  But you have chosen the good portion and read the whole day long and you do not want to eat 
carnal food.’ 1 

 
It can seem like that, can’t it?  People so spiritual that you wonder if they have 
bodily functions or bodily needs like food.  Like bread.  The poor people of Galilee 
wanted bread. 
 
One challenge of feeding on Christ, on seeing signs instead of just bread, of yearning 
for God rather than just yearning for bread—one challenge is that the physical world 
is all around us!  It’s hard to see the spiritual world!  It’s not like Walter Cronkite 
signed off from his broadcasts by saying, “And that’s the way it is.  God be praised.”  
It’s not like Dr. Fauci says, “The next way is coming.  Wear a mask.  Now let’s pray.”  
You don’t open an advertisement from Safeway and read “Love the Lord your God 
with all you heart and all your mind and all your soul—this week only, four ears of 
corn for a dollar.” 
 
As the prophet George Harrison sang: 
 
I got born into the material world 
Getting worn out in the material world 
Use my body like a car 
Taking me both near and far 
 

 
1 The Sayings of the Desert Fathers, p.223. 
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How I pray 
Yes I pray 
That I won't get lost 
Or go astray 
As I'm fated for the material world 
Get frustrated in the material world 
Senses never gratified 
Only swelling like a tide 
That could drown me in the 
Material world 
 
How I pray 
Yes I pray 
That I won't get lost 
Or go astray 
While I'm living in the material world 
Not much 'giving' in the material world.2 
 
How to live as spiritual people in a material world?  Let’s hear again from the Desert 
Fathers.  “…three old men went to Abba Paphanutius… to ask a word of him.  The 
old man said to them, ‘What do you want me to say to you?  A spiritual word, or a 
bodily word?’  They said, ‘A spiritual word.’  The old man said to them, ‘Go, and 
choose trials rather than quietness, dishonor rather than glory, and to give rather 
than to receive’”.3 
 
That is the Christian way: trials, humility, and to give rather than to receive.  
 
The Romans hated the Christians because Christians swore allegiance to Christ.  The 
Christians prayed for, and yearned for, and followed what they called the “Holy 
Spirit” rather than the Roman values and the Roman gods.  The Romans hated the 
Christians because the Christians were spiritual people.  The chief Roman god—just 
as it is the chief god of America and all the world—was Nike, the goddess of Victory.  
Look at the language of our politicians: the “war on poverty,” the “war on crime,” 
the “war on drugs,” and the “war on terror.”  Where there is no war, there can be 
no victory. 

 
2 From “Living in the Material World” 
3 The Sayings of the Desert Fathers, p.144 
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But Jesus says, stop the wars.  Savor something else; savor something other than 
victory. 
 
“Savor” and “savior” don’t come from the same root, but they sure sound alike.  
Savor me, says Jesus.  This passage says, “Ingest Christ.   If you pray (and I hope you 
do), explore prayer, enjoy prayer, strive in prayer.  If you read scripture (and I hope 
you do), read it with your heart, read it with your brain, look up stuff you don’t 
understand; pick a book of the Bible and make it your own.  When you take holy 
communion (and I hope you do), hear these words from Martin Luther, and “receive 
the word and sign of grace and salvation from the Lord himself… so that [you] may 
be consoled and comforted; this was Christ’s purpose, when he in priceless love 
gave and instituted this Supper…”4 
 
The words translated “eat” in this passage represent two words in Greek.  One is the 
“regular” word for eating, the other, τρώγω, really means to not just to eat, but to 
eat with gusto, loudly, savoring what we eat.  We are encouraged to savor Christ, to 
enjoy him and have him satisfy us. 
 
Finally, develop the discipline of seeing what God is doing.  God is always up to 
something, in you, in America, and in our church.  You can learn to recognize his 
style, just like you can learn to identify a painting by Rembrandt by looking at 
enough paintings by Rembrandt.  Eventually you know what to look for; you can 
recognize a Rembrandt, and, most of all, you can love his mastery and the beauty of 
his work.  The same is true of God.  He is always up to something.  Savor Christ.  That 
is the spiritual life. 
 
So we pray, “Come, Holy Spirit.” 

 
4 From “An Order of Mass and Communion for the Church at Wittenberg.” 


