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“After this, many of his disciples left him and stopped going with him.” (John 6:66)

In this weekend’s Gospel, Jesus loses many of His followers. They turn away from Him and  in so doing, reject the offer of eternal life. It is one of the few instances in the New Testament where, for a doctrinal reason, individuals walk away from Jesus. The doctrine at stake is His Real Presence in the Eucharist which He will give to His followers:

“I am the living bread which has come down from heaven. Anyone who eats this bread will live for ever; and the bread that I shall give is my flesh, for the life of the world.” (6:51)


When his hearers began to argue about this teaching, Jesus did not backtrack. Rather He restated His teaching in a more solemn form, that of the covenant oath: 


“I tell you most solemnly, if you do not eat (fagete) the flesh of the Son of Man and drink his blood, you will not have life in you. Anyone who does eat my flesh and drink my blood has eternal life, and I shall raise him up on the last day. For my flesh is real food and my blood is real drink. He who eats (ho trogon) my flesh and drinks my blood lives in me and I live in him.” (John 6.53-56)

In this latter mention of the verb “to eat”, the Gospel text uses the Greek verb trogein  which means to crunch, chew or tear with one’s teeth. It obviously refers to a real experience of eating, not just to a spiritualised absorption of His teaching or ideas. 


Jesus’ teaching provokes a crisis of faith. Our word crisis comes from the Greek krinein - to judge- because a crisis is a trial which tests us and judges us.


“God’s mysteries should draw men’s attention, not enmity” comments Augustine, but the listeners’ response is hardly unexpected: “This is intolerable language. How could anyone accept it?” Jesus’ words were both harsh and offensive to their ears. He seemed to be encouraging a form of cannibalism, which was so contrary to the Law and humanly repulsive as to be simply beyond consideration. 


Jesus, however, does not call the folks back and say: “Please don’t take me too literally. This is just symbolism and a bit of exaggeration. We can talk it through.”  Rather than mollify those who are annoyed at His teaching, Jesus seems intent upon sifting out the true believers from the chaff. He predicts His own Ascension back to the Father.

“Does this upset you? What if you should see the Son of Man ascend to where he was before?” (6:62)  Well at least He isn’t going to cut up His own body and distribute it in bits! Nevertheless His reply is combative. It refers us back to His earlier claim: “No one has ascended into heaven, but one has descended from heaven, the Son of Man.” (John 3:23)

He who comes down from heaven has things to say which worldly minds cannot accept. “It is the spirit that gives life, the flesh has nothing to offer. The words I have spoken to you are spirit and they are life. But there are some of you who do not believe.” (6:63-64)  All of us human beings have this tendency to want to make God fit our fleshly ideas, rather than altering our thoughts to harmonise with the Spirit of God. 


The help of Divine Grace is necessary in order for us to have faith and to accept the Lord’s teaching. Either you have it or you don’t. It is a free gift, but each person has to be open enough to receive it. If we cling to serious sin or unforgiveness or pride in our lives, these will block the divine gift.


For a moment, let us consider some reasons why other people rejected Jesus in the New Testament.

The Rich Young Man (Matt 19) walked away because he was a man of great wealth. Jesus looked at him and loved him. He invited him to a life of personal discipleship and of freedom from material possessions. He was torn two ways – he was seeking a deeper spiritual life, he was already keeping all the commandments, his soul was thirsting for something more rewarding. Nevertheless he could not bear to be parted from his riches. He was held back by his material attachments.


The Pharisees’ and Scribes’ opposition to Jesus arose more from religious jealousy and indignation. They were mightily offended that He should dare to call God his Father, that He disregarded the minutiae of the Sabbath laws. Worse still, He claimed to forgive sins. He even threatened to destroy the Temple.

They were utterly scandalized by His intimations of parity with God in Heaven. They stumbled over any notion of an Incarnation. One can have a certain sympathy with them. Their noblest forefathers had been ready to die for the Jewish belief in the Oneness of the God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob. 

Carefully they avoided any contamination by pagan gods and idols – those Greeks and Romans with their ridiculous myths of deities coming on earth, tormenting or favouring mortals, seducing women and begetting children.  

How could this carpenter’s son from Nazareth who stood before them, however much a prophet he might be, claim divine prerogatives? Even if he could work miracles, calm storms and raise the dead, how could he be any more than “a man sent by God?” It just didn’t bear thinking about.

Their condition reveals a failure of religious imagination. Jesus depicted God differently from how the orthodox Jews imagined Him, despite their 1500 years of preparation. To accept Jesus, there needed to be a revolution in their way of thinking. Such revolutions of mind and heart do not come about easily. Divine grace is essential. “No one can come to Me unless he is drawn by the Father who sent me.” (6:44)

Elsewhere Jesus warns that such lack of faith keeps souls from recognizing His Divinity and receiving His mercy: “Yes, if you do not believe that I am He, you will die in your sins.” (John 8:24)

If we contrast the two thieves crucified with Jesus, the bad thief was prevented from accepting Christ as His Saviour by his own cynicism, his despair, his refusal to repent his crime and recognise the justice of his punishment. That day he could have been in Paradise, such was the offer  - but he condemned himself to torment elsewhere.


Even the Apostles find Jesus’ words hard to take. He challenges them:  
“What about you, do you want to go away too?” Simon Peter answered, “Lord, to whom shall we go? You have the message of eternal life, and we believe; we know that you are the Holy One of God.” (6:68-69)

If there were an alternative, they would take it. But there is none. They know Jesus has come from God. He speaks the words of God. He miraculously multiplies loaves and fishes to feed 5000. They don’t understand Him, but they have enough faith to stick with Him. There is simply no-one else like Him.

Here is an episode from the life of Blessed Dominic Barberi which highlights the challenge of faith in the Eucharist. When Blessed Dominic first came to England (1842) he was resident at Aston Hall and began his mission in Stone in Staffordshire. 

Ecumenical relations then were not what they are now. Within a few weeks, the Protestant clergy took urgent steps to impede and harass his mission. They fixed their own service times to clash with his Mass, which had to be celebrated in a hired room in a pub. They visited the local people exhorting them not to go to the Papist rituals. 

His spiritual conferences attracted crowds and despite his halting English, he gave an impression of deep sincerity. So children were incited to harass him in the streets and ridicule him as “Father Demonio” or “the stuttering Papist.” On occasions he was badly cut by stones or pieces of wood thrown at him, but his perseverance won him the admiration of many. Some of the Protestant clergy even took to following him about the streets to shout against him.


“A witness, Mr Austin, who used to serve Mass  for Dominic at Stone, recorded how one day they walked back to Aston (about four miles) together. A clergyman deliberately walked beside them, arguing in a loud and taunting voice about the Catholic doctrine of the Eucharist. Dominic took no notice for some time and then simply turned to his heckler and said – Jesus Christ said over the consecrated elements: “This is My Body” You say – “No, it is not his body.” Whom am I to believe? I prefer to believe Jesus Christ.” (Father Dominic Barberi, p.151, Denis Gwynn, 1947)


Is it not ironic that Jesus’ most sublime Eucharistic teaching in John 6 should end with a schism amongst his followers, even now as then?
