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The Invitation

Jesus offers us an open door—but we have to choose to walk through it
51 I am the living bread that came down from heaven. Whoever eats of this bread will live forever, and the bread that I will give for the life of the world is my flesh.”
52 The Jews then disputed among themselves, saying, “How can this man give us his flesh to eat?” 53 So Jesus said to them, “Very truly, I tell you, unless you eat the flesh of the Son of Man and drink his blood, you have no life in you. 54 Those who eat my flesh and drink my blood have eternal life, and I will raise them up on the last day, 55 for my flesh is true food, and my blood is true drink. 56 Those who eat my flesh and drink my blood abide in me and I in them. 57 Just as the living Father sent me and I live because of the Father, so whoever eats me will live because of me. 58 This is the bread that came down from heaven, not like that which the ancestors ate, and they died. But the one who eats this bread will live forever.  He said these things while he was teaching in the synagogue at Capernaum.” John 6:51-59
It’s wonderful to be back with you and to help fill in while Pastor Lisa is on vacation.
I shared a bit last summer of what my colleagues and I have been up to across the last few years at Harvard.  We’ve created a course we call The Spiritual Lives of Leaders, which is a first for the school and a labor of love for all of us on the teaching team.  We’re responding to a deep desire among many of the students at the University to understand how to integrate their professional lives and aspirations with their spiritual and faith commitments and practices.  They have a sense, not unfounded, that the day-to-day demands of their work will pull them away from what is most important to them in the long term.
And so in our course we’ve invited leaders from all walks of life—CEOs of big companies, presidents of universities, nonprofit executives—to come and talk to the students about these things—how they make their toughest decisions, how they integrate their faith with their leadership responsibilities, how they maintain focus on their core values.  
And what these leaders tell us is that it is lonely, difficult work.  They are often very private about their faith—they usually don’t talk about it in public—but you can see their impact on the people they lead.  Very inspirational to our students, and to all of us.
I share this right up front because I thought of these leaders a lot across the past few weeks as I was reflecting on the passage that Ann just read to us.  Why is it so hard sometimes for us to accept a spiritual truth when it is offered to us?
We’re picking up today in the Gospel of John right where Lisa left off.  Across the past several Sundays, we’ve been working our way through this sixth chapter of John, starting with the story of Jesus feeding the five thousand and then following his travels through to today’s passage, where he is teaching in the synagogue at Capernaum.
I find this passage incredibly difficult, don’t you?

I mean, we take Communion every month, and we do it, in the words of the ritual, “in remembrance of me,” but Jesus takes this to a whole new level here: “Those who eat my flesh and drink my blood have eternal life.”  I talked to a former teacher of mine about this passage, a Roman Catholic priest, and he said that while this passage is a favorite in his church, since it emphasizes the real presence of Jesus and not any simple symbolic meanings, even Catholics are a bit put off by the graphic imagery here.  He said, “We do not think of ourselves as literally drinking blood.”  Yet that’s what Jesus says.  Why would he say this?  Why would he invite us to do this?
As John notes, the leaders of the synagogue are deeply offended by Jesus’s language: “How can this man give us his flesh to eat?”  If nothing else, this allusion to something resembling cannibalism was deeply offensive to anyone who adhered to Jewish dietary laws.
And they’re not the only ones who are upset.  The whole arc of this chapter of John’s gospel that we’ve been working through this summer is a story of Jesus gaining followers by the miracles that he’s performing and then losing them when he describes what is required to follow him.
As John documents here, Jesus accumulated followers in droves as his reputation for miracle working and healing grew.  The 5,000—the sheer size of the crowd gathered that day and needing to be fed can be explained by this intense curiosity about him that had been building for some time. In fact, I guess what I had never understood before really examining this chapter was that this moment—the feeding of the 5,000—marked the absolute height of Jesus’s appeal to his contemporaries.  From that point on, and through to the passage that Ann read today, where Jesus was talking about himself, openly, as “the bread of life,” his following began to shrink.
John documents all of this: Why people were attracted to Jesus, why they drifted away.  I’d like to follow John’s account here of the arc of Jesus’s rise and fall in popularity.  And as we go through these events, let me ask you to try to look at Jesus through the eyes of some of the people John writes about.  Are any of them particularly vivid for you?  Is there anyone you most identify with here?  Where would you place yourself, if you had been alive at that time?
So, to begin at the beginning, the first public act, or miracle, that Jesus performed was at the wedding at Cana, when he turned water into wine in front of the servants, who apparently knew how to spread a good story when they saw it.  Jesus went on from there to perform two public healings as he journeyed from Cana to Jerusalem, the first of a royal official’s son and the second of the paralytic man at the pool at Bethesda.  (Remember? “Take up your mat and walk.”)  These healings brought a lot of attention to Jesus, both good and bad.  John tells us that temple officials questioned the paralytic man to find out who had healed him, and then they began plotting to kill Jesus, for healing on the Sabbath.
As a result of this attention, as Jesus traveled north from Jerusalem, he began trailing behind him a large number of followers, many of whom were bringing their loved ones in the hope that they could be healed.  Jesus stopped by the Sea of Galilee, sat down with his disciples and surveyed the large, hungry crowd that was assembling before them.  As they discussed how to feed such a great number of people, Andrew told Jesus that a boy in the crowd had offered up five loaves of bread and two fishes, and John captures the rest of the story memorably.  All 5,000 ate their fill, with baskets of food left over, and John tells us that a movement started in the crowd at that moment to take Jesus by force and pronounce him king.
That evening, Jesus’s disciples set out in a boat to row across the sea to Capernaum, and Jesus followed behind, walking on the water.  When the disciples were about three or four miles out from shore, Jesus caught up with the boat, terrifying them.  The next morning, when members of the crowd woke up and went looking for Jesus, they too got into boats and followed Jesus and the disciples to Capernaum.
This is when the story turns.  To this point, Jesus’s followers had been building, in numbers and enthusiasm.  When the members of the crowd got to Capernaum and found Jesus in the synagogue, they asked him when he had arrived, and how he’d gotten across the sea.  Jesus was kind of cross with them.  He said, you’re only here because I filled your bellies with bread yesterday—you should instead seek the food that endures for eternal life, the food from God.
They responded that Moses had given their ancestors bread from heaven, manna, during their exodus from Egypt, and Jesus replied that it was not Moses who gave them bread, but it was God who offers the true bread, and then Jesus crossed a line he hadn’t crossed before, when he said, “I am the bread of life.  Whoever comes to me will never be hungry, and whoever believes in me will never be thirsty.  I have come down from heaven, not to do my own will, but the will of him who sent me.”
This really set off many members of the crowd, who grumble to each other, effectively, Wait a second, isn’t this the son of Joseph, don’t we know who his mother and father are?  How can he say he has come down from heaven?
Jesus hears them and replies, “Your ancestors ate the manna in the wilderness, and they died.  I am the living bread that came down from heaven.  Whoever eats of this bread will live forever; and the bread that I will give for the life of the world is my flesh.”
John tells us that most of the crowd started to peel away as Jesus was talking, and that even the disciples were taken aback by this statement.  When Jesus asked the disciples if they too wanted to leave, Peter confessed that they did feel a bit trapped, with nowhere else to go.  Jesus then responded that the number of loyal disciples was already fewer than 12, because he knew that one of them was plotting to betray him.
So, building to thousands and then falling down to 12, or fewer.  Jesus attracted people for all kinds of reasons—they were curious, they wanted to see a miracle, they wanted healing, they wanted a king, they were hungry, they felt they had nowhere else to go—but those reasons don’t last.  They fade away.  What John seems to be saying is that a personal relationship with Jesus is all that really matters and gives life.

In relating all of these events, John wants to put us on the spot: not simply admiring the apostles or sneering at those who walk away, but rather asking us: What would we do? What have we done?  Very few of us do not walk away... Jesus offers us an open door to invite him into our lives, but we have to choose to walk through it.  John quotes Jesus as saying, “No one can come to me unless drawn by the Father who sent me, and I will raise that person up on the last day.” Perhaps John really believes that faith is a gift that starts with God, and not with us.

Jesus offered himself to everyone, and to all of us, but he wasn’t about to sugarcoat his message—he was not trying to make this easy.  Think back to the story of the rich young man, who wanted to know what he had to do to inherit eternal life.  He’d followed all of the laws that were expected of him, but Jesus expected more.  Give away all that you have to the poor, and follow me, and you will have treasure in heaven.  Jesus is not trying to win a popularity contest, or to rack up souls.  He’s trying instead to connect deeply one on one with those who hear his message of redemption.  We say, “Do this in remembrance of me,” but Jesus is saying here, effectively, “Do this to remember my presence inside you.  I abide in you, and you in me.”  We can be just that close.
I said earlier that I kept thinking back to my course when reflecting on Jesus’s message, but really I was thinking of a person.  A modern-day prophet, who, like Jesus, offers a message that contains a deep spiritual truth that is hard for us to enact.  And yet, like Jesus, this man will not modify his message one iota to make it more popular or easier to swallow.

His name is Bob Chapman, and he’s the CEO of a very successful industrial company in the Midwest.  He started at this company in the accounting department and worked his way up to be chairman and CEO.  He was, by his own description, a pretty average manager across most of his career, but he had two epiphanies over time, both of them in church:
· After service one Sunday he turned to his wife and said, “Ed (their minister) has only got us for 1 hour a week. We have people in our care for 40 hours a week. Business could be the most powerful force for good in the world if we simply cared about the people we had the privilege of leading.”

· [bookmark: _GoBack]Some time later he went to a friend’s daughter’s wedding and reflected on the moment when his friend said, “My wife and I give our daughter to be wed to this young man,” and then they sat down.  And Bob says, “My mind went to a different place.  That’s not what that father wanted to say, that’s what he was told to say.  What he wanted to say is, ‘Lookit, young man.  Her mother and I brought this precious young lady into this world, we’ve given her everything we could possibly give her so she could be who she’s intended to be, and all we ask of you is that you allow her through this marriage to continue to be that person that she can be in this world so that she can live a life of meaning and purpose.’  That’s what every father wants to say as he gives his daughter away in marriage.”

“All of a sudden in that moment I realized my major transformation because I always saw people in our organization as a function—as an accountant, an engineer, an hourly worker.  The revelation I had was that all 12,000 people who work for us around the world are just like that young man and young lady, they’re somebody’s precious child that has been placed in our care and the way we treat them will profoundly affect the life they live in terms of realizing who they are intended to be and leveraging all of God’s gifts.

When you stop seeing people in your care as employees and start seeing them as somebody’s precious child who has been placed in your care, it changes everything.”

Seems simple enough, right?  Bob keeps this mantra front of mind: Everyone is someone’s precious child.  And he evangelizes this message constantly to audiences around the world.  And yet, when he preaches this good news to his fellow business leaders, most of them walk away, not quite sure that he’s kept all his faculties intact.
I thought of Bob a lot this past year amidst all of the turmoil we’ve been through—around the world and famously at Harvard.  The October 7 massacre.  Israel’s massive retaliation in Gaza.  The ongoing war in Ukraine.  Our deeply divided society here at home.  The refugees streaming across Europe, and clamoring at our southern border.  None of it reflecting Bob’s simple, difficult truth.  How different would the world be if we behaved as if everyone were someone’s precious child?
Jesus invites us to operate on this plane of concern for each other.  As he puts it in Matthew, “As you go, proclaim the good news.  ‘The kingdom of heaven has come near.’  Cure the sick, raise the dead, cleanse the lepers, cast out demons.  You received without payment; give without payment.”  Everyone is a precious child of God.
We follow a teacher who points the way to that God, whose invitation is always open to us and who holds out the promise of becoming one with him to enjoy everlasting life.
Amen
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