
Kevin Guenther Trautwein Year C – Lent 3 (February 28 2016)

“Does this Shock You?”

What is Jesus up to today? Did he wake up on the wrong side of the bed? Why is he being so 
provocative toward his own followers? And why is he talking about bread?

To understand what's going on in our passage this morning, we have to look back to the passage 
just before the part we read.

I will be working from our scripture passage quite a bit, so if you brought a Bible with you, you 
might want to turn to John chapter 6. Or if you have access to a Bible on your phone or other 
device, I won't be offended if I see you looking down and reading. I'll just assume you are deeply 
studying the scriptures.

--

In the beginning of John chapter 6, we read the familiar story of Jesus feeding the crowd of 5000.
Many of us have heard the story, how a little boy gave 5 barley loaves and two fish to Jesus. How
Jesus blessed them and broke them, and the whole crowd had enough to eat.

After this miracle, the people were so impressed that they wanted to make Jesus their king. Verse 
15 says that they were about to take him by force to make him king. But instead of bowing to the 
pressure, Jesus retreated up into the mountain, while his disciples got into a boat and crossed the 
sea to go to Caparnaum. As the disciples were crossing, a storm came up, and the boat was 
threatening to capsize. Suddenly, Jesus appeared, and they all arrived safely on the other side of 
the water.

The next day, the crowd found some boats and followed Jesus to Capernaum. Jesus looked at the 
people and said to them, “you're only here because I gave you bread. But you shouldn't chase 
after everyone who gives you bread – people like Caesar and Donald Trump and Bernie Sanders. 
Rather, you should seek the bread which truly satisfies.”

So they asked him to give them a sign. “How do we know you're the real deal? Moses gave us 
manna. What will you give us?” And Jesus answered them, “It wasn't Moses who gave you 
manna, but God my Father.” So they said, “If you've got a direct connection to God, then give us 
this bread always!”

Let's pause here for a second. What is going on to this point? Why are the people talking about 
Moses and signs and bread?

--

If we want to understand what is happening here, we have to understand the context. We need to 
hear how strange this story is.

At this time in history, the people of Israel were being ruled by the Roman empire. Some of the 
people were happy about this arrangement. The ruling class - the Sadducees and tax collectors, 
for example – were collaborating with Rome, and the empire gave them power and wealth.

But there were many other groups, such as the Pharisees, the Zealots, and the Essenes, who were 
not happy about the Roman empire. They resisted Rome. They were waiting for someone to 
overthrow the government and set up a new nation. They wanted a Messiah.

The thing is, when you live under Empire, you usually aren't allowed to speak openly about 
overthrowing the government. The Chinese government doesn't allow people to criticize it. Assad
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doesn't allow popular protests. Even in a democracy like Canada or the US, there are some things
you just can't say. So the people had to use coded language. Instead, they talked about Moses.

This is because, from a human perspective, Moses was the founder of the nation of Israel. Moses 
freed the people from the Egyptian empire. Moses gave them bread to eat in the desert. Moses 
went up the mountain and brought down a code of laws from heaven. Moses established their 
religion as well as their legal system.

We know that the people wanted to make Jesus a king by force, because the story tells us this in 
verse 15. So when the people asked Jesus to perform a sign like Moses, we know that they were 
not just asking for a spiritual or religious sign. They were asking for a political sign. They wanted
Jesus to be the founder of a new nation, like Moses.

This is where our scripture reading for this morning picks up. As you can tell, there was already a
lot going on in this passage before we got to it.

--

So in verse 35 Jesus says to the people who are following him, “You want bread from heaven? I 
tell you this: the bread from heaven is me. If you come to me, you'll never be hungry. If you 
believe in me, you'll never be thirsty.”

What can Jesus mean? The people don't get it. They say to themselves, “How can this man claim 
to be from heaven? We know his mom, Mary, and his dad, Joseph the carpenter.”

But Jesus doesn't give in. He doesn't back down or try to clarify. He says, “no really, I am the 
bread from heaven. And I'm even better than the manna which Moses gave you, because the 
people who ate manna still died. But if you eat me you will live forever.”

First Jesus says that those who eat his flesh will never be hungry. Now he says that anyone who 
eats his flesh will live forever. His claims are becoming even more fantastic!

So the people start wondering amongst themselves, “What does he mean, 'eat his flesh'? That 
seems pretty wierd.” They are getting a little bit uncomfortable, because he's not the first person 
to talk about eating flesh.

--

In the time of the New Testament, one of the most popular religions in the Roman world was the 
cult of Dionysus.

According to the myth, Dionysus was a son of the god Zeus and a mortal woman, Semele. But 
Hera, Zeus' wife, was jealous and sent the Titans to kill Dionysus. The Titans ripped the child to 
pieces and ate the flesh, except the heart which was preserved. When Zeus found out, he 
destroyed the Titans with lightning, and out of the ashes of the Titans humanity was created. So, 
according to the legend, a little bit of Dionysus still lives on in every human being. We all have a 
spark of the divine inside of us.

But the Titans didn't eat all of Dionysus. They saved his heart, and it was used to impregnate 
Semele, his mother. So Dionysus was reborn, but his mother Semele died. Because of this story, 
Dionysus was known as the twice-born god, and those who followed his religion were said to be 
“born-again.”
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In some ways, according to this mythology, Dionysus was the founder of the human race. He 
loved humanity, and came and lived on earth in disguise as a human being. Other times, he took 
the form of a bull.

But Dionysus also loved his mother, so when he was grown, he went down to Hades to bring his 
mother back from the underworld. And when he returned from Hades, he brought gifts for 
humanity, including the grape vine for making wine. For this reason, Dionysus is also called the 
god of wine.

This is the mythology, but what about the actual practice?

The worship of Dionysus followed a pattern. In the early part of the winter there was a long 
fasting period. But after the winter solstice, once the first cold snap had concluded, was the time 
when Dionysus was reborn. Some time in late December or early January, the people celebrated 
the rebirth of their deity. They broke their fast with a feast and an orgy. The worshipers would 
dance with pipes and drums until they entered a trance, and then they would parade through the 
wilderness or through the streets.

Can you imagine if that's what our worship looked like? It would certainly be quite lively!

This procession would eventually arrive at the sacrificial victim. At that point, they would 
sacrifice a live bull or goat, ripping at its flesh with knives and hands and eating it raw, mixing 
the blood of the animal with wine and then drinking it.

From what we can tell, the worshipers didn't believe that what they were doing was merely 
symbolic. The bull was not just a symbol of Dionysus. Rather, they believed Dionysus was 
actually in the bull. They were re-enacting the ancient story: killing and eating their god. And 
they believed that when they consumed their deity they were becoming immortal.

We have a saying, “you are what you eat.” But for these worshippers, they were actually 
becoming what they ate.1

--

So, this sounds like a pretty wild religion, but what does it have to do with Jesus, the bread of 
life? What does the worship of Dionysus have to do with the Jewish people, who were 
monotheists and worshiped the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob?

It seems likely that everyone in Israel would have known about the religion of Dionysus. First of 
all, the religion was probably at least 1500 years old by that time, and it was spreading from 
province to province around the Roman empire. But the Jewish people also had direct experience 
with the religion of Dionysus.

About 160-170 years before Jesus was born, the people of Israel were being ruled by a different 
empire: the Seleucids. 2 Maccabees tells us that Antiochus IV forced the Jews to wear ivy 
wreaths and walk in a procession during a festival to honour Dionysus – something that as 
monotheists they would have found incredibly sacreligious.2 But over time, Jewish religion 
adapted to these foreign influences, and Tacitus tells us that they started to use pipes and drum in 
their music, that Jewish worshipers wore ivy crowns, and that there was a golden vine at the 

1 For more on the symbolic similarities between Dionysus and Jesus, see the blog post at 
http://www.holyblasphemy.net/jesus-and-dionysus-similarities/ 

2 For more on the presence of the cult of Dionysus in ancient Judea, see Everett Ferguson, Backgrounds of Early 
Christianity, 2nd ed. (Grand Rapids, MI: W.B. Eerdmans, 1993).
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temple. According to Tacitus, outsiders were sometimes confused about Jewish religion, and 
thought that the Jews worshiped Liber Pater, which was another name for Dionysus.

So it is in this context that Jesus tells his loyal followers in Caparnaum – the ones who have just 
crossed the sea looking for him, and who are trying to make him King – he tells these people that 
if they eat his flesh, they will never die.

The worshipers of Dionysus believed that if they ate the flesh of the bull, they would become 
immortal. And Jesus tells his followers that if they eat his flesh, they will never die. I don't think 
this was miscommunication. I think Jesus knew exactly how that would sound.

--

Up until this point, Jesus has been ratcheting up the controversy. He begins by telling his 
followers that his bread from heaven is better than Moses' bread from heaven: that if they eat the 
bread he offers, they will never be hungry again. This is already quite the boast. But his followers
say, “Sure! Yes, give us this bread!” So Jesus takes it farther and says, “I am the bread from 
heaven.” And now his followers are thinking, “That sounds pretty arrogant. You aren't from 
heaven – we know your mom and dad!” But Jesus doubles down, and tells his followers, “My 
flesh is the bread of life. If you eat it, you will never die.” And now, the followers are having a 
hard time. “How can he ask us to eat his flesh?”

But does Jesus back down, or clarify what he means? No. He just keeps going. He takes it one 
step farther. He's kind of like Donald Trump. He tells these people, his loyal followers, in verse 
53, “It's not just my flesh, either. You've got to eat my flesh AND drink my blood. If you do this, 
you will have eternal life, but if you don't, you have no life in you at all.” Essentially he is saying,
“If you don't eat my flesh and drink my blood, you are already dead.”

In verse 60 we read that many of the disciples find this too hard. “This is too difficult,” they say. 
“Who can accept it?” And with good reason! Would you be able to accept this? Would you have 
followed a guy like this? To be honest, I probably wouldn't have.

And now, after all of this ratcheting up, we get to Jesus' question: “Does this shock you? What if I
showed you the Son of Man ascending back up into Heaven?” After bringing them to the 
breaking point, Jesus just has to go one step farther. So in verse 66 we read, “Because of this 
many of his disciples turned back and no longer went about with him.” I'm not surprised.

--

Why was Jesus being so controversial? Why was he being so shocking?

His disciples wanted to set Jesus up as a new king, a messiah. But I think Jesus wanted to shock 
his followers out of their trust and following of human leaders.

“You don't need a new king,” he tells them. “You need a new society. You need to live your lives 
differently. You need to be changed – reborn – from the inside.”

Jesus understood that we need a revolution, not just a change in leaders. He understood that we 
need a revolution of the Spirit – a revolution which frees us from dependance on human rulers.

So when Jesus shocked his followers, I don't think it was because their dreams were too big or 
too political. It's not because they were asking too much. It was because they were dreaming too 
small. God wanted to do something much bigger in their lives.
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God wanted to free them from all oppressive political regimes. God didn't just want to replace a 
relatively bad ruler with a relatively good ruler. God wanted to free them, and God wants to free 
us today, from the spirit of following human rulers.

But his disciples complain. “This is too difficult.”

They want a king to come and free them in a political revolution, but a revolution of the spirit 
seems too difficult. Why is that?

A revolution of the spirit is difficult because ethical discernment is difficult. It is better to have 
rules, black and white, to follow. Having a new ruler to tell us what to do is easier.

A revolution of the spirit is difficult because figuring out how to extract ourselves from Empire is
difficult. Ceasing to worship Caesar in our daily choices – our economic and our political 
decisions – is difficult. Just give us a new, better king whom we can follow blindly.

A revolution of the spirit is difficult because a direct relationship with the Almighty God is 
difficult. It is easier to have a mediator. An expert. A ruler.

--

So what does a revolution of the Spirit look like? Does it mean becoming spiritual and just 
forgetting about the world? Does it mean that the environment doesn't matter, because God is 
going to destroy the world anyway? Does it mean that we don't fight for justice for the oppressed,
the enslaved, and the marginalized? No.

God cares that we have food in our stomachs, and warm clothes in the winter. God wants us to 
have shelter, and to be free from violence. God desperately wants us to be liberated, and to live 
full and happy lives. In concrete ways. In this world. Before we die. Jesus taught us all this.

Being spiritual does not mean ignoring the pain and problems of the world in hopes of a better 
future in heaven. The way of Jesus is not a spirituality that is opposed to politics. It is not a 
spirituality instead of politics. Rather, it is a spirituality that includes politics because it has 
moved through and beyond politics. The revolution of the Spirit is a true political revolution, and 
it is extremely threatening to Empire.

It is threatening to Empire when church communites begin to take care of each other. When those
have much support those who have little, and nobody goes hungry. When churches live like this, 
then we don't need Empire to solve our economic problems for us. We don't need free trade 
agreements to save us.

It is threatening to Empire when people from different social classes live together in a church 
community. Because then we get to know each other, and we stop being afraid of each other. We 
begin to work and play together. We don't need Empire to protect us from “those people” 
anymore, because we have learned that those people are my sisters and brothers.

It is threatening to Empire when people come together into a church community and figure out 
how to govern themselves. When we create rules for living together – rules that are modeled on 
Christ, and not Caesar – that is truly threatening to Empire. Because when we create our own 
rules to govern our community, Empire can no longer control us. What is persuasive for Empire 
is no longer persuasive for us.

--
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And what does Empire want to persuade us about? In one word: fear.

Empire wants to persuade us to fear the outsider, because then we will need Empire and its 
armies to protect us from the outsider. But Jesus tells us that God loves the entire world. That the 
outsider is my sister and my brother. And so as followers of Jesus we do not fight in wars.

Empire wants to persuade us to be afraid of scarcity, a lack of resources, and economic downturn.
Because then we will need Empire and its economic policies to save us from financial ruin. But 
Jesus tells us that God is a God of abundance. That there is plenty to go around if we will share 
and not hoard resources, if we gather up only what we need and not the wasteful luxeries we 
want. And so as followers of Jesus we live lives of simplicity.

Empire wants to persuade us to be afraid of chaos and disorder. Because then we will need 
Empire to impose its order on us. But Jesus tells us that God is the one who calms the storms, and
saves us from turbulent seas. As the disciples are crossing over to Capernaum, and the storm is 
raging, Jesus comes to them and brings them safely to the other side. And so as Christians we do 
not look to Empire (to governments or insurance companies) for laws and rules and organization. 
We look to the life and teachings of Jesus.

--

The people of Jesus' time knew that the Roman empire was unjust because they saw the 
oppression all around them. They saw the results of taxation, military occupation, arbitrary 
detention. And they wanted to extract themselves. They wanted a new leader, who would have 
more benevolent policies for them. They had good reason to ask Jesus to be their messiah. But 
they were dreaming too small.

Today, just like then, we also know that Empire is unjust. We don't see the oppression around us 
quite as much, but we do see it on TV and in the news. We know that many of the things we buy 
are produced in sweatshops, or by slavery, or at starvation wages. And so, just like the people in 
Jesus day, we also want to extract ourselves from an unjust economy.

We hear that Nike's products or Apple's products are produced in a sweatshop. And maybe we 
plug our ears and say, “don't tell me about it!” But some of us try to take this information 
seriously. And so we ask for a new brand that doesn't have these kinds of practices. Maybe you 
are like me, and you look for the “fair trade” label on your coffee.

But just like the people back then, we don't really want to change the practices at the core of our 
lives. They still wanted to have a ruler – just a good one. And we still want our consumer 
products, our coffee and bananas and smart phones – just ethically produced, please! But, Jesus 
says, “No, I will not be your king.” Rather, “Eat my flesh, drink my blood.”

We want Jesus, the church, or christianity, to be a brand for us, kind of like the other brands, but a
good one, with wholesome values. We want Christian music and television, so that we don't have 
to question how we participate in the music industry. We want Christian businesses to shop at, so 
we don't have to think about their business practices. But Jesus says “No. I will not be your new, 
safe brand name.” Instead, “Eat my flesh, and drink my blood.”

We want Christian schools, colleges, and universities, so that we don't have to face the problems 
in the school systems. We want a Christian party to vote for, so that we don't have to think about 
the effects our policies have on others. We want Jesus to save our economy, to make the price of 
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oil go up. Jesus says, “No. But eat my body and drink my flesh, and you will be truly free. You 
will no longer depend on oil for your daily bread.”

Jesus doesn't want us to just follow him as a ruler. He wants us to consume his life. To rip his 
flesh and chew on it, to take his body into our bodies and digest it, so that his life becomes a part 
of our very being. Does this shock you?

--

The followers of Dionysus believed that all human beings have a spark of the divine within them.
As Christians, we believe that all human beings are made in the image of God. Jesus called God 
his Father, and told us to call God “Father” too.

If we have consumed Jesus, then we are also the daughters and sons of God. We don't need to 
follow human leaders, or human systems, or superficial labels. Paul writes in Galatians chapter 5,
“It is for freedom that Christ has set us free. Stand firm, therefore, and do not submit again to a 
yoke of slavery.” As sons and daughters of God, we are invited and expected to use our 
birthright, to live in freedom.

But there is a caveat and a warning. Paul continues: “you were called to freedom, brothers and 
sisters; only do not use your freedom as an opportunity for self-indulgence, but through love 
become slaves to one another. For the whole law is summed up in a single commandment, ‘You 
shall love your neighbour as yourself.’ If, however, you bite and devour one another, take care 
that you are not consumed by one another.”

When we participate in communion, it does not just affect us personally. When we eat Jesus' flesh
and drink Jesus' blood, we our bound together into a new body – the body of Christ. But if, 
instead of chewing on Jesus' flesh and digesting it, we begin biting and devouring each another, 
then Paul tells us we will be consumed by each other.

We become what we eat.

--

When Jesus asked his followers to eat his flesh and drink his blood, many of them turned back 
and no longer went about with him. Only the twelve remained. Today, Jesus is asking us, as he 
asked the twelve back then, “Do you also wish to go away?”

My hope and prayer this morning is this: as followers of Jesus, may we find the courage to 
answer him in the words of Simon Peter, saying: “Lord, to whom can we go? You have the words
of eternal life. We have come to believe and know that you are the Holy One of God.” Amen.
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