Homily at St Constantine’s Church, Govan, August 19 2006

The sixth chapter of St John’s Gospel marks a turning point in Our Lord’s ministry – and a turning away moment for many of those who followed him, who had been impressed until then by the miracles he performed and the wisdom and sublimity of his teaching. This is not so evident in the other Gospel accounts.

It is when Jesus starts drawing out the significance of his actions and the conclusions of his teaching that many decide no longer to walk with Him.    To be fed with earthly food; to receive physical healing; to accept Him as a wonder-worker was within their comprehension and grasp.  But to be fed with a food that demanded faith in Him – to accept that He was the bread of life was beyond their expectations and strength.

It is legitimate for us to wonder how much His very language was an obstacle to their belief: “If you do not eat the flesh of the Son of Man and drink His blood you will not have life in you …” A difficult language to accept!

Of course St John is remembering Our Lord’s discourse many years later and presenting it and interpreting it with hindsight – the hindsight of the last supper and of the cross.

For it was at the last supper that Jesus took the bread and blessed it and said “This is my body” and similarly with the cup, saying “This is the cup of my blood which shall be shed for you” – as it truly was the next day on Calvary.

This was the first Mass, and in a sense the only Mass – since our every Mass is a representation of the last supper and of Calvary – of Jesus’ self offering and its consummation on the Cross.
The starkly realistic language of Jesus: “My flesh is real food and my blood real drink,” makes us realise what is offered at the Mass and is given to us in Holy Communion – nothing less than Jesus himself.  And it draws us to recognise the reality of the incarnation.

If the son of God did not become man, take real flesh in the womb of the virgin, his gift to us would have been only a sign and not a reality, his sacrifice only a pretence.  But he truly became man and, in a real sense, man became God, for the man Jesus was the son of God.
Our only hope of being divinised is in our becoming united to Him; not by some external bond but by being assimilated to Him – indeed by assimilating Him – in the way we assimilate the bread and wine.

At the offertory we merely touch the elements; at communion we eat them, now transformed; we eat the flesh of the son of God!

Jesus promises: “He who eats my flesh and drinks my blood lives in Me and I live in him.”  And he adds: “As I who am sent by the living Father myself draw life from the Father, so whoever eats me draws life from me … Anyone who eats this bread will live for ever.”

The receiving of this bread presupposes faith and it nourishes faith.  Those who turned away from Jesus in the Gospel did not have faith in Him or were as yet unready to receive Him.
It is the same for many in our own generation (sadly … we need to pray for their faith to be strengthened).  
We need to examine ourselves and our whole approach to this sacrament – for as St Paul says, if we do not discern in receiving it [the body and blood of Christ] we are eating and drinking damnation to ourselves.

We need to approach the altar in humility, with contrition for our sins, and faith in His true presence. And rejoicing that He has counted us worthy to receive Him under our roof, Him who is the “living bread come down from heaven,” whom in receiving we receive the gift of eternal life.

Over the summer Sundays we have had the opportunity of reflecting on the wonderful sacrament which is at the heart of our faith and practice.  I hope that we will have learned to treasure this sacrament more dearly and have come more nearly to Him whom in its celebration we have truly received …
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