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   Sermon                      Terry Hanley 
To Whom Can We Go? 

Scripture:  John 6:47-69  (NRSV)  

  

The Gospel of John this morning gives us this moment of emotional/

spiritual drama. There's a poignancy here. 

 

People are leaving. Jesus’ ministry is leaking followers.  

 

Crowds had come excitedly from the other side of the lake where 

Jesus and the twelve had been at the center of a miraculous sharing 

and feeding and bounty for at least 5,000 people, starting with just a 

kid’s lunch; folks had kinda talked with their mouths full and said, 

“This is the guy Moses foretold, this is the prophet who is supposed 

to come!” There was a growing expectation and excitement in people 

who had carried for generations a desperate longing, and just before 

the part we read today, Jesus had ducked out like Elvis when he saw 

that the crowd was so excited by the shared lunch, they were going to 

take him by force and make him King.  

 

Is it even a full day later and they are packing up their kids, -- oh look 

at the time -- they suddenly apparently have places to go and people 

to see.  



 

 
And watching this stream turn to a river of loss, Jesus turns to his 

closest friends, his beloved students, his inner circle, these people with 

whom he has spent quality time, with whom he has taken risks, he has 

slept on the ground next to these men, he has shared with them the 

secrets of the kingdom of God, he has laughed and cried with them 

and invested in them... 

 

Can you feel the emotion, as he turns to them in humility, as he offers 

up this vulnerability, as he asks the twelve, “Do you want to go away, 

too?” 

 

Hit pause here for a moment. Notice that Jesus does not force anybody 

to do anything in this situation. He doesn’t point to the people leaving 

and say off with their heads! or anything like that, he doesn’t 

pronounce woe on them the way he routinely does on purveyors of 

ensnaring religion. He does not tell the twelve,  

     “SIT DOWN, YOU’RE NOT GOING ANYWHERE! 

     THIS IS THE SON OF GOD YOU’RE DEALING WITH!   

     I DON’T WANNA HEAR ANYBODY EVEN THINK ABOUT  

     GOING THROUGH THAT DOOR!!” 

 

Jesus  -- Asks. Fully recognizing and respecting the autonomy of each 

decision-making disciple, recognizing and respecting the moral 

agency if you will, of his friends. I just want us to notice this for what 

it’s worth, as it goes by. 

 

Now Peter steps up. And we get kinda used to this, Peter stepping up 

to the microphone; and he gives this amazing, take-your-breath-away 

response to Jesus’ vulnerable question.  

 

“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.” 

 

Listening closely, we can hear at least a couple different notes in this 

response, and I think this is important.  

 

The obvious first thing Peter is expressing here, is commitment. We’re 

not going anywhere, we’ve come to believe. We’re with you all the 

way. Our choice is you.  

 



 

 
But there could be another note in what Peter is saying, there might 

be an edge to what Peter blurts out, and this might be pertinent 

sometimes to our own faith journey.  

 

What if Peter has a little desperation in his tone when he yells out, 

“To whom can we go?!”  

 

Jesus might be the end of the line for these guys. This is it, we have 

put it all on this messiah and his fate will be ours, come what may, --

and we know some stuff is coming.   

 

Do you think any of the twelve might’ve wished they could be part of 

that outbound traffic going back to their fields and homes and their 

lives from before? But Peter and the others in the circle have 

experienced Jesus, they’ve seen too much to settle and strive. 

They’ve been changed! They are becoming, they don’t really have 

the easy option of a different choice at the buffet,  

To whom can we go? We have come to believe! We know.  

And we’re not going anywhere. except with you, Lord.  

     (That is a very special place to stand, isn’t it?) 

 

But, let’s go back to, Why are people leaving, anyway?  

 

John tells us Jesus said these things while he was teaching in the 

synagogue at Capernaum. When many of his disciples heard it, they 

said, “This teaching is difficult; who can accept it?” 

 

So what was the teaching?  

 

“I am the bread of life come down from heaven,” (which was edging 

toward blasphemy, in their eyes, Jesus is making himself too close 

with God).  Then Jesus went on, “The bread that I will give for the 

life of the world is my flesh.” 

 

“Unless you eat the flesh of the Son of Man and drink his blood, you 

have no life in you.”  

 

---Because of this many of his disciples turned back and no longer 

went about with him.  

 



 

 

Seems that the crowd was taking his invitation literally! How can we 

chew on this guy?! This is getting weird!! We’re outta here! 

 

Notice that Literalism is so fraught.  

 

So often, when people try to scrunch the truth of received revelation 

down to the literal, it doesn’t work. It falls apart. This happens 

repeatedly; the Word of God comes to humans, and we want to pack 

it into a carrying case. So we can have it, and get on with our busy 

day; we want to set God into concrete so we can keep that sacred 

object and use it and display it and try to make sense of it, make it 

work for us, and insist that it works for other people.  

 

Scripture is well aware of this human foible; the Bible often turns the 

camera disparagingly into the face of people who are concretizing 

spiritual offerings into useless bricks. You might even say the biblical 

writers themselves at times are mocking a literal interpretation.  

 

Remember the story of Nicodemus, coming to Jesus in the middle of 

the night (so nobody religious would know), and he takes the words 

of Jesus very literally, and the writer of the gospel of John is poking 

fun at Nicodemus when he has him say, “I can’t climb back into the 

womb and come out again, Jesus, what are you talking about?” 

  

The literal take doesn’t work for this teaching either, and when the 

crowd in the sixth chapter of John can’t make it work, they give up, 

and move on, and they walk away from the real bread, from the living 

food. 

 

Maybe when an idea is not working for us in our spiritual life, we 

could stop a moment and ask, are we being a Nicodemus, are we 

taking something literally which is actually much bigger, are we 

trying to stuff a cloud bank into our terrarium.  

 

It’s a human thing.  

 

What I think Jesus is saying, what I hope Jesus is offering us, is an 

invitation to ingest Christ. The eating Jesus is talking about, is 

ingesting: 



 

 

the experience of Christ 

the words of Christ,  

the purpose of Christ,  

the mission of Christ,  

the living presence of Christ who goes through suffering and death 

and abides with us in permanent, full Life through all of it.  

 

Jesus speaks of eating. Think about it, eating is a constant daily, 

physical, emotional, necessary –required-- activity that we all do for 

basic survival, for sustenance, for enjoyment, for life.   

 

Eating involves sacred, intimate, repetitive rituals which engage our 

entire culture and world at the center of our family life and our daily 

tasks; eating happens at the heart of our home, in the middle of our 

lives, no matter what we are doing, in an ongoing rhythm of hunger 

and provision  -- if we are healthy and if we have the food we need.  

 

Eating sustains us, it gives us pleasure, it marks our lives together and 

it creates each of us, meal after meal; what we take in makes us who 

we are, we are literally what we eat; that’s what nutrition is.   

 

I am made of different stuff after this year of eating cheese doodles 

and cake, than the stuff I was made of during the years I ate carrots 

and apples so I could run five or seven miles. It’s visible what I’m 

taking into me and what I’m becoming.  

 

How appropriate in our diet-wacky culture that Jesus would have this 

teaching for us today. 

 

If we were as intentional on an every day basis about what we are 

putting into our spirits and into our spiritual lives, as we are obsessive 

in this life about what we put in our mouths, we’d be able to levitate, 

we’d cure cancer, there’d be no war or poverty or unhappiness, 

maybe, we’d all have spiritual six-pack abs and spiritual super-

immunity and we’d all be trim, healthy spiritual athletes. But we’d 

have to walk away from the funnel cakes of the soul and grow some 

of that organic inner kale. Or ok, arugula. 

 

Think of the magazines at the grocery store checkout, “Eat this! 



 

 

Don’t eat that! Drink this fungi tea for seven days and your nails will 

be perfect! Watch out for the secret micro-irritants in broccoli, that 

cause hidden underarm fat. Your results may vary.” 

 

Jesus is saying, make Christ your diet and have real life, permanent 

life, abundant life, forever life, even in this moment.  

 

Jesus is saying, all fads aside, the bread of life is our superfood. 

  

We ingest Christ to become Christ, the nutrients change us, build us 

into the hands and feet and shoulders and voice and tears -- build us 

up into the body and blood of the living Christ in the world.  

      

There are clearly sacramental aspects to this passage; John was 

definitely thinking of the Communion meal at the center of Christian 

worship when he remembered this into writing, but it’s more than 

that. 

 

The feast of Christ spills out over the church table, and bursts out the 

stained glass and fills the world with Jesus’ invitation to take in, with 

the same hunger and the same unceasing regularity as our food, the 

sacred morsels and the loaves and the bushels and the mugs of 

fullness of life in Christ.  

 

What might this look like? 

 

 We ingest on a daily basis the forgiveness of Christ. We receive 

and accept forgiveness, and we reflect forgiveness and 

acceptance.  

 

A woman goes through all the security checks at the jail to meet 

and pray with the driver of the car that hit and killed her son.  

 

 We ingest, we intentionally and repeatedly take into ourselves 

humility, Richard Rohr says we follow Jesus downward on the 

social ladder, we follow Christ to the low places in the eyes of the 

world.  

 

Bonnie is reading a book by Henry Nouwen, and reminded me 



 

 

that Father Nouwen left his Harvard office and all its trappings, to 

move into a kind of half-way house in Canada and give daily 

personal care to a man with disabilities in order to participate 

more fully in the presence of Christ in humility and service.  

 

 We ingest the love of God;  receiving it, we dine on it, then we 

can look at people with unconditional positive regard, as we 

watch for and embrace Christ in everybody we meet. 

 

 And, you may not hear this on some channels, but we ingest the 

suffering of Christ, too. There will be suffering in our lives. And 

in Christ we know and we remind each other in faith that our 

suffering is not meaningless, it is not pointless, it is not empty, 

because we are not alone, because we are carrying in our Christ-

infused cells the DNA of resurrection, new life from death, 

beauty from ashes. Out of mourning, the oil of gladness.  

 

 We ingest care and concern for the poor and the left out and the 

ones who are not having a good time with the way things have 

been set up to their disadvantage.  

 

I won’t lie, I know it’s superficial of me, but one thing that drew me 

to Grace Congregational Church United Church of Christ was a 

banner over the door that said Black Lives Matter. And another one 

that says we are Open and Affirming of you no matter who you love, 

and another one that I think is out there now, that says Be the Church. 

It might just be fabric in the breeze, but it’s also the proclamation of 

justice on the side of the church’s building for the world to see, for 

Rutland to see, and we hunger for that food, I hunger for that bread, 

and people racing by all day long are starving for the living bread of 

the Christian call for Peace and Justice.  

 

Hearing Gabby tell parts of her story last week, we are ingesting the 

embrace of Christ, which builds the community and the kin-dom of 

God. It is as sacramental as the bread and the cup, this assimilating of 

Christ distilled from the testimony of the saints.  

 

This is us abiding in Christ, and Christ in us.  

 



 

 

There are libraries full of cookbooks out there; there are grocery 

store check-out lines splashed in full color headlines touting all 

kinds of fad diets; there are shelves and aisles full of enthralling 

junk food calling out to our cravings. 

 

We have moment by moment in this life, choices to make; -- to 

whom can we go?  

 

We have significant and substantive decisions upcoming in our 

life together as Grace. What will we take into ourselves? On what 

will we dine? 

      

The feast of God, the wedding supper of the Lamb, the buffet of 

joyful, loving Christ-centered life is open to us, offered to us, 

extended to us by the one who made us, loves us, holds us.  

 

We are invited to continue on the journey with Jesus, ingesting 

the presence of Christ, daily being transformed, bite by bite, cell 

by cell into the fully alive Body of Christ.  

 

Amen.   
Terry Hanley 
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