John 6: 51-58; Ephesians 5: 15-20 – Munching
Sunday 19/08/10, 8.00 & 11.00 at CC, 9.30 at GS

The week before last I spent trying to learn Hebrew. And “Hebrew in a Week” was possibly the most demanding intellectual endeavour I’ve ever attempted. Each day, each session, left me a frazzled brain! Did I succeed? Not really ... not if you expect me to spark up conversation in Hebrew. But I did make progress ... from nothing to something – I guess that’s infinite progress! Our tutor made clear you can spend a lifetime learning Hebrew and never feel you’ve mastered it. But the progress made in a week will be lost if you do not keep practising it. Practice may not make perfect: failing to practice will make previous learning redundant.

The same could be said of learning to be a Christian. It’s a lifetime’s journey: no one has ‘made it’ even at the age of 100. Early on we may have learnt the basics quite quickly. We may have had a time when we really grew rapidly – whether through study or through life experience. But unless it’s practised daily, unless as a deliberate choice we keep seeking the things that will help us grow in faith, we soon start going backwards. Just like in a language, no matter how good the induction, it’s the on-going immersion in a faith that really makes the difference.
I thought of this when I read today’s gospel in a very literally translation, which says in John 6: 54, ‘Whoever munches my flesh and drinks my blood has eternal life.’ “Munches!” That’s a word to make you sit up. 
It’s in poor taste, and surely designed to shock. Of course it’s metaphorical, just as we use phrases like, ‘food for thought;’ or ‘devouring’ books, ‘swallowing’ stories and ‘ruminating’ on ideas. And this, surely, is the point: Jesus’ words are not to be like a quick snack, food on the go, but are to be chewed over like a cow chewing the cud, so that they are really absorbed into the mind like nutrition into the bloodstream. We may complain about things (even church services!) being repetitive, but actually it’s the repeating that often makes the difference. It’s how ‘holy habits’ grow.
We’ll come back to John’s Gospel in a few minutes, but first let’s pop over to our first reading from Ephesians... because here Paul points at one of the ways many people find easiest to absorb faith – through music. ‘Talk to yourselves in psalms, hymns and spirit-filled songs, and sing and play musical instruments in your hearts to the Lord, giving thanks for everything’ (again, a literal translation). The words of songs so often stay in mind. If we’ve sung it, it’s likely to stick. CDs of spiritual music – whatever your musical tastes – can be an easy way of taking profound truths into our hearts. Say the words to yourself; and don’t be too embarrassed if they accidentally slip out to someone else!  And I love the picture of ‘playing a musical instrument in your heart’: for many of us while it stays in the head it’s much more musical than when out in public. But the important thing is that it’s the music of thanksgiving. It may not always be bubbly happiness (for lament has its own important tunes) but thankfulness is the most consistent mood we need to practise and communicate.
And one other thing from Ephesians: it can’t be just about having the right words or the right music. Paul’s main point is about right attitudes and behaviour. These have to be practised too – imitating Christ, walking in love, pursuing wisdom. The section that follows, which unfortunately the lectionary misses out, brings the point home (literally) ... into the home and family relationships: ‘submit to one another out of reverence for Christ.’ It’s it’s all about mutuality. ‘Wives submit to husbands; husbands love your wives as Christ loves the church and gave up his life... . Children obey parents; parents, don’t exasperate your children.’ And so on. These texts have been grossly misused to justify abuse of power, which is totally wrong. What they challenge us to do is always to look from the other person’s point of view and want the best for them. Not easy, but the home is the place to practise our growing up as Christians.

OK, back to St John now, and the dialogue that followed on from the Feeding of the 5000. ‘My flesh is true bread and my blood is true drink. Whoever munches on my flesh and drinks my blood remains in me and I in them.’ For us these words point directly to the Eucharist – the bread and wine we receive in Communion. We remember, of course, that this can be no magic ritual. Jesus has already made clear that eating the bread is about believing in him (and that believing is no good without action to accompany it). Ritual acts are not enough of their own. 
But the ritual – the repetition of acts of profound symbolic meaning to the point when they become truly part of us – when done in faith (and God knows very well that each of us holds to faith in different ways and we don’t have a test to pass or a hoop to jump through before you can come to his table): the ritual enables us to know deep within us that we dwell in him and he in us. Eating and drinking almost literally internalises it for us. So, in practical terms, when we receive this wonderful gift of Holy Communion, we do everything we can, as it were, to munch on it: to come forward thoughtfully and reflectively, perhaps expectantly, perhaps in penitence; perhaps committing to an action that is on our conscience; certainly humbly, perhaps allowing the music to take us, not rushing away, allowing his presence to fill our beings. 
And one final thing, one other word that may seem odd: in the service we use the phrase the body of Christ; St John speaks of his flesh. This is a reminder of what came before and what comes later in the Gospel story. We look back to the start of the Gospel, where John calls Jesus the eternal word of God. And the Word became flesh, and dwelt among us. And we look forward to the cross, the place of Jesus death, where he gave his flesh for the life of humanity. Through that word ‘flesh’ we are reminded God became human for us, and as human God gave his life for us: this is Christ, whom we receive: God with us; God who gave himself for us; God within us, in whom we abide for ever. 
