“Decision Time”

John 6:56-69

As you may already know, I am a Tennessee Football fanatic.  I can tell you just about anything about this year’s team because I follow several different websites.  Usually, the articles are recruiting updates or maybe the latest news about summer practice.  But sometimes they offer a profile about a former player.  A few years ago, I was moved by an article about a player from the 1960s named Richmond Flowers.  Richmond grew up in Alabama.  In high school, he set national records in track and was an All-American running back in football.  Richmond had scholarship offers from 100 different colleges, including Alabama.  Bear Bryant wanted him badly, but Richmond Flowers chose to leave the state of Alabama and came to Tennessee.

Richmond’s father was a senator and Attorney General for the State of Alabama during the turbulent years of the Civil Rights Era.  George Wallace, the Governor of the state, had run on the political platform of “Segregation Today, Segregation Tomorrow, Segregation Forever!”  Richmond’s father saw things differently.  He advocated for racially balanced juries, voting rights, and integrated schools.  And many of the citizens of Alabama hated him for it.  Their house was repeatedly egged.  A cross was burned in their yard, and Richmond was called hateful names by his fellow high school students.
Richmond was once named the MVP of a track meet in Mobile, Alabama, and his father was asked to present the trophy to his son.  As Richmond ascended the pedestal and as his father approached, the crowd loudly booed.  With tears in his eyes, Richmond turned to his father and said, “That’s why I’m not going to stay in this state.”

“Those who eat my flesh and drink my blood abide in me, and I in them.”  Now if you stop and think about it, these are strange and confusing words.  And I’ll have to agree with some of the disciples that “this teaching is difficult.”  But perhaps they found it difficult for a reason other than mere confusion.
One way we can clear up the confusion is to recognize the Eucharistic overtones in this saying, words that remind us of our communion meal.  “Take, eat, this is my body broken for you…This is my blood shed for you.”  Certainly, Jesus is saying that we need to share in the fellowship of the bread and wine to be in communion with Christ.  But I think this teaching is even more difficult than that.  You see, Jesus also said, “Do this (eat my flesh and drink my blood) in remembrance of me.”
Well, here’s something to remember about Jesus.  In the Gospel of Matthew, Jesus says to his disciples James and John, “Are you able to drink the cup that I am about to drink?”  And they naively answer, “We are able,” having no idea that Jesus is referring to his imminent death on a cross.  What Jesus is asking James and John is, “Are you ready to follow me to my death and yours?  Are you willing to eat my flesh and drink my blood, remembering all that I taught you?”
To be clear, let me give you a couple of examples of eating of the flesh and drinking of the blood: Those who are willing to risk the rejection of their friends, in order to stand up for what is fair and right and just, abide in Jesus, and Jesus abides in them.  Those who are willing to speak out against oppression—which means facing the scorn of the oppressors—well, they’re the ones who submit to the Lordship of Jesus and abide in him.  Those who are willing to pick up their own cross and follow in his sacrificial footsteps, abide in Jesus, and Jesus abides in them.  I told you this teaching was difficult.  No wonder some of his disciples turned away.
The problem with the church in our country today is we have it too easy.  I don’t think we even realize that the Christian life is supposed to be counter-cultural.  The early Christian church was referred to as those people who were “turning the world upside down.”  And they paid a heavy price for it.
In the early Christian Church, if you became a Christian you might lose your job.  If you were a Jew who became a Christian, you probably would be thrown out of the synagogue.  Your husband might divorce you and throw you out on the street if you were a woman who became a Christian.  You might even face death if you refused to burn incense in worship of the emperor.

The church should be a place where we come to grow in our Christian faith—hopefully to see the world a little differently.  The church should be a place where we hear (using the words of today’s scripture reading) the Spirit-filled words of Jesus, the words that lead to life, real life, a whole life with meaning and depth.  The church should be a place where we ponder the critical but often divisive issues of our day, trying to understand them in the light of our Christian faith.  The church should be a place where we turn the world upside down.
But that can be hard because not everybody wants to be a part of turning the world upside down.  So perhaps at the risk of facing my own crucifixion, I’m going to raise a few questions about the issue of social justice in the church, and here’s why.  From the results of our congregational survey, it is evident that there is a divide over the issue of social justice.  Based on several responses in the survey, I would estimate that somewhere around one-third of our congregation feels passionate about issues of social justice being a major part of the mission and ministry of our church, and one-third is very opposed to issues of social justice being a part of the mission and ministry of our church.  Then there is another one-third who are somewhere in between.
But here is a really interesting finding.  According to the survey results, 73% of survey respondents believe that social justice is at the heart of the Christian gospel.  Now that’s not to say that social justice is the one and only heart of the gospel, but these respondents believe it is a central part of the heart of the gospel.  Well, how can we, as a congregation, ignore conversations about critical issues at the heart of the gospel?
Well, this raises another question.  In our polarized and divisive world, how can we discuss issues of social justice in constructive ways?  But to answer that question you first need to address this question:  How can we differentiate between social justice and partisan politics?  You see, social justice is not first and foremost a political term or a political platform.  Social justice is a biblical ethic.  Let me explain.
Over and over throughout the Old Testament, we hear God’s insistence that the nation of Israel protect and provide for orphans and widows.  In their day, orphans and widows were unable to protect and provide for themselves, so it became everyone’s responsibility.  The Psalmist proclaims, “[God] loves righteousness and justice.” (Ps. 33:5) And the prophets make it very clear that a just society is one that provides a fair and equitable marketplace.  A just society protects the aliens and immigrants from exploitation, and a just society refuses to settle for an economy where the rich get continually richer while the poor get continually poorer.  According to the Gospel of Luke, Jesus came “to bring good news to the poor…release to the captives and recovery of sight to the blind, and to let the oppressed go free.” (Lk. 4:18)
Please hear this.  If your mind has drifted away, please tune back in.  Standing up for a just world—or social justice—is simply standing up for what you believe, based on your study of scripture, is fair and right and just.  Another way of saying this is standing up for a just world is simply loving your neighbor and standing up for your neighbor the way you would hope they would stand up for you if your roles were reversed.  That’s why social justice is not first and foremost a political term or a political platform.  It’s a biblical ethic.  But, at the end of the day our individual understanding or application of this biblical ethic may have political implications.
But hear me out; keep listening.  Like other biblical ethics, we may come to different political conclusions.  We may disagree on what a fair and just society looks like.  And that’s okay.  A primary principle of Presbyterian polity is God alone is Lord of the conscience.  As we study scripture together and pray together and worship together, there will inevitably be diversity in our understandings and applications of biblical ethics.  At the end of the day, we don’t have to agree on every biblical ethic and its political implication.  But if we are ever going to learn and grow and become more Christ-like, we need to engage in conversations about critical issues at the heart of our Christian faith.
As I said earlier in this sermon, the church should be a place where we come to grow in our Christian faith—hopefully to see the world a little differently.  The church should be a place where we come to hear the Spirit-filled words of Jesus.  The church should be a place where we ponder the critical and often divisive issues of our day, trying to understand them in the light of our Christian faith.  The church should be a place where we turn the world upside down.
And folks, in our angry, hostile, and alienated world, if we can find a way, if God can lead us in a way where we can come together and have engaging and empowering conversations about the Spirit-filled words of Jesus and how we apply them to the critical issues of our day—and still love and care for each other, even if we disagreee— we will be turning the world upside down.
My friends, eating the flesh of Jesus and drinking the blood of Jesus is just another way of saying we have to follow Jesus to the cross, sometimes sacrificing for the welfare and wellbeing of others.  Now, a lot of disciples turn away when they realize that sacrifice is part of the Christian way of life.  They were in it for the perks and benefits.  But for others, people like Richmond Flowers and his father and others who have stood up for what is fair and right and just, only Jesus offered the words of life, real life, a whole life with depth and meaning, and so they followed him.  What about you?  Why are you here?  For the perks and benefits?  Or to abide in Jesus?
Let us pray:
Lord, I do not intend to stand before this congregation and tell them how they should think or vote on political matters.  But I do hear your call for the prophetic voice to be heard in worship, to remind all Christians of our responsibility to care for the needs of our neighbor.  O Lord, help us as a congregation learn how to discern and discuss your will in the critical but often divisive issues of our day.  Help us learn to celebrate our Unity in Diversity.  Amen.
David A. Cagle
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