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For more than twelve years I worked at the Lutheran seminary in Philadelphia. Over that time, I 

had hundreds of theological conversations with students and pastors and professors.  It was fun.  

Sometimes I felt like the student – especially when I was talking to certain professors who assumed I 

remembered all the bits and pieces I learned thirty plus years ago when I was a student.  

Other times I felt like a teacher, especially when a student would ask for my opinion on an 

essay or a sermon.  And then there were days when nobody was the teacher or the student.  It was 

just a full-on theological debate.  Those kinds of conversations can be exhilarating and exhausting 

and unresolvable.  One of those ongoing debates had to do with the words of institution at 

communion.  In most Lutheran congregations, the pastor presiding at communion uses the words of 

Jesus, “Take and eat, this is my body.  Take and drink, this is my blood.”   

These words have been key to our understanding of the sacrament for two thousand years. 

Christians don’t all agree about the details, but we have fundamentally agreed that the words of 

institution – the verba – are key to what it is that we do at the table. 

 

This is my body.  This is my blood.  Do this to remember me when you eat and drink. 

+ + + 

About seven or eight years ago, my friend Stina came back to the seminary to finish her last 

year of school.  She had completed her year of internship at a Lutheran congregation and she’d had 

an interesting experience. 

She’d learned a lot about the church and about herself. She got to stretch her knowledge and 

put into practice things she had learned at school.  And she got to see how one set of pastors 

planned and lead worship. 

One of the things that we talked about was the congregation’s practices around communion.  

The pastors had made an intentional choice to not use the verba.  They didn’t talk about the body and 

blood of Christ.  Their concern was that visitors and new Christians who were unfamiliar with the 

practice of communion would find the words to be too graphic.    It would turn them off to consider 

eating the body of Christ and drinking the blood of Christ.  

For me, when I hear those words, “this is my body given for you,” I hear a message of love and 

grace – but would visitors hear it that way? Stina and I talked about it quite a bit.  The words are 

biblical. Historical.  Liturgical. Were they really so controversial that we should keep them to 

ourselves? 

+ + + 

Over the years I have thought about this a lot.  Are the words that I’ve taught to hundreds of 

kids in first communion class, really something horrible and gruesome?  Should we cover them up 

and hide them?  Or are they a precious gift from God? 

Today’s gospel brought the whole argument back to mind. Part of my discomfort over the 

years has been with the fact that my young friend was being taught something that didn’t seem to me 

to be strictly Lutheran.  Was she being mislead?  Did she agree with the pastors she was working 

with?  Would she take this attitude with her to the congregations she was called to serve as pastor?  I 

even went so far as to wonder if her Lutheran parents knew about all of this – and what did they 

think? 



Maybe the problem was with me.  Was I being too old fashioned in my theological practices?  

Or too conservative?   Had I become curmudgeonly in my Lutheranism?  Did I need to rethink my 

ideas about the words of institution and how they might be heard by others? 

+ + + 

Jesus said, “Those who eat my flesh and drink my blood have eternal life, and I will raise them 

up on the last day; for my flesh is true food and my blood is true drink. Those who eat my flesh and 

drink my blood abide in me, and I in them.” When he first spoke those words, people were not 

comfortable.  There were people who before that day, claimed they would have followed Jesus 

anywhere, who when Jesus began to talk about his body and blood, they were so upset they quit 

listening and went home. Jesus even asked them, “Does this offend you"  And the answer was, “Yes! 

Yes, Jesus it does!”  We can be rather nonchalant about the whole thing 2,000 year later, but some of 

those people were freaking out.  Jewish law had all kinds of regulations about drinking blood and 

eating meat that still had blood in it.  Those folks heard Jesus and thought, “That isn’t just a creepy.  

It’s not kosher!” They didn’t stick around to hear what Jesus had to say about eternal life or the 

kingdom of God.  They weren’t going to risk breaking the holiness code.  They were going home! 

+ + + 

Over the centuries, lots of people have looked at the Christian church with a wary eye.  The 

church has repeatedly been accused of some kind of spiritual cannibalism almost from the very 

beginning. If you’re thinking that this is just a misunderstanding from way back when – there are still 

people who condemn Christians for eating and drinking the body and blood of Christ.  If you do a little 

searching on the internet or in the library you will find things like this blog, entitled Communion 

Cannibalism. 

   “Communion, the act of cannibalizing the flesh of Christ while drinking his blood, is a 

bizarre cult-like ritual that still goes on today. It's usually done with wafers and wine but 

when I was a Christian we got Welch's Grape juice instead. According to certain Church 

doctrines the wine actually transforms into the blood of Christ as you're drinking it.  

Yes that's right some Christians TAKE THIS PART LITERALLY. The wafer also 

becomes the flesh of Christ. 

Is there any good reason to teach this kind of nonsense to children? Is there any merit 

at all to eating a little wafer and pretending its part of …Jesus? What purpose is there in this 

ritual? Even as a Christian I didn't understand why we were doing it other than the fact [that] 

it was instructed by Christ in the Bible. But Christ also suggested we cut out our eyes if they 

caused us to sin and that we trample on snakes and our Church did neither of those. 

One has to wonder how this bizarre cult became so popular that it is now the most 

mainstream religion in the world. I guess we probably have the Roman Empire to thank for 

that.” 

+ + + 

My first reaction was to dismiss the author as being an unbelieving twit and yet, what if I was 

wrong?  Maybe the talk of body and blood is too much for some people.  Maybe it does scare them 

off and yet, I don’t want to give up those words. And I’m not sorry I taught them to my kid and lots of 

other people’s kids as well.  Here’s why. 

First, Jesus’ words make it very clear that he had a body.  He was truly human.  In the second 

century, the Gnostic Christians fought this idea with everything they could.  They were totally 

bothered by the idea that Jesus might have had a real body.  They argued that although he may have 

appeared to be a human being, he really wasn’t.  They believed that by its very nature, the body was 



bad, and the spirit was good.  So, to consider that God would become incarnate and take on a human 

body was just wrong! For them, faith meant that, ultimately you would escape the body and only be 

spirit.   

When John was writing his account of the gospel, theologians were already arguing about this 

point.  And arguing it pretty effectively.  So, in the face of that debate, John intentionally talks a lot 

about Jesus flesh. The Greek word he uses for body is “sarx,” which means meat or flesh.  He could 

have used the word “soma” which means body, but by choosing “sarx,” John makes it clear that 

Jesus was a real live human being who ate and slept and went to the bathroom.  He was flesh.  Meat, 

sarx – just like you and me. This distinction was important then, and it’s important now. It seems to 

me that if Jesus just appeared or seemed to be human, then his death was not a real death, his 

suffering was not real suffering and his resurrection was just a show, a trick, an illusion.   

To me, the dual nature of Christ, the idea that he was 100 percent human and yet 100 percent 

God- that’s a marvelous thing.  The idea that God would take on a body like ours so that we might 

understand how much God loves us?   That’s incredible! 

During the Renaissance, lots of artists painted pictures of Mary holding a naked baby Jesus.  He is 

shown to be all there in the altogether, often with his mother pointing as if to say, “See.  He’s a real 

baby with all the working parts.” 

He’s one of us. 

+ + + 

In his book “Written in Blood,” Robert Coleman tells the story of a little boy whose sister 

needed a blood transfusion. For some reason, the little boy was the only donor whose blood could 

save his sister.  

“The doctor asked, “Would you give your blood to Mary?”  

The little boy’s lower lip began to tremble, then he took a deep breath and said, 

“Yes, for my sister.”  He agreed to give his blood for his sister. 

After the nurse inserted the needle into his arm, the little boy began to look very 

worried and then he crossed himself;  

Finally, he looked at the doctor and said, “When do I die?” 

Suddenly, the doctor realized that the little boy had thought that to give his blood to 

his sister meant he had to die.  And hard as it might be to imagine, he was willing to do 

that for his sister.” 

That’s what Jesus did for us. He was willing to suffer and die – so that we might live.  Having a body – 

a real flesh and bone body – is key to what John is trying to tell us in this story.  When Jesus talks 

about his flesh and blood bringing life to the world - it’s not just a metaphor or a parable. It’s not a 

mythological construct about dying and rising gods. It’s not ghosts and smoke and mirrors.  This is a 

real flesh and body man.  Who came for us and died for us. 

And – John makes it clear that Jesus is talking about real eating. Actually “eating” is much too 

polite for the word John uses.  It’s probably better translated as gnaw or chew. The fact that countless 

Christians have worried about whether they should chew the communion wafer or let it melt in their 

mouth is completely contrary to the words in John’s gospel. Strange as it may sound, this is a meal to 

be relished.  Fully experienced.  Savored.  Not quickly swallowed like a bitter pill. 

I must admit, when you look at the eucharist from a distance, it does seem strange.  Eat my 

flesh.  Drink my blood.  For this is where you will receive eternal life. 



Sounds a little kooky when it isn’t your god speaking the words. And yet, the words with all 

their earthiness are part of why I love them. When we come to the table this is real life.  This is a real 

Jesus who is really present.  Who is in our midst.  Don’t ask me how.  Don’t ask me to explain it.  It is 

a great big mystery as far as I’m concerned. But Jesus said, this bread is my body.  This wine is my 

blood.  And when you gather together for this meal.  Look for me because I’ll be there. 

I will be as real to you as the meal that you eat. 

+ + + 

Finally, as we chew on this real bread- given by a God who is truly present- here’s something 

else.  When you eat food, your body absorbs the nutrients and it becomes a part of you. But with the 

eucharist, the opposite happens.  We become a part of it.  That is, in Holy Communion, we become a 

part of the body of Christ.  Or as Jesus put it, those who eat His flesh and drink His blood abide in 

Him.  In eating and drinking Christ, we are taking him into our intimate being: he is permeating us, 

body and soul, filling us with goodness and life. And the more often we do it, the closer we become.  

It’s all rather miraculous and somehow, I feel that if we try to clean it all up with language that’s 

easier or imagery that’s less graphic- we risk losing something important. We also take a risk if we 

don’t work at understanding the words of Jesus.   If we just rattle off the liturgy without thinking about 

what it really means.   

Jesus said, “Those who eat my flesh and drink my blood have eternal life, and I will raise them 

up on the last day; for my flesh is true food and my blood is true drink. Those who eat my flesh and 

drink my blood abide in me, and I in them.”’ 

Take and eat.  Take and drink. And as you do, remember that the good news is that Jesus 

really, truly came down from heaven to live among us as one of us.  Because God loves us so very 

much. Remember that Jesus really, truly died upon the cross, giving up his flesh and spilling his 

blood, to save us from our sins. As you eat and drink, celebrate the good news that God raised Jesus 

from the dead and brought him out of the grave to a new and eternal life. And remember that God 

really, truly has the same new and eternal life prepared for you.   

 

 


