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Proper 16B, August 22, 2021, St. Anne’s 

1 Kings 8:1, 6, 10–11, 22–30, 41–43; Psalm 84; Ephesians 6:10–20; John 6:56–59 

 

Faith and doubt are difficult and touchy subjects. In my experience almost 

everyone in a parish struggles with doubts, and at least some aspects of their faith.  

As a priest it’s a pretty common occurrence to have parishioners – even those who 

are part of the core of the church - come and tell me that their faith really doesn’t 

measure up.  So, I suspect most of you have wondered at one time or another, 

whether you have ‘enough’ faith. And times when you doubted. Maybe in the dark 

of the night, watching and praying by the bedside of a sick child, wondering “why 

them?”. Or sitting in church reciting the creed and thinking to yourself ‘I don’t 

actually believe this’.  Or listening to a passage from the bible and wanting to say 

what ‘many of his disciples’ say in today’s gospel: “This is a hard saying; Who can 

take it seriously?”   

Certainly, I find it easy to identify with those who misunderstand and question 

Jesus in this passage. Because what we’ve heard Jesus saying these past four 

weeks is, indeed, hard to understand. That Jesus gives us his own flesh and blood, 

to sustain us? That’s he provides the only food which truly nourishes? These are 

hard words - hard to hear, hard to comprehend, hard to believe.  

 

Today’s reading brings us full circle around from the beginning of the chapter 

where Jesus feeds 5000 people with just 2 little fish and 5 tiny loaves of bread.  

Jesus told the crowd that then start to follow him, “you just want a free meal”. And 

today we hear about many leaving because they realize that ‘getting a free lunch’ 

isn’t what following Jesus is about.  They wanted bread for their belly and healing 

for their hurts and sometimes God gives us that.  But being a follower of Jesus is 

hard. Because he does not, indeed will not, conform to our expectations and 

desires. The crowd came looking for Jesus because they wanted more of that 
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miraculous bread. But then he defies their expectations and not only doesn’t keep 

giving them bread, but refuses their attempt to make him king so they can keep the 

good times going.  He deliberately challenges their expectations and demands.  But 

they aren’t looking for their world-view to be turned upside down.  They don’t 

want to hear a ‘hard word’.  They want life to get easier.  And so they leave. 

 

For us, sayings about eating Jesus body and drinking his blood are no longer 

offensive because we’ve come to understand this spiritually.  But there’s still 

plenty of Jesus’ teachings that most of us would find hard and offensive - if we 

actually paid any attention to them and thought they applied to us: 

Take up your cross and follow me;    love your enemies;  

pray for those who persecute you;    forgive those who wrong you, 

sell all your possessions and give it to the poor. 

Give without any expectation of return. 

 

I’m sure if we thought about it, each of us would find at least some part of what 

Jesus demands of us to be scandalous if not impossible - to be a ‘hard word’ that 

we either don’t accept for ourselves and our lives, or else accept by twisting it into 

something easier and less troublesome.     Well, of course I’ll love my enemies – as 

soon as they’ve repented of their wrongdoing.  Of course, I’ll forgive – they just 

need to apologize first.  Sure, I’ll be generous with my possessions – so long as I 

still have enough to live comfortably, and I get to dictate what happens with what I 

do give.  

 

Truthfully, for all of us there is inevitably something in Jesus’ story we don’t like: 

some teaching, some miracle, his death, his resurrection, his claims for himself, his 

claims on us. That great American theologian, Mark Twain, once wrote: "Most 

people are bothered by those passages in Scriptures which they cannot understand; 
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but as for me, I always notice that the passages in Scripture which trouble me most 

are those which I do understand."  Like Twain, sometimes we just don’t want to 

hear it! 

 

John says after Jesus’ sermon on the bread of life many of the disciples were 

scandalized and stopped following him.  Quitting the journey with Jesus is always 

an option.  Indeed, that’s the option the Gospel places before us: being scandalized 

and walking away or responding in faith.  In the Fourth Gospel, Jesus' words are 

always enigmatic and difficult. Some followers will probe deeper and follow Jesus, 

but some will refuse to believe, will stumble over the literal meaning of Jesus' 

words and fail to discern the deeper spiritual meaning in them. And even when we 

do follow it’s always easier to be the kind of believer who accepts something with 

our mind, but not with our heart. Or our hands. To say the words - but with no 

conviction, no passion, no commitment in our heart.  But the trouble is, this gives 

us the outward form of faith, but none of the substance - none of the power. 

 

At the same time though, we need to note that John’s picture here isn’t just, or 

even primarily, one of people walking away.  It’s also one of faith, of courage, and 

of commitment. He tells us that after many disciples drew back and no longer 

followed him, Jesus says to the remaining disciples, ‘Will you also go away?’ And 

Peter answers him for them all, ‘Lord, who would we go to? You are the one who 

has the words of eternal life.’   So where do Peter and the others get their faith? Or 

to put it another way, what makes them different from all those who gave up on 

Jesus and went away?  And how do we get to be more like them and not the ones 

who walk away from those words of eternal life? 

It’s easy to imagine Peter and the rest are faith giants.  To look at them and think, 

well they’re nothing like me! But, as all four of the gospels point out, this was just 

not the case. The disciples were all plagued by doubt and fear, they suffered from 
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an over-abundance of pride and sometimes a lack of courage. And of course, they 

too, eventually fail Jesus. So, if the twelve aren’t smarter, or more courageous, or, 

in short, any better than the rest of us - what makes them different than the ones 

who walked away?  According to John, it’s because they know where to look. 

That’s it!  That’s what makes Peter and the others different – it’s not their brains or 

the ability or their status or even their faith: they simply look to Jesus to help them 

learn to live in faith.  And they don’t give up when faced with doubts and 

confusion.  The disciples don’t yet understand who and what Jesus is. But they do 

know he’s the Holy One of God – they know God is with and in Jesus in a way that 

can’t be easily defined.  And if they want to be part of the Kingdom of God they 

need to keep following.  Because in John’s gospel faith or ‘believing’ are never 

simply ‘nouns’ – they are verbs.  In other words faith is not something you have.  

Faith is something you DO. It’s not just what you understand with your mind, it’s 

what guides your actions.  Which is why having doubts or questions is not as big a 

problem as we often imagine it to be. 

 

Jesus invites us to abide in him and let him abide is us.  This passage is not about 

literally needing to take communion in order to have eternal life - although in the 

past the church certainly interpreted it that way.  To abide with Jesus means to 

allow Christ to be in your heart and even more importantly, in your actions.  To 

follow his teachings to the best of our ability.  To hang in there through the offense 

of shattered expectations of what God ‘should’ do, or ask of us.  To hang in there 

through our doubts and uncertainties and questions.  So that, like Peter we can say, 

when our hopes and expectations and ‘world view’ are challenged, “You are the 

Holy One of God – where else would we go?” 


