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When I was a little girl, growing up in the Roman Catholic Church, I prepared for my first communion in 
the second grade. I was very excited. Even at 8, I knew that what was happening up at the altar was 
important and would be meaningful to me. I remember one very specific teaching about communion. 
DON'T CHEW! The nuns carefully instructed not to chew the wafer we called a host. They said it would 
be disrespectful to the body of Christ to chew on it.  
 
The nuns who gave that instruction had clearly never delved very deeply into our Gospel passage for 
today. Listen: 
1. Jesus: Whoever eats of this bread will live forever 
2. Jewish leaders: How can this man give us his flesh to eat? 
3. Jesus: Unless you eat the flesh of the Son of Man.... you have no life in you. 
4. Jesus: Those who eat my flesh and drink my blood have eternal life.... 
5. Jesus: Those who eat my flesh and drink my blood abide in me, and I in them. 
6. Jesus: whoever eats me will live because of me.  
7. Jesus: This is the bread that came down from heaven, not like that which your ancestors ate, and 
they died.  
8. Jesus: But the one who eats this bread will live forever. 
 
There are three words in Greek that mean "to eat."  

• ESTHIO is the basic verb for eating.  

• PHAGO means to eat meat, to devour or to consume. 

• TROGO means to bite, to gnaw, to crunch, or to munch. 
 
While our bible translation uses "eat" to translate all eight instances of "to eat" in our passage for 
today, in the original Greek, the word ESTHIO (basic eating) is never used. Mostly the Greek used is 
PHAGO (indicated with the green type), to devour or consume.  But for three verses in blue, it's 
actually TROGO, the crunch and munch verb!  
 
Rather than eating the bread of life like we are at a tea party with the Queen, we're invited to devour it 
like our favorite fried chicken. We're invited to crunch on it like we got the turkey drumstick at 
Thanksgiving!  Disrespectful to chew? I don't think so. 
 
Now obviously, this is a metaphor and not cannibalism. You may remember that John's version of the 
last supper features foot washing, rather than the meal that included bread and wine which was a 
precursor to our Eucharist. So, scholars believe that this extended bread of life passage is John's 
explanation of what the Eucharist is all about. And that's important.  
 
But I want to go in a slightly different direction today. I found myself imagining what Jesus is actually 
inviting us to do in this metaphor. What does it mean to devour the Bread of Life (his flesh) that we 
might live? How do we crunch and munch the Bread of Life (his flesh) that we might abide with him? 
 
So, we'll start by exploring what kind of engaged relationship Jesus longs to have with us. Then we'll 
move on to eternal life and abiding - and what those two concepts mean in John's gospel. 
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Scholar Ginger Barfield wrote that earlier in John 6, Jesus was inviting his listeners (and us) into 
relationship with him. But in the section we hear today, the invitation Jesus is making is to full 
participation. Think about it. Devouring, crunching, and munching aren't passive actions. That's some 
active eating!  
 
When Jesus fed the 5000, the ingredients he had available to him were barley loaves and dried fish. 
They were the first century equivalents of hard tack and beef jerky. Barley loaves and dried fish are the 
opposite of fast food in every way. They took real effort to eat. The very tough bread needed to be 
slowly chewed and the hard dried fish needed softening with more repeated chewing. Crunching and 
munching, indeed! 
 
And think about that word chew. We don't just chew food, of course. I often use the phrase "chew it 
over" to describe the action of meditating or ruminating on something that's gotten my attention - 
positively or negatively. I've certainly been chewing on this passage of scripture this week! But I'm also 
chewing on a novel I'm reading. And sadly, lately I've been chewing on COVID protocols far more than I 
thought I would be at this point.  
 
My guess is that we all chew on things that concern or interest us. So, how do we chew on Jesus? What 
does it look like to enter into this kind of meditating and ruminating relationship with Jesus? Here's 
one example. 
 
In the Women Gathering women's spirituality group that met last Wednesday, we explored different 
kinds of meditation that have a Christian focus. Two of the forms we discussed are known as Christian 
meditation and Lectio Divina. Both offer a format that enables us to chew, to actively ruminate and to 
meditate on either a short passage of scripture or a prayer.  
 
While their forms differ slightly, both involve slowly reading the passage or prayer and then asking 
questions about how that passage or prayer speaks to us in the present moment. Next comes actively 
imagining ourselves in the midst of the passage. What do we see? What do we hear? What does it 
smell like? Can we imagine Jesus actually saying the words to us? Finally, we might journal about how 
we understand God to be speaking to us through the interaction of the prayer or passage and our 
meditation. That's chewy engagement. 
 
Jesus then tells his listeners that when we crunch and munch and chew on the Bread of Life that is his 
flesh, we will have eternal life and we will abide with him. We've been trained by church tradition that 
these words mean the future reward of going to heaven. But that's not the primary way Jesus 
understood them. The Greek verbs here are in the present tense. They connote actions that begin in 
the present, but which are ongoing. It's not about the future. It's about entering fully into that 
relationship now. 
 
Through our chewing on Jesus (literally when we received the Eucharist and figuratively when we pray 
and meditate) we are being united with God, not just in some distant future, but here and now.  
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Jesus' life, death, and resurrection break down the boundaries that separate us from God. And when 
we answer the invitation to engage, to meditate, to chew, we abide with God. 
 
The word we translate as abide is very interesting. Its Greek meaning is much more fulsome than it's 
archaic English meaning of to live. In Greek, the word can mean to tarry or sojourn, to stay continually 
and to be held or kept continually. So again, when we crunch and munch and chew on the Bread of Life 
that is Jesus, when we chew by meditating on Scripture and prayer, we are tarrying, being held, and 
kept continually in relationship with God and with Jesus.  
 
It's been particularly poignant to think about this passage and what it means to chew on the body of 
Christ when we have not yet returned to a weekly practice of communion. And for those of us who 
haven't yet returned to in person worship, we are still separated from the sacrament because of 
COVID. So let me say several things here in conclusion. 
 
First, there are more ways to chew on Jesus than just through receiving communion. We can be chewy 
in our prayers. We can be chewy in our study of scripture. We can even be chewy in how we treat our 
siblings in Christ. Even when we cannot have the actual body and blood of Christ as often or in the 
ways we would want to - we can still chew on Jesus. 
 
Second, remember that those Greek verbs for having eternal life and abiding with Jesus are actions 
that begin in the present AND are ongoing. They aren't just one and done. So, even if you haven't 
received the Eucharist since March 2020, it's life-giving and abiding properties don't fade. They 
continue to work in you, breaking down the barriers between you and God. 
 
And finally, if you aren't yet ready to return to in-person worship, given COVID and the delta variant, 
there are several Eucharistic Visitors who are happy to visit. Natalie (and soon Stacy) and I would be 
happy to arrange a visit. If you aren't yet able to come to the Body of Christ, the Body of Christ can 
come to you. Simply reach out to me (or Natalie when she returns from vacation next week) to set up a 
visit. 
 
Jesus gives us the amazing gift of his body and blood. He invites us to get chewy with it and with Him. 
The ways we can do that are virtually endless. But we must answer the invitation. 
 
Amen. 


