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Can’t Turn Around
“Those who eat my flesh and drink my blood abide in me, and I in them.”

In the name of God: Eternal Majesty, Incarnate Word, and Abiding Spirit. Amen.
Today is the grand finale of the five “Bread Weeks”: our journey through the sixth chapter of the Gospel of John. I have to admit, when we get to this last week, I always find it a bit of a let-down. I want the bread weeks to build to a dramatic conclusion! But they don’t. The ending of John chapter 6 is kind of anticlimactic. Throughout much of this chapter, Jesus has been dialoguing and disputing with people in the synagogue—perhaps specifically the religious leaders. But now, it is his followers, his own disciples, who “grumble” about his teaching. Many of them declare that what he has said is too “difficult.” They cannot accept it. And so, they turn back, choosing not to follow Jesus from place to place any longer.

I have always assumed—as many people do—that the grumbling disciples are taking Jesus too literally, when he says that they have to eat his flesh and drink his blood. They think he is advocating some kind of cannibalism. And so it bothers me that Jesus doesn’t seem to make any effort to persuade them to stay, or to help them understand his teaching from a difficult angle. He seems to simply write them off as not having gotten the message the first time.
A commentary by Susan Hylen, Associate Professor of New Testament at Candler School of Theology, helped me gain some new perspective on this passage. Instead of looking only at the verses that comes right before the disciples grumbling, she invites us to step back and consider the whole arc of the narrative in this chapter. It turns out that Jesus and the crowds are not simply discussing the story of God providing manna in the wilderness. Their interactions also parallel that story from the Book of Exodus. The miraculous provision of bread, the grumbling and complaining of the people, and above all, a lack of trust  in God.

Hylen points out that the crowds are initially enthusiastic about Jesus, after he feeds them all the bread and fish they can eat. They see him as a wonder-worker, like Moses, and in fact are ready to make him king! But then Jesus says, in effect, that he is not Moses: he is the manna itself. He is the food for the journey. The key to everything is to abide with him. Hylen writes, “But ‘abiding’ with Jesus is difficult. Staying with Jesus and learning from him is a long process. For many, a quick fix would be more attractive.”
 Jesus does not offer a quick fix, and many of the disciples decide a long and arduous journey is not what they are looking for, so they leave.

The twelve apostles are among those who choose to stay, who choose to abide with Jesus. The words of Peter here remind me of our anthem for today, which is the last song that we are looking at in this sermon series: “We’ve Come This Far By Faith” by Albert A. Goodson. Goodson was a prominent figure in the development of African-American gospel music in the 20th century.
 Born in Los Angeles and raised Pentecostal, as a child he was drawn to the music of St. Paul Baptist Church down the street from his home—and especially to the 200-voice choir. At the age of 12, he was invited to join the choir, and he never looked back. He learned to play the piano and organ, became a church musician, and eventually was in demand to accompany gospel legends, including Mahalia Jackson.

Goodson wrote “We’ve Come This Far By Faith” in 1956. Here is how he told the story in an interview:

I was living in Chicago, alone. I was never married, and I didn’t have a relative or a close friend in that city. I became very discouraged. One day, during a depressed state, I sat down at the piano in a friend’s home and began to play a melody running through my mind. As I played the Lord seemed to speak to me saying, “We’ve come this far by faith. . .” 

The song was an instant hit, surprising Goodson himself with its popularity. Soon, it seemed as though everyone was singing it. The tune is catchy, and the words to the chorus are simple: “We’ve come this far by faith, leaning on the Lord. Trusting in His holy word, He’s never failed me yet. O, can’t turn around. We’ve come this far by faith” Goodson wasn’t intentionally referencing John 6, but these words could almost be a paraphrase of what Peter says here at the end of the chapter. On behalf of the twelve, Peter expresses their faith, their belief in Jesus. They trust his words: “the words of eternal life.” They have come this far, and they “can’t turn around.”

Goodson’s song offers a message of encouragement and hope, and goodness knows we can all use that right now. But I do take issue with one line in the first verse, where it promises that God will “move all misery and strife.” That borders on the prosperity gospel: the popular idea that if you simply have enough faith, God will give you everything you want. The logical (and spiritually damaging) flip side of that belief is that if you continue to suffer, it is clearly your own fault, because you don’t have enough faith. The truth is that sometimes, misery and strife are going to stick around, no matter how faithful we are, no matter how much we put our trust in God. That is part of the human experience.

Ultimately, I’ve decided to take comfort in the way that John 6 ends. Because for many of us, our faith is not always the same, and it is not always constant. It waxes and wanes, ebbs and flows, with the seasons of our lives. The invitation of Goodson’s hymn, and the invitation of Jesus, is to continue to abide. Stay the course. Don’t turn around. Because God has never failed us yet—and will not fail us now. Amen.
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