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Sermon 
Proper 16 Year B 
Aug. 23, 2015, St. Thomas 
 
Biblical historians estimate that the Apostle Paul  
spent somewhere between 5 ½ and 6 years in prison.  
And it’s believed that during the last year to year and a half of his life 
he was jailed in Rome 
where he was literally chained to Roman soldiers 24/7. 
A chain would have been placed around his wrist,  
and the other end of the chain was placed around the soldier’s wrist 
so that escape was impossible.  
Privacy was also impossible. 
The soldiers would have been bound to Paul in six-hour or eight-hour shifts, 
24 hours a day.  
For all that time, Paul was never without his Roman guard. 
 
This morning, after reading our lesson from Paul’s letter to the Ephesians,  
I can’t help but wish that Paul had spent less time with Roman soldiers 
and more time with some good Italian cooks!  
 
Maybe then, his imagery wouldn’t be so militaristic. 
I know, I know it’s just a metaphor.  
But I don’t like all this talk of swords and shields and armor. 
Frankly, it’s off-putting to me. 
I think a good kitchen metaphor could work just as well. 
What if, instead, Paul spoke of putting on the apron of God,  
protected by the splatter guard of faith,  
the oven mitt of righteousness,  
holding the spatula of the spirit,  
wearing the hairnet of salvation. 
 
I think you could make the case that a kitchen metaphor  
is every bit as appropriate, if not moreso,  
for describing what God calls God’s people to do and be. 
Especially if Jesus is gonna keep talking about bread,  
as he has now for five straight weeks in our gospel readings. 
There, in the kitchen, we’d fearlessly go head to head with the powers and 
principalities, 
just like we’ve gone after trans fats and gluten.  
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And, honestly, no offense, but look around.  
We’re kind of a motley crew for an army, aren’t we?  
Probably not many of us are ready to join the Marine Corps.  
Speaking for myself, I doubt I could even lift a suit of armor,  
let alone fit into one.  
Plan a battle? 
I’m betting a lot of us couldn’t even find our car keys this morning! 
But put St. Thomas in the kitchen? 
Now THAT I can picture!  
 
It’s just a more comforting, less troubling metaphor  
than talk of weapons and armor, and the violence that implies.  
And I’m pretty sure I’m not alone in my discomfort  
with the militaristic imagery Paul uses. 
There’s a reason we never sing Onward Christian Soldiers anymore.  
We used to sing that hymn all the time when I was a kid,  
and I loved it. 
But now, it makes us uncomfortable. 
Its imagery is, quite frankly, inappropriate for the times in which we live.  
 
So, it’s interesting to note  
that while Paul’s military imagery can be off-putting today, 
we have no trouble with Jesus’ imagery.  
Because we’ve had 2,000 years to get used to it. 
When we hear Jesus talking about eating his flesh and drinking his blood 
We see that through the lens of the Eucharist.  
We automatically think of bread and wine, 
not real human flesh and real human blood.  
 
But in Jesus’s time, those words were every bit as off-putting to his hearers  
as Onward Christian Soldiers is to us today.  
When he told people to eat his flesh and drink his blood  
so they would have eternal life, 
people stopped following him.  
Even his disciples were upset  
about how difficult a thing this was to hear.  
Frankly, they found it disgusting. 
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Because what they heard was not a call  
to come and receive a piece of bread and a sip of wine. 
What they heard  
was a call to lay aside something they’d been taught all their lives. 
These were practicing Jews, remember.  
And when the Jewish people were wandering around in the desert  
for those 40 years 
God had made it abundantly clear  
that there were certain things they were not to eat or drink.  
And at the top of that list was blood. 
 
Let me quote you the 17th chapter of Leviticus: 
If anyone of the house of Israel  
or of the aliens who reside among them  
eats any blood, 
I will set my face against that person…, 
and will cut that person off from the people.  
For the life of the flesh is in the blood;  
and I have given it to you for making atonement for your lives on the altar; 
for, as life, it is the blood that makes atonement…  
For the life of every creature—its blood is its life. 
 
No eating or drinking blood. Period. End of discussion.  
This was such a part of Jewish life that it continues to this day.  
It’s still part of 21st century Jewish eating ritual.  
Kosher delis still follow the requirements set forth  
in the 17th chapter of Leviticus.  
 
So, when Jesus said that in order to inherit eternal life  
you must drink his blood,  
he was using language more offensive  
than anything in the musical “The Book of Mormon.”  
And if any of you have not seen that show, trust me,  
it’s funny, but it’s so profane I cannot repeat many of the lyrics.  
 
Yet, WHY did God put this restriction on consuming blood?  
You know, there are any number of things  
that Jews are forbidden to eat, including pork and shellfish.  
It has to do with whether their hooves are cloven or not  
and whether they chew the cud or not.  
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These animals were termed unclean,  
and so Jews were forbidden from eating them. 
 
But the proscription on blood was different. 
It had nothing to do with blood being unclean.  
It had everything to do with blood being holy.  
 
The idea of sacrificing animals at an altar is abhorrent to us today. 
But not to the ancient Israelites.  
We don’t like to talk about that, or even think about it now. 
But that’s what they did, 
and it’s important for us to understand the role of the blood sacrifice 
in that culture 
if we ever want to understand what Jesus was talking about. 
So bear with me, unpleasant as this is.  
 
The Isrealites brought different animals for different kinds of sacrifices. 
Some parts of the animal’s meat were given back to the person making the 
sacrifice. 
Some parts were given to the priests to eat, 
and some parts were washed, and then burned on the altar.  
 
But the same thing always happened to the blood:  
it was always given to God.  
It was either poured or sprinkled on the altar.  
Because it was considered holy. 
Nothing was allowed to touch the altar that wasn’t holy. 
The blood of the animal was its very life force.  
And life is sacred. It belongs to God and God alone.  
 
So when Jesus says to his followers  
they are to eat his flesh and drink his blood,  
what he’s saying is,  
“Take my life, and pour it into your bodies, your lives, your souls.” 
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You know, it’s in the other gospels  
that we are told about Jesus taking bread and breaking it,  
and saying to eat in remembrance of him,  
and taking a cup of wine and saying to drink in remembrance of him.  
That’s where our Eucharist comes from,  
and of course it’s powerful.  
The rite of Holy Eucharist, and receiving the consecrated bread and wine,  
is profoundly meaningful to me, as I hope it is to you. 
 
But I’m not sure that that comforting ritual  
is exactly what the Jesus of the Gospel of John had in mind.  
In John’s Gospel, it is service to others that is sacramentalized, 
in the washing of the disciple’s feet.  
I don’t think that THIS Jesus is saying  
“Receive Holy Communion each week,  
and you will receive eternal life.”  
I don’t think he’s saying that participating in a liturgical ritual 
is the gateway to heaven.  
 
I think that what Jesus had in mind  
was something far more profound,  
something far more intimate. 
I think he’s saying that in order to receive eternal life,  
we must take Jesus inside us.  
We must become one with him.  
We must, as we are told in our Communion ritual,  
take him inside us and feed on him in our hearts by faith.  
 
Just as Christ then lives within us,  
so we live within him.  
It’s like a Christ sandwich:  
Christ on the inside, then us wrapped around Christ,  
then Christ on the outside wrapped around us.  
 
So, when you think about it, that’s sort of like putting on Christ, isn’t it?  
It’s kind of like understanding  
that to wear the whole armor of God is not to be strong in the ways we 
already know how to be strong. 
but to be strong in the ways Jesus is strong,  
which often LOOKS like being weak.  
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It’s like understanding that to wear the helmet of salvation  
is not to think just in the ways we already know how to think, 
but to think counter-intuitively, the way Jesus would. 
 
It’s like understanding that to take up the shield of faith  
is not to protect ourselves from all the hurt and suffering of this world, 
but to intentionally make ourselves more vulnerable to those things, 
just as Christ was.  
 
To take up the sword of the spirit  
is not to use the Word of God to batter others over the head with, 
but instead to pray for their well-being,  
to proclaim the Gospel of peace.  
 
This is what it is to eat Christ’s flesh and drink his blood,  
to feed on him in our hearts by faith.  
It is to put aside our own strategies and adopt Christ’s plan. 
Some people might feel comfortable thinking of that as a battle plan. 
Or others might prefer to think of it as following Christ’s recipe.  
 
Whichever way you choose to look at it, remember this: 
Paul reminds us that no battle plan – or no recipe –  
is complete with this ingredient: Prayer.  
Paul says we should pray in all situations.  
Why don’t we do that, right now. 
 
Loving and gracious God,  
sometimes the words you give us are hard for us. 
They’re hard for us to understand, and they’re hard for us to live into. 
In those times Lord, be patient with us. 
 
Sometimes, Lord, the burdens we bear seem intolerable 
and the help you’ve promised us seems far away. 
In those times Lord, give US patience. And courage. And strength. 
 
Sometimes, Lord, the love you surround us with  
seems sweeter and more life-giving than anything we could hope for.  
In those times Lord, let our cup overflow  
and help us to share our joyous bounty. 
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And sometimes, Lord, we simply have no words.  
In those times, let our actions be our prayer. 
Let our silence be our prayer.  
Let our doubts, our fears, our hopes, be our prayer to you, O God.  
 
Give us a hunger, Lord, for the bread of life that you offer. 
Help us to behold who we are, and become what we receive. 
Amen.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


