
 

 

 Jesus gets right to the point, doesn’t He?   

 As He concludes His teaching on the Eucharist, a teaching we’ve heard 

for the past several weeks in our Gospel Readings, some of His disciples are 

shocked by His words. “Unless you eat [my] flesh … and drink [my] blood,” He 

had told them, “you do not have life within you.”1 

This is a stunning violation of Jewish dietary laws.  It’s outrageous, they 

think.  It’s a scandal.  And so, John tells us, some of Jesus’ disciples say among 

themselves, “This … is hard; who can accept it,” and “as a result of this, many of 

his disciples returned to their former way of life.”2 

 “You Twelve — what about you Twelve?”, Jesus asks the Apostles.  “Do 

you also want to leave?”3 

 “Master, to whom shall we go?”, Peter answers.  “You have the words of 

eternal life.”4 

 That really is the question, isn’t it?  Do you want to leave?  Do I? 

                                                 
1 Jn 6:53 (NABRE). 
2 Jn 6:60, 66 (NABRE). 
3 Jn 6:67 (NABRE). 
4 Jn 6:68 (NABRE). 
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 This may have been the first time the Apostles and the Church they built 

were shocked by what they heard.  Or by what they saw.  Or by what had 

happened.  Or by what hadn’t happened.  But it would hardly be the last.  Jesus’ 

question may be as old as the colloquy He held in the synagogue in Capernaum, 

but it’s always timely, and it’s particularly so today. 

 These are difficult days for the Church, and it’s easy to become 

discouraged.  We’re only human, after all, and we can only absorb so much 

outrage, so much anger, so much bad news, without being tempted to throw in 

the towel. 

 Over the course of salvation history, the people of God have faced many 

difficult and challenging times.  In founding our Church, Jesus famously 

assured us that “the gates of the netherworld shall not prevail against it,”5 and 

to fulfill His promise, as He always does, He’s raised up in every period of 

struggle and trial those who forged in the crucible of tribulation a stronger, 

more vibrant faith. 

 Sometimes periods of trial originate from outside the Church.   

                                                 
5 Mt 16:18 (NABRE). 
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 During the multiple persecutions of the early Church, God raised up a 

Perpetua, a Felicity, and many others who nourished a struggling Church with 

their own sacrifice.   

 During the onslaught of barbarism, when the light of civilization itself 

was flickering, the Lord raised up a Benedict, a Scholastica, and others who 

kept the flame of faith as well as the flame of knowledge alive in monasteries.   

 Sometimes periods of trial originate from within the Church.   

 During the corruption of the Medieval Church, Christ gave us a Francis 

and a Dominic who’d remind us of the roots of our faith, roots they watered 

with their powerful witness.   

 During the stagnation of the 20th century, God called a simple, humble 

man, Pope St. John XXIII to open the windows of the Church and let in the 

fresh wind of the Holy Spirit.   

 In our own time, a time when the faith is collapsing in Europe and is 

precariously perched in this country, the Holy Spirit summoned another 

simple, humble bishop from Latin America, Pope Francis, to inspire countless 

millions with his Christ-like example. 
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 In every instance, the Church perdured, even prospered, because of 

something about which the Psalmist reminds us.  “The Lord is my shepherd; 

there is nothing I lack.”6  In the end, the Lord is all we have, but fortunately 

He’s all we need.  That’s why we come for the Eucharist:  so that we can receive 

what we need to live the Eucharist and to build, and sometimes to reclaim, His 

Church. 

 Sometimes people come for the priest, but priests come and go.  

Sometimes people come for the liturgy, but the liturgy changes over time.  

Sometimes people come for the music, or the pageantry, or for tradition’s sake, 

but all of these things can be (and frequently are) here one day and gone 

tomorrow.    

 What doesn’t change — thanks be to God! — is the Lord Himself.  The 

prophet Ezekiel rages against the “bad” shepherds of Israel who’ve failed in 

their responsibility “to pasture [the Lord’s] sheep,” shepherds who allowed their 

sheep to be plundered,7 and heaven knows we still have far too many of them, 

as we’ve learned in sickening detail.  

                                                 
6 Ps 23:1 (NABRE). 
7 Eze 34:1-11 (NABRE). 
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 But our faith isn’t in our earthly shepherds.  It isn’t in bishops or other 

clergy.  Our faith is in the Lord.  

 In the end, for however confused they may have been, that’s why Peter 

and the others didn’t leave.  It wasn’t that they understood what Jesus was 

telling them about the Eucharist, and it wasn’t that they always understood 

what He was calling them to do — and they wouldn’t fully begin to grasp these 

things until they met the Risen Lord. 

 For all that they got wrong, they got one thing right.  They realized that 

their faith wasn’t in an abstraction, wasn’t in some complicated theology about 

God and our relationship to Him, and their faith certainly wasn’t in an office or 

an institution.  They didn’t have these things.  Instead, their faith was in Christ 

Himself, who’d shown them what life was about.   

 He’d shown them that ours is to rub a little “mud” in the eyes of those 

who can’t see, the mud of compassion and mercy, forgiveness and 

reconciliation, so that they might at long last open their eyes and gaze at the 

face of Christ. 
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 He’d shown them that ours is to feed the hungry, and He’d shown them 

too that there are many ways to be hungry.  Sometimes hunger is a matter of 

the heart or the soul, not the stomach. 

 He’d shown them that ours is to heal, and He’d shown them that not all 

wounds are physical, but all of us have wounds. 

 He’d shown them that the only thing to which we’re to aspire is the 

humility of our service to others. 

 He’d shown them that faith is a relationship.  Creeds are fine, even 

necessary, and we proclaim ours every Sunday.  But unless our Creed is 

expressed in our relationships, our relationship with God and with each other 

— which amounts to the same thing — it’s little more than a litany of ancient 

words. 

 The Apostles and disciples who remained did so because while they 

couldn’t write a thesis about it, they knew exactly what Jesus meant when He 

said, “Where two or three are gathered together in my name, there am I in the 
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midst of them.”8  They found life not just in His words, but in His presence and 

in their relationship with Him. 

 They didn’t leave Christ because Christ would never leave them.  

 Paul knew all of this too, of course.  Ever wonder why he, a former 

persecutor of the Church, endured being beaten three times; survived a stoning; 

managed to brave three separate shipwrecks, following one of which he spent a 

very, very long night and the entire next day bobbing around in the sea; 

somehow escaped robbers and wild animals; while all the while, as he puts it, 

he was dealing with “toil and hardship ... sleepless nights ... hunger and thirsts 

... cold and exposure”9 — and still he didn’t leave?  If all that weren’t enough, 

Paul says none of it really compared to the toll exacted by his “anxiety for all 

the churches”.10  And he didn’t leave because of that, either. 

 Paul didn’t leave because he found the presence of Christ, he saw the 

Eucharist come alive, whenever he was touched by someone, whenever he was 

moved by someone, or allowed someone to touch or to move him.  That was 

the path to holiness, he taught, and that’s what the Church meant to him.     

                                                 
8 Mt 18:20 (NABRE). 
9 2 Cor 11:25-27 (NABRE). 
10 2 Cor 11:28 (NABRE).  
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 That’s the point he makes in today’s Second Reading, a Reading that 

often elicits our vehement displeasure. 

 Paul’s talk of “subordination” (“Wives should be subordinate to their 

husbands ...”) leaves us aghast.  This portion of his letter to the church in 

Ephesus would have left many in the first century aghast too — but for a very 

different reason.  “Brothers and sisters,” Paul says just before this oft-offending 

passage, “Be subordinate to one another out of reverence to Christ.”  In an 

ancient world that often regarded wives as chattel, this was a startling thought 

— a revolutionary one, even.  “Really Paul?  Be subordinate to one’s wife?  You 

can’t be serious!”, they would have thought. 

 But Paul knew that giving of ourselves to one another is what it means to 

worship Christ, for Christ first gave Himself to us (and still does), and we who 

bear His name dishonor Him if we don’t do the same.  And Paul knew too that 

it’s this life of the Eucharist, it’s this breath of the Holy Spirit, that brings life 

and renewal, first to one person and then another, and another, and another, 

until the Church Christ left behind begins to look and act like a Perpetua, or a 

Felicity, or a Benedict, or a Scholastica, or a Francis, or a Dominic, or a John 

XXIII, or a Jorge Bergoglio. 
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 Or like you. 

 Where indeed would we go Lord, for You have the words of eternal life. 

 As He has in every age, the Holy Spirit calls each one of us to renew the 

Church.  Renewal is never something granted by those in lofty offices; it’s 

something built from below with the sweat and tears of what Pope St. John 

XXIII called the “goodness [that] must be meek and kind, hardworking and 

patient, unconquerable and victorious.”11   

 And “unconquerable” it is, too.   

 This or that power, office, or hierarch may seek to stop it, and they may 

even succeed, here and there, in frustrating it for a time.  But when, as Fr. 

Anthony prayed on our behalf at the start of this Mass, “the minds of the 

faithful [are united] in a single purpose, … when [God’s people] love what 

[God] commands and desires what [He] promises,” when “amid the 

uncertainties of this world, our hearts [are] fixed on that place where true 

gladness is found,” the Lord is indeed among us, and where the Lord is present, 

so too is renewal.  So too is life. 

                                                 
11 Pope St. John XXIII, Spiritual Testament, p. 343, Journal of a Soul, quoted in United States Conference of 

Catholic Bishops, “Pope John XXIII Notable Quotes,” usccb.org., http://www.usccb.org/about/leadership/holy-

see/pope-john-xxiii-quotes.cfm. 

http://usccb.org/
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 For Christ has the words of life, and we, all of us together, are the Body of 

Christ in the world through whom the Lord’s prophecy to Isaiah will be 

fulfilled: 

So shall my word be that goes forth from my mouth; it shall not return 

to me empty, but shall do what pleases me, achieving the end for which 

I sent it.  Yes, in joy you shall go forth, in peace you shall be brought 

home; Mountains and hills shall break out in song before you, all the 

trees of the field shall clap their hands.  In place of the thorn bush, the 

cypress shall grow, instead of nettles, the myrtle.  This all be to the 

Lord’s renown, as an everlasting sign that shall not fail.12 

So it has ever been, and so it shall be.  

  

                                                 
12 Is 55:11-13 (NABRE). 


