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In ancient times, there was a religious movement established 
that was regarded with great suspicion by the majority of respectable 
people. Most who were not part of this group knew very little about it.
Its members met in secret–often in the dark of night in out-of-the-
way places like caves and tombs. It was rumored that bizarre rituals 
took place in these meetings, rituals such as bathing in blood and 
even cannibalism. Adherents of the group were also held responsible 
for inciting riots and even for a great fire in which countless people 
died and more than two-thirds of the capital city was destroyed. The 
cult was widely regarded as a threat to the stability and security of 
the nation.

The name of this strange new religion was “Christianity.” In its 
early years, Christianity was generally perceived as a threat to the 
Roman Empire. Christians denied the authority and even the 
existence of the Roman gods, claiming to worship the one true God 
instead. They also hailed Jesus as Lord and Savior–titles which the 
Roman emperors claimed for themselves. And while there is no 
evidence that Christians were responsible for the Great Fire of Rome 
about 30 years after Jesus’ death, there were certainly prophecies in 
the early church regarding the city’s fiery destruction.

As for those rumors about bizarre rituals, one can understand 
why someone might think that Christians were cannibals after reading
our New Testament text for this morning where Jesus says, “Those 
who eat my flesh and drink my blood abide in me, and I in them.”(v. 
56) You’ve got to admit, that does sound a little weird. In fact, this is 
the third time in four verses that he speaks of eating his flesh and 
drinking his blood. 

As completely distasteful as all this sounds to us, it was even 
more shocking to his first-century Jewish audience. Faithful followers 
of the Law of Moses knew that drinking blood of any kind–let alone 
human blood–was strictly prohibited. Leviticus is quite clear: “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 who eats blood, 
and will cut that person off from the people.”(Lev. 17:10) Yet along 
comes Jesus declaring, “unless you eat the flesh of the Son of Man 
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and drink his blood, you have no life in you.”(John 6:53) It is no 
wonder, then, his disciples complain about how difficult this teaching 
is. And when Jesus refuses to ease off on the graphic imagery, we 
read that “many of his disciples turned back and no longer went about
with him.”(v. 66)

Now, it may be that these folks leave because they are simply 
grossed out by what Jesus is saying. Or maybe they don’t understand 
what Jesus really means when he talks about eating flesh and 
drinking blood. On the other hand, it may be that these would-be 
disciples drop out because they understand precisely what Jesus is 
saying; and they aren’t willing to make the commitment that he is 
asking for.

Earlier in this chapter, Jesus provides bread to the crowds. It’s 
the familiar story where he feeds 5,000 people with only five loaves of
bread and two fish. So in talking about eating his flesh and drinking 
his blood, Jesus is not just using a graphic metaphor. Coming as it 
does in the context of feeding so many people real bread, these 
statements are an affirmation of Christ’s commitment to meet the 
physical needs of humanity. His repeated use of the word “flesh” 
underlines that Jesus is genuinely concerned for physical things. He 
has indeed come “in the flesh” in order to redeem “all flesh” through 
the sacrifice of his own flesh and the shedding of his blood.

Jesus, the Bread of Life, freely offers up his very flesh and blood 
for the salvation of the world. So “feeding” on Jesus means taking on 
his flesh and blood. It means following in his steps. It means being 
willing to take unpopular stands, to risk being misunderstood, to 
suffer and even to die if necessary in order to remain faithful. 

It is my belief that the disciples we read about in this story 
understand exactly what Jesus is saying. They are happy to follow 
Jesus when he turns water into wine,(John 2:1-10) runs the money-
changers out of the temple,(John 2:13-17) performs miraculous 
healings(John 5:2-9) and multiplies loaves and fish.(John 6:1-13) But
when Jesus starts talking about the sacrifices they’re going to have to
make, they don’t want to stick around.

Now, all this talk about “disciples” and “discipleship” might be a 
little puzzling for some of us. Those aren’t words we use in everyday 
conversation. They are part of our “church lingo” that can be 
confusing to folks who haven’t been going to church all our lives–and 
even to some of us who have.
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However, the word “disciple” simply means “student.” That’s a 
word that most of us here can relate to. And it’s what Jesus’ disciples 
are to him. They are his students and he is their teacher or “rabbi” in 
Hebrew. In Jewish tradition, students (or disciples) would attach 
themselves to a certain master teacher. They would leave their homes
to live with him as he guided their study of scripture and oral 
traditions. Some of these students would eventually go on to become 
rabbis and start schools of their own. Besides Jesus, the New 
Testament also talks about John the Baptist and the Pharisees as 
having such students.(Luke 5:33) Paul himself is reported to have 
been the student of Gamaliel, the most noted teacher of his day.(Acts 
22:3)

So when Jesus talks to his disciples about “eating his flesh” and 
“drinking his blood” he is in a sense outlining his course requirements 
for his particular School of Discipleship. He is handing out his 
syllabus. He is letting his students know that the grading will be 
harsh, and that it will be strictly pass/fail. There are no part-time 
students in this school. And when the applicants find all this out, a 
number of them simply decide to drop out. 

Some, however, decide to stay. They recognize that Jesus is 
unique as God’s Holy One.(v. 69) They understand that the words 
which he speaks–as difficult as they are–hold the key to eternal life. 
And as Peter says to Jesus, “Where else can we go?”(v. 68) He and 
the rest of the twelve intend to stay for the long haul. They commit 
themselves to earn full credit for the course, even though the 
graduation ceremony may include getting nailed to a cross.

As the new school year gets under way, we are all invited to 
enroll in the School of Discipleship at which Jesus is the headmaster. 
Our tuition has already been paid by Jesus himself. Most of us here 
already own at least one copy of the primary text (hold up Bible)–and 
if you don’t, I’d be happy to give you one. But in order to pass the 
course, we need to read the text. We need to show up for class. And 
we need to do our homework.

Fortunately, we don’t have to do this all on our own. We have a 
study group that we can be a part of to help us out. That’s what this 
church is all about.

This past summer, we celebrated the 40th anniversary of the 
founding of this congregation. Back in 1978, a group of Mennonites 
who had moved to Manhattan from various places came together. 
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Most had come here because of the university. They were students, 
recent graduates who decided to settle here, faculty members and 
other K-State employees. Many had been a part of the student 
organization known as Manhattan Mennonite Fellowship which had 
been meeting for at least 20 years for social functions and Bible 
study. But it was in the summer of 1978 that the group began 
meeting on Sunday mornings as a church body, and eventually called 
their first pastor. 

And one of the first things that those founding members of the 
church did was to write the congregational covenant. To this day, 
everyone who formally joins Manhattan Mennonite Church signs their 
names to that covenant. In the four decades of our existence, 187 
people have added their signatures to that covenant. This morning, 
two classes began for anyone potentially interested in adding their 
names as well. Melissa and I began a catechism class for youth who 
have not yet been baptized. Barb started an inquiry class for adults 
who have been baptized elsewhere and may be interested in joining 
MMC. It’s not too late to join either of these classes. Talk to any one 
of us if you think you might be interested.

 There is biblical precedent for a covenant such as the one our 
church has. One example is found in our Old Testament text for this 
morning. Here we find Joshua, the leader of the Israelites, nearing the
end of his life. He is probably the last surviving Hebrew to have lived 
as a slave in Egypt. Under his leadership since the death of Moses, 
the twelve tribes of Israel have taken over the Land of Canaan that 
was promised to their ancestors centuries earlier. After four hundred 
years of enslavement followed by another four decades of wandering 
in the wilderness, the people finally have a place to call home where 
they can live in freedom.

So Joshua calls together the leaders of the nation one last time 
to remind them of their history and to ask them to recommit 
themselves to God. Our reading today actually skips over the verses 
where Joshua traces the narrative from the call of Abraham to the 
escape from Egypt and rescue at sea to the covenant and 
commandments given through Moses in the wilderness to the 
entrance of this people into the promised land of Canaan where they 
are finally able to live in their own territory. The entire story is told 
from the perspective of God: “I took your father Abraham from 
beyond the River.” (Joshua 24:3) “I sent Moses and Aaron.”(Joshua 
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24:5) “I brought your ancestors out of Egypt.”(Joshua 24:6)
Our reading then picks up Joshua's speech as he challenges the 

people, “Now therefore revere the LORD, and serve him in sincerity 
and in faithfulness;... choose this day whom you will serve, whether 
the gods your ancestors served in the region beyond the River or the 
gods of the Amorites in whose land you are living; but as for me and 
my household, we will serve the LORD.”(v.14-15) To this the people 
enthusiastically reply with their own brief summary of God’s actions 
on their behalf and conclude, “Therefore we also will serve the LORD, 
for he is our God.”(v. 18)

In a similar fashion, the covenant of Manhattan Mennonite 
Church stands as a declaration of what God has done for us, and a 
statement of our commitment to “serve the Lord.” This covenant 
represents for the members of this church our intention to meet the 
requirements set forth in Jesus’ School of Discipleship. The covenant 
opens with the words, “We identify ourselves as a people who have 
embraced the salvation God made available through Jesus Christ and 
therefore want to live out our faith commitment.” In the next 
paragraph, we state, “Recognizing Jesus as Lord, we commit 
ourselves to a life of active following and close adherence to His 
teachings.” And the closing paragraph declares, “We commit ourselves
to the Way of the cross and the resurrection.”

Those are major commitments. Signing this covenant is a 
declaration that faithful living is not an “elective” activity for us–one 
that we can do when we feel like it and then drop out when it 
becomes inconvenient. It is a statement of our intent to live lives of 
discipleship 24/7 just as Jesus asked. It is, if you will, our enrollment 
form into Jesus’ School of Discipleship.

Having said all that, I also recognize that none of us live up to 
these commitments 100 percent of the time. That’s nothing new. The 
people of Israel repeatedly failed to live up to the covenant they 
declared to Joshua. Peter frequently disappointed the Teacher. And 
the same will be true for each of us.

We don’t always read the assigned text. We don’t always make it
to class. We don’t always meet the standards that we are capable of 
reaching. But, as he demonstrated with Peter, Jesus is always willing 
to give us a second chance. Jesus, after all, was once one of us. He 
was flesh and blood. So he understands our limitations. 

Because he understands, he is a very patient teacher. We can 
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keep re-taking the test until we pass. We can get credit for an 
assignment no matter how late we turn it in. We can keep working on 
a project until we get it right. No matter how badly we’ve messed up 
in the past, we still have a chance to receive a passing grade right up 
to the final exam.

As with most schools, of course, just showing up and going 
through the motions isn’t enough to pass. But in the School of 
Discipleship, it’s not ultimately what you know that matters–it’s who 
you know. The bottom line here is the relationship we have with 
Professor Jesus. And the best way to have that relationship is spend 
time with other students of his and to live as much like him as we 
possibly can. Our covenant quotes the early Anabaptist leader Hans 
Denk in declaring, “No one can know Christ lest they follow Him in 
life.” And it is our intention to do that together as best we can as we 
seek to be a community committed to Jesus Christ in faith and life; to
each other in worship, nurture, and prayer; and to others in witness, 
peacemaking and service.

But Jesus is not only the headmaster of the School of 
Discipleship. He’s also the chef. For, as any student or educator 
knows, it’s vital for everyone to take study breaks and be filled with 
nutritious food. You see, Jesus’ invitation to eat his flesh and drink his
blood is not just a command to follow the difficult way in which he 
traveled. It is also a promise that he will sustain us along the way. 
“This,” he says, “is the bread that came down from heaven,... the one
who eats this bread will live forever.”(v. 58) Eating together has 
always been an important part of the church. From the very 
beginning, we are told that “Day by day” the first followers of Jesus 
“broke bread at home and ate their food with glad and generous 
hearts, praising God and having the goodwill of all the people.”(Acts 
2:45-46)

When our family spent a year working with the Mennonite 
Church of Trinidad and Tobago a few years ago, the church leaders 
there told us that the unofficial motto of their church is, “When we 
meet, we eat.” It’s not so different here at Manhattan Mennonite. We 
have a potluck today, as well as twice a month for the next several 
months. The elders of the congregation are also hosting a barbecue 
tomorrow night for college students and young adults at Call Hall. 
Clearly, we believe in the value of eating together. We do so not only 
as friends and acquaintances. We do so as the very Body of Christ. 
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We gain sustenance and encouragement by feasting together on the 
flesh and blood that we share as members of that Body. 

In the final analysis, then, perhaps the early critics of Christianity
were not so wrong when they described the church as strange, 
treasonous cannibals. We who follow Christ are a peculiar people. We 
do recognize a Lord and King to whom we owe a greater allegiance 
than we do to any earthly government or institution. We do have a 
very carnal relationship with the flesh and blood of Jesus—not merely 
a set of abstract thoughts and ideas or list of commandments and 
pithy sayings. For in Jesus, the Divine “Word became flesh and lived 
among us.”(John 1:14)

That incarnate Word—Jesus himself—continues to live among us 
and within us. And we are still invited to feast on his flesh and blood: 
the Bread of Life–Bread that is constantly being kneaded by deeds of 
love and compassion; Bread that has been baked over the fires of 
persecution; Bread that has the amazing property of being multiplied 
when it is shared with others.

As difficult as it may be to feed on a steady diet of the flesh and 
blood of Jesus, it is that diet that ultimately sustains us, giving life 
and health to the Body of Christ of which we are a part. It is this 
Bread that gives us strength for the journey as we walk in the 
footsteps of Jesus, our savior and master teacher. It is this Bread that
never grows stale throughout our life-long journey. And it is this 
Bread that we break together as we form lasting bonds with one 
another and with our God.

The School of Discipleship is now in session. It’s time to hit the 
books—or at least The Book. It’s time to get to work. It’s time to go 
to class. But first it’s time to eat.
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