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A Homily by                        “Ununtu – Jesus in us and we in him.”
The Reverend Jo Popham Twelfth Sunday after Pentecost

August 19, 2012
I Kings 2:10-12; 3:3-14

Psalm 111
Ephesians 5:15-20

John 6:51-58

Imagine with me that we are first century Jews. We have heard a little about this

prophet who has been teaching in the great walled city of Jerusalem. Why, you can

hardly go to the market without hearing tales of what Jesus has done and said. But we

have not heard him ourselves, not until today. And the first words we hear him speak are

these:

“I am the living bread that came down from heaven. Whoever eats of this bread will

live forever; and the bread that I will give for the life of the world is my flesh” (John

6:51) and “unless you eat the flesh of the Son of Man and drink his blood, you have no

life in you” (6:53) “for my flesh is true food and my blood is true drink” (6:56).

Now that shocked the crowd. It challenged us all to rethink what we thought about

Godly food, sacrificial offerings of all kinds. Some were insulted. Jesus’s words were so

provocative that some people stopped following him when they heard him say these

outlandish things. Many who had been faithful to him because of his ministry – his good

works done in God’s name – were so offended that they no longer could follow him.

Many of us wanted to hear more, to see if he would say next.

Now, imagine with me that a new couple comes to our church this morning. They are

young. They are highly educated, but have never attended church at all. They are curious

about what we believe. And they hear Jesus’s words for the first time from John’s

Gospel. Eat my flesh. Drink my blood. DO this. If you don’t you will die. If you do – you

will live forever. What must they be thinking? Is this some take off of a reality show like
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Fear Factor where contestants are challenged to eat caterpillars and cockroaches? Or

worse – have they come to a church where people handle snakes or bite the heads off of

chickens? Are these people – these Anglicans – joking? They remember seeing the movie

Steel Magnolias last week with his Mom and the conversation between Annette Dupuy

Desoto, a young evangelical, and Ouiser Boudreaux, an elderly cradle Episcopalian,

where Ouiser admits that she prays:

Ouiser Boudreaux: Yes, Annelle, I pray! Well, I do! There, I said it, I hope you’re
satisfied.

Annelle Dupuy Desoto: I suspected this all along.
Ouiser Boudreaux: Oh! Well, don’t you expect me to come to one of your

churches or one of those tent-revivals with all those Bible-
beaters doin’ God-only-knows-what! They’d probably make
me eat a live chicken!

Annelle Dupuy Desoto: Not on your first visit!

The young couple asked themselves: “Do people really eat the flesh of Jesus and drink

his blood?” I ask you, my friends, do you think this young couple will be back?

We might wonder: how could the first hearers of Jesus words in the 1st century not

“get it?” We might ask ourselves: “Has this young professional couple misunderstand?

Surely John has Jesus using these words as simple metaphors.” Jesus was speaking

poetically, right? He was wasn’t he? Who would be shocked by Jesus’s words about flesh

and blood? It all seems sounds extreme to most of us. We hear Jesus’s words through our

Anglican ears. We have a lifetime of hearing “take, eat, this is my body…take, drink, this

is my blood.” We know that Jesus is talking about the Eucharist. Well, he was, wasn’t

he?

Now, I want you to imagine with me that you are hearing these words of Jesus as a

starving person might. Have any of us ever been truly hungry? Do we go to bed with

empty stomachs aching for something to eat? Do we in this country suffer want or

scarcity of food?
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In western Africa a mother kept vigil over her seven month old baby boy Kinda. Two

of her other children had already died from malnutrition. They were part of the 23million

victims of the famine in West Africa this year. Kinda weighted only 11 pounds – half of

what he should have.1 There is just not enough food. With no rain and with the plague of

insects there may not be a crop until October. Kinda’s mother’s worldview is limited to

what she has known through experience. She likely has always seen hunger as part of

daily life. She has never known a world where food is plentiful.

But the world does produce enough food to feed everyone, and yet, one out of seven

people are hungry worldwide.2 Kinda’s mother and many like her – indeed more than

50% of the hungry people in the world – live in Sub–Saharan Africa. Imagine that you

are Kinda’s mother, and you heard these words of Jesus for the first time. What must

Jesus’s words mean to someone who has watched her children die of starvation?

Living bread? Blood of the new covenant? What does that mean? To 1st century Jews,

to the young couple visiting here today for the first time, to Kinda and the millions of

hungrey people in the world – what is living bread and the blood of eternal life?

Let me tell you what it means to me. I have a favorite wine from South Africa. The

vintner uses the name Ubuntu. Simply put, ubuntu means I in you and you in me. The

word itself is Zulu, but the philosophy is race-neutral and relates to all humankind living

in community. The label of this wine has two people facing one another forming a

chalice. Nelson Mandela explained the concept of ubuntu as an African ethic and

humanist philosophy that focuses on people’s allegiances and relationship with one

another. He told a story of a traveler who would stop in a village and did not need to ask

for food or water. Once he stopped people would give him food and drink, and they

would entertain him. He further said that ubuntu does not mean that we do not enrich

ourselves, but we do so in order to enable the community around us to improve.

Archbishop Desmond Tutu has said that ubuntu is about interconnectedness and is the

essence of being human. We human beings cannot exist in isolation. If we have ubuntu
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then we are known for our generosity. We are all connected. In ubuntu “I am what I am

because of who we all are.”

Jesus was expressing the same philosophy when he said: “Those who eat my flesh and

drink my blood abide in me, and I in them” (6:56). The more we hear his words, the more

I am convinced that he was not using metaphor or poetic license. Jesus did not say these

words and quickly move on. He said them, then he said them again, and again, and again,

and then he said them once more. For weeks we have heard the same message stated and

restated and reiterated that Jesus is the bread of life, and whoever partakes in the

Eucharistic meal of Jesus’s spiritual body and blood will never be hungry or thirsty again.

We must understand that to the author of John taking part in the holy food of Jesus’s

body and blood means taking all of Jesus’s life (and his death and his resurrection) –

taking it all into ourselves, so that he lives on in us. Having been fed with him, we must

live as Jesus would have us live – with him in us – and with us in him. With Jesus in us

we have the promise of new life.  Jesus said “My flesh is true food and my blood is true

drink. Those who eat my flesh and drink my blood abide in me, and I in them.” I am

convinced that Jesus meant them in the real sense of ubuntu. We are who we are because

we have Jesus within us – because we have been fed with his body and blood. By

allowing Jesus to live in us, we come to know how linked we are to one another and to all

people all around the world.

My prayer is that we live not as individuals, separated from one another, because we

are connected. What we do affects the whole world. May we be made into new people

through Jesus’s most precious body and blood. Thus fed, may we be living examples of

ubuntu with Jesus abiding in us.   Lord, may it be so. Amen.

[At the 10:30 service: You might expect us to have a sacramental meal today, but it is

Morning Prayer. We will not have the Eucharistic prayers today, but we do have holy

food –the body of Christ – from reserved sacrament. While the offering is being received

feel free to come forward, or we can come to you – even if this is your first visit.]
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1 Rebecca Evans in Sahel, Burkina Faso, Mail Online, April 23, 2012,
http://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-2133992/West-Africa-famine-threatening-kill-23million-
starvation.html

2  2012 World Hunger and Poverty Facts and Statistics from the world Hunger Education Service part of
the World Health Organization.


