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John 6:56-69

The beach is so lovely this time of year, I feel so close to God. Who needs to go to church? You know, I find such peacefulness up in the mountains, I really see no reason to go to church. The forest is just like God’s own cathedral. When I’m in nature, I am in church!

Maybe this isn’t the time to bring this up. It’s late August. Our summer weekends are down to a precious few. Why go to church? I know full well the spiritual possibilities of a lovely forest or a secluded beach. We can feel close to God in such places. Yet in fact, we are no closer to God in such places than we are, say, walking the streets of West Philly. We just feel closer, which is fine, so long as we remember not to place too much trust in our feelings, because they will, most definitely, change. 
So the church is good for something. That right there many would find an incredible claim. We, judging from our presence, presumably believe it to be true, or at least hope that it is true, even though we might not always be able to state just exactly what the church is good for. That is precisely the problem floating around our readings this morning.
It’s not the building itself. Solomon thought it was the building. Of course, he’s the one who built the Temple in Jerusalem. It can’t be the building, because buildings eventually fall down or are destroyed – even the Temple in Jerusalem. What the church is good for, why it is important, is for the relationship it enshrines, nourishes, and celebrates – our relationship with Jesus and, because of Jesus, with each other.
This is the heart of this morning’s gospel, “Those who eat my flesh and drink my blood abide in me, and I in them. Just as the living Father sent me, and I live because of the Father, so whoever eats me will live because of me.” John uses Jesus’ words to open up the deepest meaning and power of the Sacrament, the Eucharist – an entry into a relationship with Jesus that replicates Jesus’ own relationship with God. What’s more, this is something we can only do when we are together, and only when we are together as the church. The Greek word for church, ekklesia, means those who have been called out or called together. When we come together with the awareness that God has called us here, when we gather with the realization that we have not simply chosen to be together, but that God has chosen to bring us together, then we are the church, and may feed on the food that makes us one with each other by making us one in Jesus Christ. This is why the church is important, because only as church can we find an entry into this relationship we call Communion.
This is a hard teaching, and it is offensive to many.  First, it goes against the grain of that quintessentially American protestant search for a relationship with Jesus as “my personal Lord and Savior”. Not because our relationship with Jesus is not intimate and personal, but because our entry into that relationship is only through the community of believers. In other words, we each may hear God’s call in our lives, but that call must be affirmed by a worshipping community, a believing community, by the church.
Otherwise, all we have to go on is our feelings. And this is our second difficulty. We like to go with our feelings. If it feels good, do it! Now there is a certain truth in that. But only a certain truth. Certainly there are plenty of things that feel good that are not good for us. And plenty of things that may not feel good, but are good for us. Going to church is probably more often than not in that second category. Our feelings are changeable. Sometimes it feels good to go to church. Sometimes it does not. Which is why we don’t just go with our feelings, but in the church talk about things like discipline and habit. Yuck! Even though we are all adults here, yuck! But here’s the thing – some morning you are going to wake up and say to yourself, “Boy, I sure don’t feel like a blessed and beloved child of God right now.” That’s the morning the habit of coming here will help, because you need to get here, and let the rest of us remind you of who you really are. You need to get here and find, in the sharing of bread and wine, the medicine for your soul.
And for many, that is a difficulty, too. It’s not just bread and wine. Maybe it would be great if we could just figure this all out for ourselves, but we can’t live in our heads all the time. So here, take this and eat it. Take this and drink it. Like you do when the doctor hands you a pill. Like you did when you were a baby sitting in your highchair. Like when you reach the end of your rope and you wonder if there is anybody out there who cares and can help and suddenly there is a hand grabbing yours and you discover you’re not alone. It’s not just bread and wine. What is it? Well, Jesus says that it is his very self, and I see no reason to argue.
Why go to church? Because this is where all that happens. Not just the building, though the building is a handy place to gather, but the gathering itself. When we gather as the church the miracle of Christ’s presence and God’s grace occurs every time. When we come to church, we learn to be the church, and that is what really matters.
