This is week five of a series of gospel readings where we went directly through the 6th chapter of John.  Think back about the entire arch of this story.  It started with Jesus in front of a crowd, gathered to hear him preach, and he does them one better – he feeds them.  It moves to Jesus trying to escape the crowd – after doing a little water-walking stint – and getting cornered yet again.  The people search for bread, and Jesus instead tries to teach them about the Bread of Life.  As you might imagine, they’re pretty upset about it.  They have seen miracles and wonders, heard a variety of teachings, and now they find themselves tired, bewildered, and frustrated.
And admittedly, they’re partly frustrated because the one who gave them food won’t do it again.  But as this story comes to us, we realize that it’s not just the lack of food that’s frustrating them, but a total lack of understanding.  After all, Jesus has just said that he’s bread.  He has told them that they must eat and drink his flesh and blood.  Eating this true food and drink will give people eternal life.  Let’s be honest: it does sound more than just a little bit weird.  And I don’t know about you, but I’m not willing to do much metaphor-bending before breakfast.  So they’re pretty confused, not to mention hungry, which doesn’t make a very good combination.

So after all his followers had been through with him already, they find themselves at wit’s end.  When they hear this final teaching, we’re told that many of them said, "This teaching is difficult; who can accept it?"”  In other words, “We don’t get it – how could anyone agree with this guy?”  After Jesus hears their comments and confronts them, they decide they want out.  They’re not going to put up with this weird, inflammatory teacher any more.  They’ve followed him everywhere, they love him and believe him, they’re even called disciples, but they decide that they’re out.  It should be noted that these disciples are followers outside Jesus’ inner circle of 12 disciples; the book of John usually refers to those guys as “the twelve”, like it does in verse 67 when Jesus turns to the twelve and asks if they want to leave, too.  So while they might not be Jesus’ closest, most dedicated followers, they’re still insiders in Jesus’ ministry.  And they’re walking out.
Think about that: after all they saw Jesus do in their lives, after all the healings, after people had demons cast out of them, after Jesus made food appear practically out of nothing, after they saw Jesus walk on water, for pity’s sake, they can’t handle this one theologically fine point.  It’s semantics, a play on words used by Jesus to try to drive home his very life-giving importance for all of them and all the world.  But they make the step.  Jesus asks them, “Does this offend you?” and their answer is clearly, “Yep.  In fact, I am actually so offended that I’m out of here.  You’ve told me something that I don’t get, that I don’t want to get, and so I’m going to find someone else to follow that will dumb it down for me.”

These people were insiders.  Believers.  Followers.  These people had given so much in service to Jesus, and had watched what was once impossible become possible.  These weren’t some skeptical outsiders, fickle and flighty, ready to bail once things got tough.  They had never seen themselves as a them, but only as part of an we.  They belonged.  But now, they were out.
Whenever there is confusion, division, difficult teaching, difference in opinion, fingers pointing and hands on hips, it’s pretty natural to take the we-versus-them mentality.  We like to rest confident that we’ve got it right, the other side’s got it wrong, we’re in and they’re out, we are we and they are them.  But those lines are next-to-never that clear.  In today’s gospel, the outsiders were insiders.  The ones who weren’t on board were the ones who were part of the pack.  It wasn’t a battle between two different sides, but a boiling within a single group.
When we hear the lesson from Ephesians today, telling us to put on the whole armor of God, listen carefully to who it is we are to fight against: not the other, not them, not those others, but the devil.  When we hear this lesson from Ephesians we’re tempted to see it as our cloak of self-righteousness.  We put on this armor to fight against the others, the wrong ones, so we can stomp them out and be right. 

 But listen to what Ephesians actually says: “Put on the whole armor of God, so that you may be able to stand against the wiles of the devil. For our struggle is not against enemies of blood and flesh, but against the rulers, against the authorities, against the cosmic powers of this present darkness, against the spiritual forces of evil in the heavenly places.”  We’re not fighting against each other.  We’re fighting against the devil, against evil itself.  Not flesh and blood, but the nebulous swirling dark powers of evil.

You’re not actually out to fight the other side.  It’s not we against them.  Frankly, we are them.  Just as the dissention came from within the ranks of Jesus’ own disciples, we are the ones who pick fights, create confusion, give up, and even walk out.  Instead of trusting the Lord who we have followed, we give up when things get tough.  It’s easier to point the finger at someone else, make them wrong, fight against them, than to admit the truth: sometimes, we are the them we think we are fighting.  We are at fault.   We are the ones who betray.
Our struggle is not against enemies of blood and flesh.  That them you keep pointing to, blaming, accusing – you’re one of them.  We are not here to fight against each other.  We are not here to walk out when things get hard, to take the weight of understanding, of following Christ truly, of being alongside our neighbor who might be a kind of different we’d rather not associate with.  We are here, side by side with each other, fighting the evil that tries to swamp us and turning constantly to follow our Lord.

As Peter says, Simon Peter answered him, "Lord, to whom can we go? You have the words of eternal life. We have come to believe and know that you are the Holy One of God."  No matter how complicated or confusing things get, no matter how much we’d rather just draw battle lines and tear down those who make us ask questions we’d rather not face, to who else could we go?  We have come to believe and know that Jesus is indeed the holy one of God.  This is what we focus on.  This is what we cling to.  This it the one incomparable truth that unifies us, that gets rid of us and them and makes only one family, one body, one union in Christ our Lord.  And for that, thanks be to God.  Amen.

