
Choices, choices. We all have to make choices, from the simplest such as what shall we have 
for breakfast, to the more complicated, such as career and relationship choices, to the 
ultimate, which is whether we are willing to choose to put our complete trust in God or not 
– the theme of our readings this morning, particularly in the Old Testament and the Gospel, 
and also, to a lesser extent, in the Epistle. 
 
In one sense we make that choice just the once, and we are assured of the fullness of God’s 
mercy but even as long-standing Christians, we are not always convinced that it is as simple 
as that – so we wonder have we repented often enough, do we pray enough could we be 
doing more to live Christ-like lives (to which the answer is always yes) with the result that 
we can be left feeling guilty, feeling we are not trying hard enough.  
 
Of course we are living in a story that is far bigger than any of us, a story that started 
thousands of years before we were ever thought and a story that will continue long after 
anybody remembers us. Being a Christian isn’t just about us as individuals, we are part of a 
huge faith community – our traditions, our liturgies, our sacraments they all feed us. Paul’s 
analogy of the church being like a human body in 1 Corinthians 12 reminds us that we are 
made to be dependent on each other. We are not on some sort of solo expedition 
 
Whether collectively or individually, we have to make choices ‘Choose this day whom you 
will serve,’ Joshua tells the Israelites, ie between the God of Israel or one of the multitudes 
of gods worshipped by other people in the region. It’s not a choice that we make just on 
Sundays either. It’s a choice we have to make every day, because let’s face it there are 
plenty of other gods people worship today, whether it be the Internet, gambling, food, 
drink, even, dare I say it, individual politicians. We put so many things and people on 
pedestals where they become alternative gods. 
 
And it’s the same in our Gospel reading as well. We read that many disciples – perhaps 
followers might be a better word – chose to walk away because Jesus’ teaching WAS and IS 
hard. Not so much hard to understand, but definitely hard to accept and to put into 
practice. There’s no Jesus-Lite or a Jesus for Dummies on offer, any more than Joshua 
pretends to the Israelites that being in covenant relationship with God is going to be easy.  
 
In both cases these were people already loved and accepted by God – because God has 
already chosen us. And because God has chosen us, we are invited to choose God, not just 
once but over and over again. 
 
And what might choosing God mean? Well, according to Jesus, having life means ‘eating his 
flesh and drinking his blood’. Now, to our sensitive 21st century ears that sounds 
suspiciously like cannibalism, but to the people listening to him it wouldn’t have sounded 
shocking at all. As William Barclay, the great Scottish theologian, points out, Jews won’t 
consume the blood of animals because they think it belongs to God. So for Jesus to say to 
his followers that they must drink his blood, he is effectively claiming that he is God and is 
telling them that they have to take the very core of his life into their hearts.  
 
So it means doing what Jesus did and living as he did, it means going the extra mile, turning 
the other cheek, loving our enemies, trusting that the first shall be last and the last shall be 



first and much more besides. As one commentator put it, perhaps it’s a miracle that Jesus 
had any followers left at all when he had finished teaching the 5,000 after feeding them 
first. 
 
And Jesus knows it’s hard. Which is why he asked the 12 whether they wanted to go too. I 
like to think that Jesus would have felt sad that he had to ask the question at all, but at the 
same time would have understood had they said yes. That’s the thing about God, his love is 
a liberating love, so we are free to choose, including choosing to walk away. 
 
Sometimes that feels tempting, doesn’t it, when things are really hard, when the cost of 
trying to live out the Gospel seems too high and an easier life seems attractive. And millions 
of people have chosen that option in recent years as church attendance has dwindled in this 
country and elsewhere. John’s picture isn’t a pretty one but sadly it’s all too realistic. People 
who once did believe, people who wanted to believe, people who have tried to believe but 
ultimately people who, for whatever reason, have given up because they have come to the 
conclusion they have believed in vain. 
 
And we can see why. Because we live in a world where we can’t truthfully say that the 
gospel of love proclaimed by Jesus is winning the day, that the kingdom of God is 
triumphing. Yes, of course we can see evidence of it in all sorts of places, but equally we can 
see even more evidence of the opposite. 
 
Racism, sexism, violence, greed, the me, me, me society is rampant. We have heard so 
much recently about the evils of slavery in the 18th and 19th centuries, and rightly so, but 
credible evidence suggests there are more slaves in the world today than there ever were at 
the height of the slave trade, and where’s the moral outrage at that?  
 
I could spend hours pointing to evidence of the powers of darkness at work in our modern 
world, just as they were in Jesus’ and Paul’s day. No wonder Paul tells us in today’s epistle 
that we as a church community should put on the full armour of God so that we the Church, 
the hands and feet of God, can stand firm in the face of evil and wrongdoing. In the Celtic 
tradition travellers used to draw a circle round themselves and pray a prayer of protection 
to remind themselves that wherever they went they were encircled by God’s love.    
 
So why do we stay the course when our enthusiasm for drawing close to God rises and falls 
like a yo-yo? If we compare God to the sea, why is it that sometimes we can only bring 
ourselves to paddle in the shallows and at other times we are happy to swim out of our 
depth? For some the stresses and strains of COVID will caused some to do no more than dip 
their toes in the water, for others it will have led to full immersion as they try to make sense 
of the world. 
 
Perhaps Peter gets it right for once when he asks in return but to whom shall we go? What 
are the alternatives? You have the words of eternal life. Without actually saying so, Peter 
acknowledges that although it’s hard following Jesus at the same time it’s by far the best 
offer in town. Peter and the 12 had made their choice, had burned their boats as it were. 
 



And remember this, they had made their choice before knowing whether Jesus was a 
winner or a loser. Those disciples who deserted Jesus had clearly decide he was a loser, but 
Peter and the 12 were not so sure. Perhaps a modern-day analogy might be roulette – you 
have to choose red or black without knowing whether you have made the right choice or 
not.  
 
So when we choose, and keep choosin,g to commit to Jesus, we do so on the basis of faith 
and hope, not hard facts. No wonder Jesus’ teaching is hard for so many to accept these 
days, particularly in the West where we are caught between the rock of the insistence that 
everything must have a rational explanation and the hard place of the idea that my truth is 
more important than the truth.  
 
Let me finish by saying this. I talked earlier about how we can feel guilty about not being 
good enough Christians, which is perhaps not surprising given that Jesus’ teaching is hard. 
But that sense of guilt is not God’s doing. Because God is just not interested in making us 
feel guilty.  
 
Yes, from time to time his Holy Spirit will rightly prick our conscience and prompt us to 
repent and change our ways. Yes, God wants us to become the people he has made us to 
be, but he doesn’t wait until we have reached that point before he delights in us. Precisely 
because he has chosen us, He delights in us now, he rejoices over us with singing, we are 
precious to him as we are – warts and all.  
 
May that truth give us hope, renew our faith and help us to live in love. 
 
 
 


