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Corpus Christi (Year A) 

John 6:51-58 

 

About today:  

Today the Church celebrates the Solemnity of the Most Holy Body and Blood of 

Christ (traditionally called ‘Corpus Christi’, which is Latin for ‘The Body of Christ’). 

This is the great feast of the Blessed Sacrament, when we give thanks for the gift 

of the Eucharist and rejoice that the Lord Jesus continues to feed his people with 

his own Body and Blood.  

In each celebration of the Mass (the Eucharist) and in the Blessed Sacrament, 

the Lord, who died and rose for us, remains present among us, nourishing us with 

his divine life and drawing us into communion with God and with one another. 

In the first reading (Deut 8:2-3,14-16), Moses reminds the people of Israel that 

God fed them with manna from heaven in the wilderness, teaching them to trust 

in his providence, and foreshadowing the true “Bread from Heaven” (cf. John 

6:51). St Paul, in the second reading (1Cor 10:16-17), reflects on the Eucharistic 

cup and bread, showing how they are our means for sharing in Christ's Body and 

Blood, making us one body in him. In the Gospel (John 6:51-58), Jesus reveals 

himself as the Bread of Life, given for the life of the world, and invites all who 

believe in him to receive the food that endures to eternal life. 
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John 6:51-58 

Read the whole passage slowly a few times, keeping one or two minutes of silence between 

each time. As you read, notice if a word or phrase stands out to you. Stay with it. 

6:51 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.” 

52 The Jews then disputed among themselves, saying, “How can this man 

give us his flesh to eat?”  

53 So Jesus said to them, “Very truly, I tell you, unless you eat the flesh of 

the Son of Man and drink his blood, you have no life in you.  

54 Those who eat my flesh and drink my blood have eternal life, and I will 

raise them up on the last day;  

55 for my flesh is true food and my blood is true drink.  

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

57 Just as the living Father sent me, and I live because of the Father, so 

whoever eats me will live because of me. 

58 This is the bread that came down from heaven, not like that which your 

ancestors ate, and they died. But the one who eats this bread will live 

forever.” 
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Broader Picture:  

Today’s gospel reading is taken from John 6. This chapter contains the 

feeding of the Five Thousand, a miraculous event that leaves the crowds 

wanting more, and the “Bread of Life Discourse”. There is also a brief 

interlude narrating the story of Jesus walking on the waters of the Sea of 

Tiberias.  

The Feeding prompts the people to express faith in Jesus saying, “This is 

indeed the prophet who is to come into the world” (6:14). Yet, their faith is 

neither complete (they only acknowledge his as prophet) not it is placed in 

Jesus’ mission. They only “believe” in what Jesus could do for them (in a 

very selfish way). So much so that in verse 15 John says,  

“When Jesus realised that they were about to come and take him by 

force to make him king, he withdrew again to the mountain by 

himself.” 

The crowds are not put off by this, and they go into Capernaum looking 

for Jesus. When they eventually find him, Jesus says to them, “Very truly, I 

tell you, you are looking for me, not because you saw signs, but because you ate 

your fill of the loaves” (6:24). This verse begins the Bread of Life Discourse 

– something unique to John and at the heart of the Church’s understanding 

of the Eucharist. 

The language used by Jesus is ‘visceral’ and real; he talks about “flesh”, 

“blood” and “chewing” saying the gift of his own Body and Blood are the 

pledge (his “downpayment” in a sense) of the resurrection. To eat these is 

to receive the promise of immortality. 
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Interpretation Notes: 

v.51: “I am the living bread…” Jesus uses the divine ‘I AM’ then qualifies it 

to say that he is the living (real and life-giving) bread that came down from 

heaven. By saying this Jesus makes a link to his divine mission and to the 

incarnation. His words also introduce a fundamental difference between 

himself and the manna (the first bread from heaven) given to the Israelites 

in the desert. 

v.51: “…the bread that I will give … is my flesh …” Jesus uses the word flesh 

in a real sense (in Greek “sarx”). In this we find a link to the Incarnation, 

and we are given the key to understand the meaning of the Eucharist – the 

“bread” is the flesh of Jesus. 

The phrase “for the life of the world” points forward to Christ's sacrificial 

death on the Cross, which is made present in the celebration of the 

Eucharist. 

v.52: “…disputed among themselves…” Jesus’ listeners understand that he 

is speaking in a startlingly realistic way, and some begin to argue among 

themselves. This may sound like a simple narrative detail, but John has 

chosen his words carefully. First, throughout John's Gospel, “the Jews” does 

not refer to the Jewish people as a whole. Jesus, his disciples, and the 

earliest Christians were themselves Jews. Rather, the term often refers to 

those who oppose Jesus and refuse to believe in him. Secondly, they do 

more than merely discuss his words. John uses the verb machomai, meaning 

“to fight,” or “to engage in heated dispute.” The King James Version 

captures this well when it says that they "strove among themselves." 

The picture is one of confusion and resistance rather than genuine 

openness to Christ's teaching. Instead of bringing their difficulties to Jesus 

in faith, they turn in upon themselves and become trapped in argument.  

The Church Fathers often saw this as a sign of unbelief: when divine 

mysteries are judged solely by human reasoning, they become a cause of 

stumbling rather than a path to deeper faith. 
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Perhaps John is offering a subtle warning. When we approach Christ's 

words determined to resist them, we can easily become entangled in 

endless arguments. Faith does not remove all questions, but it allows us to 

bring our questions to Christ rather than setting ourselves against him. 

v.52: “…How can this man give us his flesh to eat?” Whilst the question here 

is perfectly reasonable, we could ask ourselves why it is reported in the 

gospel. “The Jews” voice a key question which has been posed repeatedly by 

many over two millennia and that may have also been asked by people in 

the Johannine community. 

Saint Ignatius of Antioch (c. 35–107 AD, believed to be a direct disciple of 

John) writes,  

“They [the heretics] abstain from the Eucharist and from prayer, 

because they do not confess that the Eucharist is the flesh of our Savior 

Jesus Christ.” 

He argues here against the Docetists, who denied that Christ had a real 

body, thus they also denied the reality of the Eucharist. 

If we think of the unbelief (and ridicule?) towards the Blessed Sacrament 

from those outside the Church or of the polemics stirred up by the 

Reformation, they all come down to this; “How can Jesus possibly offer to 

us his very own flesh to eat?” 

v.53: “…Very truly, I tell you, unless you eat…” Jesus does not explain how he 

will give his flesh, but rather than softening his language, he intensifies it. He 

simply reiterates very solemnly that unless we eat and drink of own flesh 

and blood, we have no life in us. 

The Fathers consistently understood this verse as referring to our real 

participation in Christ through the Eucharist. At the same time, they 

emphasised that the Sacrament must be received in faith. Saint Augustine of 

Hippo writes: “The sacrament is one thing, the power of the sacrament another.” 

(Tractates on John, 26.11). 
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According to this reading, there is a distinction between what the 

Sacrament of Eucharist is and what does in those who receive it. This 

concept is developed by later Church tradition. 

The true presence of Christ in the Sacrament is objective and independent 

from individual beliefs, because it rests on the words of Jesus himself. 

However, what the Eucharist does (its “power”, to borrow Augustine’s 

language), communicating the divine life of Christ to those who consume it, 

requires the cooperation of our faith and spiritual readiness to welcome 

Jesus as we approach the altar rail. This means that spiritual preparation 

before Mass is very important, ensuring that as we eat Jesus’ Body and drink 

his Blood we are gradually transformed into his likeness. 

Besides Jesus’ solemn affirmation, there are other elements of his teachings 

that would have sounded deeply transgressive to a first century Jewish 

audience. For example, consuming blood was forbidden by Law (cf. Lev 

17:10-14); and Jesus’ words invert the logic of Temple sacrifice: instead of 

offering blood to God, God offers his blood to humanity. 

v.54: “Those who eat my flesh…” The verb for eating (here and in other 

verses where Jesus speaks about consuming his flesh) could be more literally 

translated as to ‘chew’ or ‘gnaw’. This intensifies the realism, aiming to dispel 

possible symbolic interpretations of his words. 

v.54: “…have eternal life…” Consuming the gift of Jesus’ Body and Blood 

ensure that his followers have eternal life, and the gift becomes a pledge of 

the resurrection. Because our bodies share in Christ’s glorified humanity 

through this Sacrament, they are destined for resurrection.  

Eternal life and the resurrection are presented as two distinct things. The 

verb ‘to have’ is expressed in Greek in the present tense, not the future as 

eternal life begins for believers here and now – it is translated as ‘eternal’ 

because it does not end, it is divine life itself. The resurrection is a separate, 

specific event that will come about in the future as a fulfilment (blossoming?) 

of the eternal life. 



7 
 

v.54: “…and I will raise them up on the last day.” These words can be easily 

overlooked when our attention is on the Bread of Life discourse, but we 

would do well to pause and reflect. This is not a careless overstatement 

made by Jesus. It is his promise and a deeply theological claim about his 

identity. Throughout John 6 this promise appears several times (vv. 39, 40, 

44, and 54). 

By the first century, many Jews believed in a future resurrection of the dead 

at the end of history. This belief is clearly expressed in passages such as 

Daniel 12:2: 

“Many of those who sleep in the dust of the earth shall awake, some 

to everlasting life, and some to shame and everlasting contempt”, 

and can also be seen in the beliefs of the Pharisees. In the Gospel of John 

itself, we see this expectation reflected in the words of Martha: 

“I know that my brother will rise again in the resurrection on the last 

day.” (11:24) 

When Jesus speaks about “the last day,” therefore, his hearers would 

immediately recognise this as a reference to the final resurrection expected 

at the end of time. What is remarkable is not that Jesus speaks about 

resurrection, but that he places himself at the centre of the resurrection. 

He is the one through whom eternal life is given, and he is the one who will 

raise believers at the last day – and, in his words to Martha, he is the 

resurrection and the life (cf. John 11:25).  

The Church Fathers repeatedly saw these passages as evidence of Christ's 

divinity. For example, Saint John Chrysostom notes that Jesus does not 

simply pray for resurrection or announce it as a prophet: 

“He says not, ‘The Father will raise him up,’ but, ‘I will raise him up,’ 

showing his equality with the Father.” (Homily 47 on John) 
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v.55: “…my flesh is true food…” The word ‘true’ (or truly) means also 

‘genuine’ and ’real’ is a physical sense. What Jesus offers in his own Body 

and Blood is not metaphor, not symbol, but reality. Similarly, when Jesus 

speaks of ‘food’, his words do not refer to spiritual nourishment in general, 

but to consumable, life-giving substance – physical food. 

The Anglican theologian Lancelot Andrews seeks to affirm this real, 

objective presence while avoiding defining the precise manner of that 

presence:  

“Christ said, This is My Body; He did not say, This is a figure of My 

Body. We hold by a firm belief that it is the Body of Christ; of the 

manner we enquire not.” (Responsio ad Apologiam Cardinalis 

Bellarmini, chapter 8) 

John 6:55 is a foundational text for Eucharistic orthodoxy. 

v.56: “…abide in me, and I in them.” Receiving the Eucharist also means being 

united with Jesus in a profound, indwelling relationship. The verse recalls 

John 15:4–5 (“I am the vine, you are the branches”) and Jesus' prayer that we 

may be one in him as he is in the Father (John 17:21–23). 

Saint Cyril of Alexandria and Saint Athanasius express this union beautifully,  

“Just as two pieces of wax fused together make one, so the one who 

receives the flesh of Christ is united with Him in such a way that 

Christ is in him, and he in Christ.” 

“He became man so that we might become divine. By partaking of 

His body and blood, we are deified.” 

v.57: “…whoever eats me will live because of me.” This verse carries the 

Eucharistic logic one step deeper: not only does the believer abide in Christ 

(v.56), but this abiding is an extension of the life of the Trinity itself. The 

Eucharist is shown here as participation in divine life. 
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This shocking phrase is one of the strongest in the chapter. Jesus offers not 

a teaching, not a law, but himself – his embodied, crucified, risen self – as 

the food of eternal life. 

v.58: “This is the bread that came down from heaven…” The verse functions 

as a culmination of the entire Bread of Life discourse. The structure of the 

verse presents the contrasts between life and death, and between type and 

fulfilment. Jesus is the real bread from heaven not like the manna, which 

was only a type (a foreshadowing), and this bread gives real, eternal life 

while the manna only fed the Israelites for a time. 

St Augustine summarises the difference: 

“The manna signified this food; God's altar now provides what 

manna prefigured.” (Tractates on John, 26). 
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Questions for this week:  

• “I am the living bread that came down from heaven.” 

When I come to Mass, do I truly expect to meet the living Christ? 

 

• “My flesh is true food and my blood is true drink.” 

What does it mean for me personally to believe that Christ is really 

present in the Blessed Sacrament? 

 

• What practical steps could help me prepare more prayerfully for 

Mass and receive Holy Communion with greater faith and devotion? 

 

• Jesus gives himself “for the life of the world”. 

When I receive the Eucharist, do I take time to offer thanks, praise, 

and love to the Lord who has come to dwell within me to share his 

divine life with me? 

 

• The Eucharist unites us not only with Christ but also with one another. 

How can I grow in charity, forgiveness, and service towards those 

with whom I share the Bread of Life at Mass? 

 

As you answer these questions, you may want to conclude with this simple 

prayer: 

“Lord Jesus,  

you give yourself completely to us in each Eucharist  

and I believe you are truly present in the Blessed Sacrament.  

What are you inviting me to receive from you, 

and what are you inviting me to offer to you?” 
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Devotions to the Blessed Sacrament: 

1. Genuflecting before the Blessed Sacrament 

Genuflecting is a simple but profound act of reverence towards our Lord 

Jesus Christ present in the Blessed Sacrament. Traditionally, when entering 

or leaving a church where the Blessed Sacrament is reserved, we turn 

towards the tabernacle (or aumbry) and briefly genuflect on the right knee. 

If carrying something, unable to kneel, or physically prevented from 

genuflecting, a reverent bow is entirely appropriate.  

The practice has its roots in the ancient custom of kneeling before a king. 

For Christians, genuflecting is an act of worship offered not to a symbol, 

but to Christ himself, to the King of Kings, who dwells in the tabernacle and 

gives himself to us in the Sacrament of the Eucharist. 

Like all devotional practices, genuflecting is not an empty gesture, but a 

prayer expressed through the body. By bending one knee to the ground, 

we nurture in us and express as key belief: that Christ is truly present 

among us in the Eucharist. It reminds us that we are entering a holy place 

and helps us to cultivate humility, faith, and love for Christ. 

2. Eucharistic Adoration 

Eucharistic adoration flows naturally from the Church's belief in the real 

presence of Jesus in the Eucharist. If Christ is truly present in the Blessed 

Sacrament, then it is fitting not only to receive him in Holy Communion but 

also to spend time in prayer before him. 

Just as we make time to visit and be with those whom we love, so Christians 

have long sought to spend time in the presence of the Lord, speaking to 

him, listening to him, or simply resting quietly before him.  

There is no special ‘technique’ for Eucharistic adoration. Some people pray 

with Scripture, the Rosary, or devotional prayers. Others simply sit quietly 

in silence before the Lord. What matters is not what we do, but that we 

place ourselves before Jesus and allow him to draw us closer to himself. 
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Time spent before the Blessed Sacrament often bears fruit in a deeper love 

for the Eucharist, a greater awareness of God's presence, greater openness 

to the needs of others, and a renewed desire to follow Christ in daily life. 

As we gaze upon him in faith, he gradually shapes us into his likeness. 
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