Sermon 08-19-18
The Bread of Life

John 6:51-58

Who here does not like bread?  I can’t think of too many people who do like bread in one form or another.  Bread is a staple in the diet of just about every culture.  Whether it is a thick loaf in Italy, a long thin baguette in France, a pocket of pita in Greece, a flat tortilla in Mexico, unleavened matzo in Israel or any of the other variations around the world, we all seem to enjoy bread.  Are you getting hungry yet?  While bread can be a special treat — many cultures have celebration breads baked almost exclusively for holidays — it is more often an ordinary means by which we receive some of the nutrition we need every day.
No matter the variety, few things are as good as a warm loaf of bread.  We are drawn to restaurants that serve baskets of great bread before the meal comes.  Some of us will go out of our way to find that little restaurant that uses bread as bowls in which to serve their soup or chili. Others will make an extra stop at a favorite bakery to treat their families to a loaf of really good bread. 

Many of us are so deeply drawn to bread that just the smell of it baking will have us salivating like Pavlov’s dogs.  Some supermarkets capitalize on this by putting fresh, warm bread near the entrance to encourage us to grab a loaf as we pass by.  Realtors sometimes advise home sellers to bake bread before a showing, filling the house with the aroma and supposedly enticing buyers. Jimmy Johns, a large sandwich chain that brags about their bread, the closest to us is in Iowa City or Muscatine, has neon signs in the windows of their stores offering “free smells.”  The aroma of baking bread beckons us. 

 

This is the third of four sermons focusing on the 6th chapter of John.  Although when we first started I said we would be discussing food, since we Methodists like to eat, our lessons have been focusing on bread - the bread of life.  

So, again this Sunday, we are starting our gospel lesson where we left off last week with John 6:51 where we heard Jesus say, “I am the living bread that came down from heaven.” 
For some of us, when we read that, our minds go to the Lord’s Supper, and rightly so.  For after the Jews began to argue among themselves questioning “How can this man give us his flesh to eat?” Jesus utters these words.  Let’s look at John 6:53-55, “I tell you the truth, unless you eat the flesh of the Son of Man and drink his blood; you have no life in you.  Whoever eats my flesh and drinks my blood has eternal life, and I will raise him up at the last day.  For my flesh is real food and my blood is real drink.”
  Priscilla Larson tells of the time when her brother in law, a minister, responded to a Red Cross appeal for blood donations.  When he didn’t come home by the time his young son expected him, the boy asked his mother, “Is Dad going around visiting all the sick people?”

His mom replied, “He’s giving blood.”

“But we know it’s really grape juice, don’t we, Mom?”

All kidding aside, we think about how we receive Jesus’ body and blood in the Eucharist.  Certainly, Jesus’ words in this reading foreshadow the meal he will later institute with his disciples. 

Alternatively, we may assume Jesus was talking about how we can feed on him by performing spiritual disciplines like daily devotions, Bible reading and prayer, which sustain our spiritual lives.  This too is a portion of what Jesus is alluding to when he says we must eat of him. 

But both of those understandings are private and personal.  We come to the communion table alone, with thoughts of our sinfulness and the sacrifice Jesus made for our forgiveness.  Many of us perform our daily devotions, Bible study and prayer in a quiet spot at the beginning or the end of our day, when we can be alone with God. 

But bread is meant to be shared.

In last week’s lesson, we heard that the day after feeding 5,000 people by the Sea of Galilee, Jesus has again drawn a crowd of people, who, he says, have come for more bread.  Mixed into the crowd are some of the religious leaders, or as John calls them the Jews, who pop up from time to time in the gospels to object to Jesus and his message.  These individuals have a problem with Jesus’ claim that he is “the living bread that came down from heaven.”  They want to know how Jesus could say he has come down from heaven; some have known him since childhood — they know his parents.  In their zeal to discredit Jesus, they have missed the larger point. 

 

Jesus’ use of the phrase “bread that came down from heaven” is an allusion to the manna the Israelites received from God during their journey in the wilderness after being freed from slavery in Egypt. The book of Exodus tells us that for those 40 years, they lived on “bread from heaven”
 — manna. 

While wandering in the wilderness, the people needed regular reminders that God was with them.  They had begun to question Moses, to doubt their faith in him and God, because they were hungry and felt lost and confused.  So, God gave them bread that would not only sustain them but would serve as a reminder that God was right there with them, through that incredibly difficult journey.

In Jesus’ day, the people again needed that kind of reminder.  Life was very hard under the Roman authorities, and many were wondering about God’s presence.  You and I and all those in our community also need that reminder, especially when life is difficult. 

 

Jesus’ statement in verse 51, “I am the living bread that came down from heaven,” is a reminder of God’s presence and provision in the present.  This is a message to share.
In the first four books of the New Testament, it is striking how often the writers tell stories about Jesus eating: He eats with his disciples as they travel, with Mary and Martha after teaching.  He changes Zacchaeus’s life over dinner.  He enjoys Sabbath meals with religious leaders, one of which is interrupted by a woman who anoints his head.  Even after his resurrection, Jesus is still eating — cooking fish on the beach. 

The gospel writers include these stories because every meal was a statement and celebration of God’s presence among us. 

God is not far from his people.  He had not abandoned the Israelites in Egypt when they were slaves, in the wilderness when they journeyed or in Jerusalem under Roman occupation.  And he has not abandoned us in our struggles today.  He is here among us and is coming in fullness in his own time.

 

“I am the living bread that came down from heaven” is a proclamation of God’s presence yesterday, today and in the days yet to come.

Years before, during a time of great struggle, when people were going without, struggling to survive and doubting God’s provision and presence, God announced through the prophet Isaiah in Isaiah 25:6 that the time of want would end, that a time of celebration was coming, 
 

On this mountain the LORD of hosts will make for all peoples

a feast of rich food, a feast of well-aged wines,

of rich food filled with marrow, of well-aged wines strained clear.
 

God is coming, Isaiah says, and he is bringing food!  We will feast with God.  Suffering will be alleviated, and there will be plenty to eat for everyone. 
Jesus, referring to himself as manna, reminds the people of God’s provision in the wilderness, acknowledges God’s presence to meet their need in the now, and announces that the day about which Isaiah prophesied many years before is coming. Jesus was proclaiming that the kingdom of God is here. 

 

Our role as followers of Jesus today is to feast on him in communion and through our private times of Bible study and prayer.  David Wilkerson puts it this way: “I know of one sure place where the supply of Bread never fails, and that is the secret closet of prayer.  The Holy Spirit waits there to bring this precious Bread to you, to satisfy you completely and to make you strong and able to resist the world and the Devil.  If you are hungry for more of Jesus, then come to the Lord's Table often.  Be diligent to keep the feast.  There you will find the abundant life he longs to give you.”
 

Yet, we are called not to be selfish about the gift we have been given but also to offer this bread to others.  As theologian N.T. Wright says, “Jesus celebrated the Kingdom by sharing feasts with all sorts of people.  So, should we.” Wright then offers this suggestion: “The next time you come to the Eucharist, bring with you, in mind and heart, someone you know, or know of, or have seen on television, who desperately needs God’s bread, literally or metaphorically, today.”

This is our call: to offer “free smells” of the bread of life baking inside of us.  We are to allow the aroma of this bread that has come down from heaven to draw people to the source of life.  We are not to keep it to ourselves, but to share it with the hungry, the lonely, the struggling and all who wonder if God is still with us. 

Churches and individual Christians continue to make this claim when we serve those around us:
· When we donate to a food bank that feeds those in need, the aroma builds. 

· When we sponsor a child in another country who does not have enough food to eat or clothes to wear, or is unable to afford an education, the aroma builds. 

· When we volunteer at a soup kitchen, feeding the homeless, the aroma builds. 

· When we give to have wells dug so people will have access to clean water, the aroma builds. 

· When we take a casserole to a neighbor recovering from surgery, the aroma builds. 

· When we travel to help communities rebuild after a disaster or to perform maintenance they cannot do for themselves, the aroma builds. 

· When we split a pastry at the local coffeehouse with a friend who just needs to talk, the aroma builds.

· When we sit down as a family and give thanks for the meal God has provided, the aroma builds. 

· When we take a fresh-baked loaf of bread to a new neighbor, the aroma builds.

· When we gather around the altar and receive the bread of Holy Communion, bringing others with us in heart and mind, the aroma builds. 

“I am the living bread,” Jesus says, “that came down from heaven.” There is nothing like a good, warm loaf of bread to give us the nourishment we need.  But bread is meant to be shared. 

Jesus shared bread as a pronouncement of God’s presence with his people. We are called to do the same.

God is here! Let the feast continue! 

In the name of the Father, and the Son, and the Holy Spirit, Amen.
Scripture Reading for Sunday, 8-19-18
John 6:51-58

51I am the living bread that came down from heaven. Whoever eats of this bread will live for ever; 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?’ 53So 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. 54Those who eat my flesh and drink my blood have eternal life, and I will raise them up on the last day; 55for my flesh is true food and my blood is true drink. 56Those who eat my flesh and drink my blood abide in me, and I in them. 57Just as the living Father sent me, and I live because of the Father, so whoever eats me will live because of me. 58This 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 for ever.’ 
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