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       Preacher: Jennifer Potter
HYMNS:
500
“Lord God, your love has called us here”



616
“Lord enthroned in heavenly splendour”



620
“O Bread to pilgrims given”



437
“Guide me, o thou great Jehovah”

READINGS:
Ephesians 4:1-16



John 6: 24-35

“BREAD”

“Bread” is at the heart of our reading from the Gospel of John. Indeed the word “bread” is at the heart of much of this section of John’s Gospel. Just before this passage is John’s account of the ‘Feeding of the 5000’ and following the passage is a discussion about bread and wine, which foreshadows the Last Supper and the institution of Holy Communion.

Throughout these passages the word ‘bread’ is used with a variety of meanings and Jesus indulges in subtle humour and irony as he plays with this word to try to get the people to open their minds to the new possibilities ushered in by his coming as God’s envoy to his world.

We, of course, use the word ‘bread’ in many ways, too – to describe the basic food we eat, different in form in different cultures but sharing the same characteristics – not a fancy food, not a complex food but the food which can keep us going, food which is easy to make, easy to carry, easy to eat, the food which we give to visitors when there is no opportunity to cook a meal. And because bread has such a central part in our lives the word has been extended in our language to have other meanings.

In Cockney rhyming slang, ‘bread and honey’ stands for money. In West African Creole, if someone says, ‘Ah day go fen me daily bread’, everyone understands that the person is going off to seek work, the wherewithal to buy that daily bread. Indeed in slang here in Britain more widely ‘bread’ is often used as synonym for ‘money.’
Bread as food, bread as that which nourishes, bread as that which enables us to live.

As I said at the start of this sermon, earlier in this Chapter 6 John relates the story of the ‘Feeding of the 500.’ A large crowd had followed Jesus and his disciples. They had heard of all the signs and miracles that Jesus had done and wanted to see and hear him. But they had followed him to quite a remote place, where there was nowhere to get food. Jesus asked his disciples how they were going to feed such a large number. The disciples were astonished that Jesus should ask them such a question – for to feed this crowd would take a huge amount of money if food could be found to buy.
We know the rest of the story well. They found a boy with 5 loaves and 2 fishes, got people to sit in rows on the grass and when Jesus had blessed the food, they distributed it. Not only did people have their fill, when the disciples gathered up the fragments they filled twelve baskets.

And the peoples’ expectations were raised still further and they said to one another, ‘this is indeed the prophet who is to come.’

And so they followed Jesus again, across the Sea of Galilee. When they found Jesus they asked him how he had got across the lake because they had not seen how he travelled there.
But Jesus turns the peoples’ question around. ‘Why are you looking for me? Its not because you understand the signs I have been doing, no it is because you ate your fill and your bellies are full.’ Then he continues to rebuke the people, ‘ do not work for the food which perishes but for the food that endures to eternal life.’

Jesus’ reaction to the people may seem churlish or severe. He had done something remarkable in feeding all those people on the grassy hillside. The people were excited and expectant and they followed Jesus because they wanted more ….. but more of what? Jesus is rebuking these people for having totally the wrong motivation, the wrong understanding – they want their physical hunger satisfying, they want a miracle-working prophet, and, given half a chance these people would have wanted to make Jesus their King - a king like any other earthly king who would give them food, status, pride and revive their strong nation again.
So Jesus tries to help the people to see that his kingship is not of this type, indeed is very far from this type – ‘do not work for the food which perishes, but for the food that endures for eternal life, which the Son of man will give you.’
And the people respond, ‘What must we do?’ ‘Believe in him, who God has sent,’ Jesus replies. But still the people do not understand. Almost unbelievably they ask Jesus, ‘what sign are you going to give us, so we may see it and believe you?’

These people have just come from the miraculous feeding and yet they are still asking for a sign. They can only think in terms of the past, seeing in Jesus a new Moses. Even then they see the manna in the wilderness given to their ancestors by Moses as an act of Moses rather than an act of God. Jesus has given them signs of the new Kingdom but their eyes are blind to them and their minds closed to them.
Jesus is trying to get the message to them – what matters is not what I can do for you – heal you or feed you but who I am – an envoy of God, an earnest of God’s love for his people. ‘I am the bread of life; whoever comes to me will never be hungry and whoever believes in me will never be thirsty.’

These people who had been fed on the hillside and who had followed Jesus to the other side of the lake were looking for a ‘hero’, ‘a deliverer’ – someone who would restore the Kingdom of Israel to its former glory. How difficult it was for Jesus to get them to understand that the kingdom he was bringing was of an entirely different order.

The peoples’ identity and security was in their history, their status as God’s chosen people, their former powerful earthly kingdom.

Our identity and security are often found in our history, our pride in our country and more especially in our material possessions. Our prayers are often focused on our material wants, Our lifestyle, so often is built on the acquiring of possessions and status. We are part and parcel of a society where ‘image’ is all and we are urged to create our image by what we wear, what  we drive … even by what we eat.
There are even churches which pervert the Gospel of Jesus and make a simplistic connection between faith in God and material prosperity. ‘Believe strongly enough,’ they say, ‘ and you will be blessed with earthly riches.’ How do such  people read this passage? ‘Do not work for the food which perishes but for the food that endures for eternal life.’ Or to put it another way, ‘ do not work for the bread from the supermarket but for the bread that has no sell-by date.’
And what a message that is for our time when people have worked hard to buy houses, to invest in shares and to build up businesses – only to see the value of all these assets tumble as a consequence of the crisis in our global financial institutions and economy. It has driven some people to take their own lives – ‘what does it profit a man if he gains the whole world at the cost of his own soul.’

Yet more people are beginning to realise that to satisfy physical and material hunger is illusionary – for the more one has the more one wants and the spiritual void, the spiritual hunger that remains can never be satisfied by material means alone.
Later in this service we are going to come forward to share our communion, bread and wine – well, not quite, because sensitive to the current situation with swine flu we are going to use wafers and dip them in the wine rather than drink from the cup. When my colleagues saw thwe title of my sermon, they chuckled – fancy having the title ‘bread’ on the very day we decide not to use bread but wafers!

Shortly Leslie, as the Officiant for today, will pray as he blesses the elements,

‘Send down your Holy Spirit

That these gifts of bread and wine

may be for us the body and blood of Christ.

Unite us with him for ever

And bring us with your whole creation

to your eternal kingdom.’

Until we recognise who Jesus really is, we might be fed with bread or with wafers but the deep hunger inside will never be satisfied.

The people on the hillside and by the lakeshore wanted miracles and signs. Yet the miracle that really mattered for them and matters for us is the miracle of faith – the miracle in which God breaks through the misconceptions and wrong notions we have held about life, breaks through our pursuit of unsatisfying answers to questions about the meaning of our life, breaks through our self-centred world to reveal the radical, inclusive new age embodied and taught by Jesus.

Jesus said to his followers then and says to us now,

‘I am the bread of life, whoever comes to me will never be hungry and whoever believes in me will never be thirsty. Amen

