7

Proper 14B
August 9, 2009

2 Samuel 18:5-9, 15, 31-33,Psalm 130, Ephesians 4:25-5:2, John 6:35, 41-51

God grant us the serenity to accept the things we can not change, the courage to change the things we can and the wisdom to distinguish the one from the other.  Amen.

Have you ever seen one of those Bibles that have little headings for each section of the scripture?  If I had to find a title for today’s gospel, it would be “The Greatest Thing Since Sliced Bread.”  For today, indeed for most of the month of August, we have Jesus proclaiming himself as the bread of life.  That bread is not like the bread that the Israelites ate in the desert, or that we use to make a peanut butter and jelly sandwich.   This is the bread that Jesus  tells us , “Whoever eats of this bread will live forever.”  Jesus is talking about himself, of course.   Because,Jesus is the greatest thing since sliced bread.

In the context of John’s Gospel, the teachings of Jesus are always on more than one level.  The miraculous bread in the wilderness ensured survival when the Hebrews faced starvation; but all those who ate the manna eventually died.  In a similar manner, the feeding of the five thousand provided temporary physical nourishment.  However, the living bread that Jesus himself offers will provide eternal life.  “This is the bread that comes down from heaven, so that one may eat of it and not die.”  And our Lord adds, ”The bread that I will give for the life of the world is my flesh.”  While Jesus’ words of self-giving remind us of the Eucharist, the primary issue here is that we inherit eternal life because of Jesus’  gift of himself on the cross.

George Bernard Shaw has a unique way of highlighting the insights of the gospel of John from which we read this morning.   In his book Back to Methuselah there is a  wonderful scene between Adam and Eve.   Shaw has Adam spitting in his hands and taking up the spade to go to work.  Adam and Eve are still grieving over Cain’s murder of Abel and they are wondering if it is all worth it.   Adam says, “Life is still long enough to learn to dig…”
Eve, spinning her loom responds, “Yes, to dig and to fight.  But is it long enough for the other things, the great things?  We need not live by bread alone.  There is something else.  We do not yet know what it is; but some day we shall find out; and then we will live on that alone; and there shall be no more digging nor spinning, nor fighting nor killing…”  

I call that vision!  I call it hope!  I call it possibility!  I call it faith!  Shaw’s portrayal of Eve reminds me of the girl who came home from her first day at school saying to her mother, “I think I started something today which I’ll never finish!”  How right she was!

None of us know, at any given time, where life will take us, but isn’t it a remarkable thing that even a child can look over the desk, over the books, and papers, over the walls of the classroom , anticipating a life journey that will never be finished!  Jesus has something like that in mind when he says, “I am the living bread which came down from heaven, and anyone who eats this bread will live forever.”   Jesus is asking us to remember who we are and whose we are.   Jesus is asking us to remember to turn to a God who is  lovingly and patiently waiting to teach us.

Linda Fang tells the following Chinese story.   At the foot of a great mountain in China lived a father and his three sons.  They were a simple and loving family.  The father noticed that travelers came from afar eager to climb the dangerous mountain.  But not one of them ever returned!   The three sons heard stories about the mountain, how it was made all of gold and silver at the top.  Despite their father’s warnings, they could not resist venturing up the mountain.
Along the way, under a tree, sat a beggar, but the sons did not speak to him or give him anything.   They ignored him.  One by one, the sons disappeared up the mountain, the first to a house of rich food, the second to a house of fine wine, the third to a house of gambling.  Each became a slave to his desire and forgot his home.  Meanwhile, their father became heartsick.  He missed them terribly.  “Danger aside,” he said, “I must find my sons.”

Once he scaled the mountain, the father found that indeed the rocks were gold, the streams silver.  But he hardly noticed.  He only wanted to reach his sons, to help them remember the life of love they once knew.  On the way down, having failed to find them, the father noticed the beggar under the tree and asked for his advice.  

“The mountain will give your sons back,” said the beggar, “only if you bring something from home to cause them to remember the love of their family.”  The father raced home, brought back a bowl full of rice, and gave the beggar some as a thank-you for his wisdom.  He then found his sons, one at a time, and carefully placed a grain of rice on the tongue of each of them.  At that moment, the sons recognized their foolhardiness.  Their real life was now apparent to them. They returned home with their father, and as one loving family lived happily ever after.

Today and every weekend, we gather at Trinity to receive a reminder of home, a taste of food that will help us remember who we are.  I mean the bread of life, our Father’s gift to us in the Eucharist.  This is the food of God’s kingdom, and reminds us that God’s kingdom is our true home.

What is the mountain we have climbed?  It is the mountain of illusion.  We know that many have lost their way there, yet we insist on exploring it.  The story mentions three danger spots on the mountain; the house of rich food, the house of fine wine, and the house of gambling.   Perhaps we have chosen one of these houses, or perhaps some other, up there on the mountain of illusion.  However intense our pain, we will not—or cannot—find our way home.  But someone senses our pain even more deeply than we do: our Father.  He finds us where we are, and places on our tongue a particle of that food from home. Once again we can smell it, taste it, see it.  The heavenly bread we receive in the Eucharist helps us come to our senses.  We recognize both our disorientation and our Father’s invitation to return home.


Remember the story of the ugly duckling who suffers through trying to be a duck because he doesn’t realize that he is a swan.  Then there is that wonderful awakening when the ugly duckling realizes who he really is.  “He saw below him as he looked into the pond, his own image, but he was no longer a clumsy dark gray bird, ugly and ungainly, he was himself a swan!”

It does not matter in the least having been born in a duck yard, if only we come out of a swan’s egg!  Jesus was explaining to the gathered people that it was the same with them.  It does not matter in the least having been from Nazareth and born in Bethlehem, if only you are born of God. And through baptism everyone is offered that choice.

Jesus also proclaims that the prophets tell of a time when “Everyone will be taught by God.”  When we realize  or remember that we are born of God, we can claim our inheritance.   We can claim the bread that comes down from heaven.  The bread of such a kind that whoever eats it will not die;  the bread that if anyone eats it, he or she will live forever.  The bread  is Jesus himself which he gives so that the world may live.  Thus Jesus invites us to consume him, to put him on, to wear him so that we will receive life.


That is what our celebration of communion or Eucharist is all about each week.  We offer the Great Thanksgiving or Eucharist as Jesus commanded us at the Last Supper to do in remembrance of him.  When we eat the bread and drink the wine we are reminding ourselves of who we are.  We are taking that remembrance, that holy bread and wine and in consuming it making it part of our bodies, just as we need to make Jesus part of our lives.


Why do we need to claim our inheritance?   We could simply choose to be taught by the world in which we live.  Anyone who watches the news or television is aware that we live in a world that is far from perfect rather like the mountain in the Chinese parable.  Some people have drawn parallels between the hostility of world that first century Christians inhabited and our world today.  We live in a post Christian era, we need to be taught by God, the source of truth, knowledge and of eternal life.


Listen to this statistic… Knowledge is exploding at such a rate—more that 2000 pages a minute—that Einstein couldn’t keep up.  In fact, if you read 24 hours a day, from age 21 to 70 and retained all you read, you would be one and a half million years behind when you finished.  An amazing statistic.  Now tell me when do you suppose this information was compiled?  It will alarm you that these statistics do not take into account the internet.  They do not even take into account the personal computer.  And why not?   It is because the statistics are from 1979.


It is crucial that we learn not the glut of information that is screaming down toward us on the information super highway, but that we learn something that will sustain us for the days to come.  Jesus proclaims that, “Everyone will be taught by God.”  One way to do that is to allow Jesus to become the bread of life for our lives.  That one who sustains us, who teaches us who we really are. That one who is better than sliced bread.


The story is told that when Admiral Nelson, a famous British Admiral at the time of the Napoleonic Wars, was buried in St. Paul’s Cathedral, his sailors lifted his casket over their shoulders and carried his body into the cathedral.


His coffin was draped with a magnificent Union Jack flag.  After the service, they carried his body to the grave side.  An observer wrote the following, “With reverence and with efficiency they lowered the body of the world’s greatest admiral into its tomb.  Then as though answering to a sharp order from the quarter deck.  They all seized the Union Jack with which the coffin had been covered and tore it to fragments, and each took his souvenir of the illustrious dead.”


A swatch of colored cloth as a memento.  It would forever remind of the admiral they had loved. “I’ve got a piece of him,” they said, “and I’ll never forget him.”   As you leave church today, you take a piece of Christ with you.   A piece of that divinity that is better than sliced bread.  

In the name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit.  Amen.


