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The Twelfth Sunday After Pentecost
August 23, 2009

The Bread of Life
By Jerri L. Kumm, LP

“May the light of your Word so shine through my words, Dear Father, that those who hear might know you better.”


One of my favorite hymns is The Bread of Life which has a beautiful melody and whose words are majestic and awesome, humbling and inspiring, fateful and yet exciting.  This hymn has it all.  And it really spells out our Gospel lesson for today.


To set the stage lets go back a few verses in John’s Gospel to have a look at what was happening.  Jesus had been preaching and teaching at the Synagogue in Capernaum.   Outside of the city  he had recently fed a huge crowd.  Now, the crowd has hunted him down beside the lake and he has chastised them to a certain degree, for he knows that many of them have come for the food and not for his words.

And he tries to explain to them that the bread they are seeking will not sustain them and they will surely die.  He points to how their ancestors died even though they were fed in the desert with manna which fell from the skies.  The early Hebrews had to consume all of manna from Heaven each day because it would spoil if they did not.  So even though this food came “from” heaven it was not the bread of Heaven.  Jesus says, “it is my Father who gives you the real bread from heaven”.  And he goes on to claim that he himself IS that bread – AND he asks them to eat of this bread which is his body.

Imagine if someone said this to you?  Imagine if you will that someone whom you have been following around, listening to, and learning from, now asks you to eat his flesh and drink his blood.  Wouldn’t you be horrified by this request?  Wouldn’t you say, “No way!!! That’s just nuts!”  Well, many in the crowd were just as put off as you would be.  You see, now we have history behind these words, but the people who where listening to Jesus on that particular occasion just didn’t have that.  So they were not only grossed out by that request, they didn’t have any understanding of what he was saying.


Some of the people who had become Jesus’ disciples simply could not get their heads around such talk and they turned away from him saying, “This teaching is too hard, who can listen to it?”


Why did Jesus say to eat his body and drink his blood?  Why didn’t he say, whenever you light a candle or eat a chicken leg, you will remember me.  Why use bread and wine as a means of being in communion with his disciples?

To begin to understand we must remember in those days what bread and blood were to those people.  Bread was not only the very symbol of life, it was life.  Without bread many people would have starved.  Having bread meant that life would go on.  Therefore, by using his own flesh as the bread of life, Jesus was saying to them, that not only would their earthly life go on, but they would go on to eternal life.

Obviously blood is also life – without it there would is no life in us.  They knew this in Biblical times.  They knew that when the blood was gone from a body – the life was drained from that body. Blood was offered on the altars of sacrifice.  It was so precious, it was used to seal a covenant – a very serious agreement.   When a blood covenant was cut, blood was exchanged not only between the two parties making the pact but also by representation between their families forever and ever.  It was not just an agreement between two guys to say, sell some land, it was a pact, a holy covenant, between the two families for time immemorial – forever.


Marriage was a blood covenant and once the blood was mingled between the woman and the man, their families were forever joined – they were one.  In our modern weddings, and when Ruth prays for a couple on their anniversary, this blood mingling is symbolized by the joining of hands and her wrapping her stole around the joined hands of the couple, but in the time of the O.T. the bride and the groom actually were cut and their hands joined so that her blood would flow in him and his blood would flow in her.  This joined their families into one family which would continue through them and their children.

When I had back surgery several years ago, the doctors asked that I reserve some of my own blood that could be given back to me should I need it during surgery.  Well, they say I should no longer give blood, so I asked my good friend, Joyce, who I knew had my same blood type and I knew her blood would be as safe as mine, to donate a unit of her blood for my use. – should I need it.  Being a wonderful Christian woman, she was happy to do that for me.  Well, I was a little anemic after surgery and I did need her blood.  When I got it, it perked me right up.   When I got home she came to visit me, pray for me, and bring food for the family, but I had to tease her that she was also checking up on her blood.  I like to think I got an infusion of Christianity from her as well – and I feel that our families are closer than ever because of what she did for me.


Blood is life, blood binds lives together through the blood covenant.  Why would Jesus not choose blood as a means to bind himself to us and us to him?  It is as perfect as is the flesh of his body as a means to eternal life.


Jesus is of course preparing his disciples to carry on in remembrance of him by establishing on Maundy Thursday, the Last Supper….what we now call Eucharist, or Holy Communion.  

You know, I think sometimes we get a little cavalier about the Eucharist – a little careless, and take it for granted.  We shouldn’t do that – and I must admit I do that from time to time.  It can become just something we do on Sat. night or Sunday morning and we can miss the miracle of the whole thing.  Yes, we prepare for it with prayer and Confession, or at least we’re supposed to, but haven’t you ever been conscious of just saying the words and not really thinking about them?  I have.


Let’s consider what happens.  Let’s say that we have thoughtfully prayed and humbly confessed our sins in preparation for Holy Communion.  Holy.  So often we leave that word out.  We have Communion. It’s what we do.  But it is a HOLY ACT a Sacrament.  It is a time in which Jesus, the Son of God, deigns to come down from on High in the form of bread and wine to be food and drink for us.  Not to sustain our bodies – earthly food can do that – but to sustain our souls – to feed our souls.  God uses this act, this holy Sacrament, as a means by which Jesus dwells in us and we in him.  Jesus doesn’t just visit, he doesn’t just drop in and then leave, he dwells – he lives – in order to make a difference in our very lives every second of every day.


The Reverend Charles Hoffacker explains that when referring to the flesh of Jesus Christ, the original word for “eat” would be more accurately translated as “gnaw” as on a turkey leg at Thanksgiving.  He suggests that the flesh of Jesus is not to be eaten – like that soft little wafer that lights on our tongue and then disappears in a few seconds -  so much as gnawed, chewed on with concentration and purpose so that it lasts, not for a few seconds, but a lifetime - indeed an eternity.

If the disciples heard this word for “eat” which for them was “gnaw” – no wonder they were grossed out.  What a horrible thought.  But of course this passage was never to be taken literally.  The author of John had one purpose in writing his book – to convince the reader that Jesus was who he said he was.  He was trying to make the point that only “eating” the flesh of Jesus and drinking his blood, would lead to eternal life.  Earthly food would not do the trick, therefore no matter how many times Jesus fed the crowds with loaves and fishes, their lives would not be saved.  Jesus taught that only through believing in him – that he was the true bread of heaven - would they be drawn by the Father and be saved.  And it is the same with us.



(Saturday’s ending) And so we come to the refrain of the beautiful hymn, The Bread of Life, the final words are “and I will raise them up on the last day”.  And thought we cannot have it today, let us go forth with the assurance that through the Sacrament of Holy Communion we have fed on the flesh of Jesus Christ and drank of his blood that we might join with the other saved souls and be raised up on the last day.                                                       AMEN


(Sunday’s ending) In a few minutes we will sing the song The Bread of Life for our offertory.  Let’s consider the words as we raise our voices in song.  And even though we cannot follow with Holy Communion today , let us go forth with the assurance that through this most holy Sacrament we have fed on the flesh of Jesus Christ and drank of his blood that we might join with the other saved souls and be raised up on the last day.                                                                         AMEN

