“The Bread of Life”

John 6:24-35

 When I was a little boy, my Momma would ask me to get on my bike and ride to James Pruitt’s corner grocery and pick up a loaf of bread. She would give me 30 cents and I’d be on my way. When I got to Mr. James’ store it was easy to pick out the bread. There were only two choices - the thin sliced and the thick sliced Merita light bread.  I would pay Mr. James, he would but the bread in a brown paper bag and I’d be off toward home. It was a simple task to accomplish. Before you knew it we were having tomato sandwiches for lunch.

 Forty years later the simple task of going to the grocery store for bread has gotten much more complicated.  When you get to the store you’re besieged with a multitude of choices, a veritable smorgasbord of options, just in the bread department.

 Do you want fresh-baked from the deli or a pre-packaged loaf? White or wheat?  Whole grain or multi-grain?  Pre-sliced or whole-loafed? Butter crust or plain? Low fat or regular?  Organic or the old-fashioned kind with preservatives? Light or dark?  Double fiber or regular fiber?   Italian or French? Jewish Rye or German Pumpernickel? The options appear to be endless. One almost gets the impression from walking through the bread department in the grocery store these days that you could live on Bread alone as long as you had a little water to go with it.

 But then why would we want to when we have so many other delicious choices?  Just as the options in the bread department have mushroomed so have the choices for other foods. Did you know that a typical supermarket in 1976 had 9000 products? Today it has more than 30,000. The average produce section in 1975 carried 65 items; today they carry 285. (Kiwi has hit the top 20 list). (“The Tyranny of Choice” Steven Waldmen . New  Republic January 27, 1992).

 When we step outside the grocery store there are just as many options waiting for us in restaurants to satisfy our every craving. Think about how many choices there are in Cartersville now compared to 20 years ago. These growing options in terms of food choices has led to widening girth in American physiques as well. We have so many ways to satisfy our hunger cravings that, more times than not, we have indulged ourselves a little too much. And if you’re like me, you probably have tried to rationalize it in one way or another.

I came across some “rules for dieting” that might be helpful if you want to rationalize your eating. Maybe you’ve heard some of them:

· If you eat something and no one else sees it, it has no calories.

· If you drink a diet drink with a candy bar, the calories in the candy bar are canceled out by the diet drink.

· When you eat with someone else, the calories don’t count if you don’t eat more than they do?

· Food used for medicinal purposes NEVER counts, such as hot chocolate, toast, brandy and Sara Lee Cheesecake.

· Movie-related foods do not have additional calories because they are part of the entire entertainment package and not part of one’s personal fuel, including Milk Duds, buttered popcorn, Hershey Bars, Junior Mints, Red Hots and Tootsie Rolls.

· Cookie pieces contain no calories. The process of breaking causes caloric drainage.

· Things licked off knives and spoons have no calories, provided you are in the process of preparing something. Examples are peanut butter on a knife while making a peanut butter and jelly sandwich and ice cream on a spoon when making a sundae.

· Foods that have the same color have the same number of calories. Examples are spinach and pistachio ice cream, cottage cheese and banana cream pie, mushrooms and white chocolate.

We live in culture today with an overabundance of choices to satisfy our hunger. However, we also live in a culture that has tried to satisfy the deeper hungers of the heart through a plethora of choices as well.  And yet we are still a restless, dissatisfied and hungry people. 

 There is a deep yearning among people in the world today. In our own land, for the longest time we have tried to satisfy that yearning with material things – food, houses, toys, sex, drugs – you name it, anything that money can buy. Perhaps one of the truly positive benefits of this “great recession” we are in is that it has shaken us up and made us realize that the hungers of our lives cannot be assuaged by what we can consume. The hungers in our lives, especially the heart - hungers cannot be satisfied by the elaborately material but only with the spiritually simple.

 In our passage today Jesus points us hungering humans toward simplicity - toward plain, good wholesome bread; nothing fancy - just plain old bread. However, not just to any bread, but to bread that will satisfy the deeper longings of our souls.

 Just the day before, Jesus had miraculously fed the 5000 and now the crowds were tagging along after him and his disciples. And when they finally come to Jesus’ lodging place in Capernaum, he confronts them with the reasons they have followed him. He says:

 “Truly, I tell you, you are looking for me not because you saw signs, but because you ate your fill of the loaves” (v.26).

 Jesus knew what they wanted. The day before the crowds had had their physical hunger satisfied and so they followed after him begging for more. And all the while Jesus wanted them to look at the deeper hungers in their souls. Do we not do the same today?

· We choose a career because we think it will bring us financial security, only to find the deeper needs of our lives unmet, as we labor away at work that is not satisfying, questioning is we are making a real difference in the lives of people.

· We mortgage ourselves to the point of teetering on insolvency and foreclosure, believing that if we can just have our “dream home” all our dreams will come true.

· We go from one relationship to another, wanting our needs to be met, only to find ourselves still not finding the love and acceptance we so desperately want.

 And then we hear Jesus reminding us:

 “Do not work for the food that perishes, but for the food that endures to eternal life, which the Son of Man will give you. For the bread of God is that which comes down from heaven and gives life to the world“(vv.27, 33).

That’s what we most hunger for - a bread that will give us life. We search for life in so many places; the good life; the fast life; the high life; the nightlife.  But there is really only one place to fill the hunger and thirst we have for life. Jesus said:

 “I am the bread of life. Whoever comes to me will never be hungry, and whoever believes in me shall never be thirsty” (v.35).

 Yet we continue to look in other places to fill the void within us, while our souls are starving to death. The Bread of Life and the Living Water dwell in our presence everyday, yet we settle for richer food, more opulent houses, and finer clothing. We settle for more “stuff” in life. While what we most need is the “stuff of life” but the Staff of Life, Jesus the Living Bread .

Author John S. Dunne tells of early Spanish sailors who reached the continent of South America after an arduous voyage. The caravel sailed into the headwaters of the Amazon, an expanse of water so wide the sailors presumed it to be a continuation of the Atlantic Ocean. It never occurred to them to drink the water, since they expected it to be saline, and as a result these sailors died of thirst. That image of sailors dying of thirst even as their ships floated on the world’s largest source of fresh water has become a metaphor for our age. (Finding God in Unexpected Places. Philip Yancy. p. x).

  Do you ever feel like you’re out there sailing on the sea of life and you’ve run out of rations? Do you feel like your spirit is perishing for living water and your soul starving for spiritual bread? My friends, I declare to you that you are sailing on the Lord’s sea and it is filled with living water.  The hunger you feel in your heart can be satiated by the bread of life, for he has as many different ways of filling your need as there are choices for bread at the supermarket today. For all of your thirst and hunger this morning, let me recommend a diet of bread and water; Living Water and the Bread of Life. Because when you eat this bread and drink of this water you have the Lord’s promise that you do not have to live in perpetual soul-hunger and soul-thirst. You can find fulfillment in life. 

 The elements of this sacrament that we celebrate are tangible and visible signs of the Bread of Life and the Living Water. At this table the Lord Jesus waits for you. 

In the communion bread Jesus offers you the Bread of Life, His own Body to sustain you, to make you strong and able to resist the powers of despair at work in our world. If you are hungry for more of Jesus then come to this table and come often. 

In the communion cup, Jesus offers you the Living Water, his own blood shed for the forgiveness of your sins, to quench your thirst for what the world cannot give you; accepting grace and unconditional love. And so I commend to you The Bread of Life and the Cup of Salvation. Signs that point us to Jesus the Christ, the one who has come to fill the deepest hungers in our souls. 
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