2nd August 2009

John 6:24–35

A couple of months ago I remember reading in my daily Bible study notes about a bread making initiative in Liverpool by a Methodist minister, Barbara Glasson. Six years ago, she was called to be a minister in the centre of Liverpool with no church building and no congregation. For a year she walked the streets and listened and prayed. What was it that would help people to realise that God is near she thought and prayed about?

Barbara began by inviting people to come and bake bread together. In the simple act of baking bread they found an opportunity for working side by side, for sharing lives and stories, for eating together. In the love that was shown, faith has grown. There is now a small community of 30 or so people meeting together regularly, midweek, to bake bread and to worship.
“Bread of life” signifies both the gift and sign of God’s presence among us. Its gift reminds us, and questions us about, what is of real value. That is, what is essential to life and community with God and others, and what is illusion? Its sign points us to its gracious source in the Holy God, who provides all that is needed for life and community.

Two stories loom large in the background of the gospel
passage. The first is the feeding of the multitude that immediately precedes it. After they were fed, the crowd had desired to make Jesus king “by force.” Jesus fled from that attempt. The second background story goes back much further. It is God’s feeding of the people of Israel with manna in the wilderness (Exodus 16). The crowd fed by Jesus seizes on that story to procure another sign from Jesus. Both stories

reveal that more is sought and more is at stake than bread.
Signs are important in John’s gospel. Signs are not merely

miracles. They are actions that have the potential of

revealing God in order to generate belief (John 20:30–

31). Those who “saw the sign” of the loaves and fishes (6:14) had not gone that next step. Jesus challenges the crowd here with the assertion that they seek him because their bellies are full. They respond by seeking another sign, which would lead to belief.
The crowd explicitly identifies the sign they seek with the providing of manna. Manna in the exodus story was the sign of God’s providence that created and sustained the people of Israel in the wilderness. Manna was given in response to the people’s murmuring; this parallels the mixed motives of this crowd who comes seeking another sign. Manna comes as a

gift of grace.
So it is when Jesus speaks of himself as the “Bread of Life.” It does not come as the result of our work. As God gave the manna then, so God now provides the Bread of Life. Bread was a staple food in that day’s culture. To speak of the bread God gives underscores that God provides what is essential to life.
Jesus as the Bread of Life locates that providence in his

life and ministry. “I am the bread of life” in verse 35 is one of several “I am” statements made by Jesus in John that are followed by common symbols or figures. The references

link the comparisons made (“Good Shepherd” and “Light of the World” being two of the others) with Jesus’ identity and vocation. In each instance, Jesus connects the deep needs of those he encounters with the gift inherent in that symbol or figure that makes possible community with God. 
For example, Jesus as the Bread of Life speaks to those who hunger for relationship with God. God provides what is needed for life and community.
Ephesians 4:1–16 relates the gifts God provides to the church. These make life possible by building up the community in love for the service of all.
Jesus, the Bread of Life, reminds us that God provides what and who is of real value for the nourishing of our lives and communities. There is bread and love enough to share. For what do you find yourself hungering in terms of your life and relationships? How do those hungers play out in your spiritual journey? Where do we and our church, experience God’s

“Bread of Life” broken open for us and others?
Many of you may be familiar with Maslow's hierarchy of needs.  It is a theory in psychology, proposed by Abraham Maslow in his 1943 paper A Theory of Human Motivation,

Maslow's hierarchy of needs is often depicted as a pyramid consisting of five levels: the lowest level is associated with physiological needs. For the most part, physiological needs are obvious - they are the literal requirements for human survival such as breathing, food, water, shelter. If these requirements are not met the human body simply cannot continue to function.

I remember reading about a Missionary organisation who believed that first of all they had to give starving people bread in their bellies before they could talk to them about Jesus the bread of life.
With their physical needs relatively satisfied, the individual's safety needs take over and dominate their behaviour, according to Maslow. These needs have to do with people's yearning for a predictable, orderly world in which injustice and inconsistency are under control, the familiar frequent and the unfamiliar rare. In the world of work, these safety needs manifest themselves in such things as a preference for job security, savings accounts, insurance policies, and the like.

After physiological and safety needs are fulfilled, the third layer of human needs is social, such as friendship, intimacy and a supportive family for belonging and acceptance.

All humans have a need to be respected, to have self-esteem, self-respect. This is Maslow’s fourth level of need.

The need for self-actualization is the final need when lower level needs have been satisfied. This is the motivation to realize one's own maximum potential and possibilities
Near the end of his life Maslow revealed that there was a level on the hierarchy that was above self-actualization: self-transcendence. Transcenders may be said to be much more often aware of the realm of Being and to have or to have had peak experiences (mystic, sacred, or ecstatic).  

Maslow's hierarchy has many critics. Some find little evidence for the ranking of needs Maslow described or even for the existence of a definite hierarchy at all. However his theory is often taught to marketing students as a basis for understanding consumers' motives for action. By designing a product that meets a consumers' needs, consumers will more often choose that product than of a competitor. 

Our consumerist society is about trying to make us constantly dissatisfied with what we’ve got so that we go out and buy something else. What has happened in consumer society is that dissatisfaction and satisfaction are no longer opposites. Pleasure resides not in having but in wanting. When an item obtained brings a temporary end to desire, it becomes undesirable.  Consumerism comes from a restless spirit, constantly in search of something new. Consumerism is typified by detachment from things, not attachment, for desire must be kept on the move.
Jesus says whoever comes to me will never be hungry and whoever believes in me will never be thirsty. Those statements are such a challenge in today’s restless, dissatisfied consumerist society.  They challenge us to stop our restlessness and find our rest in God. They challenge us to have our needs met in the provisions God gives us for our life in Christ. Those provisions centre around the scriptures; prayer; worship, mutual care for another and belonging and acceptance in the Body of Christ; and the opportunity for meaningful service in the name of Christ. This is how we feed on him who is the Bread of life. This is how we have our spiritual needs met. Unless you have that balanced diet, you will be restless, deficient, dissatisfied, looking for more signs.
Barbara Glasson in her bread making in Liverpool, started where people were at the lowest level of their basic needs. Food and survival. People were attracted because at the end of the day bread is not cheap and it was a free lunch. But from there came the meeting of other needs, including the need for faith and transcendence – connecting with God, the ground of all our being.

Jesus, the Bread of Life, reminds us that God provides what and who is of real value for the nourishing of our lives and communities. There is bread and love enough to share. For what do we find ourselves hungering in terms of our life and relationships? How do those hungers play out in our spiritual journey? Where do we and our church experience God’s

“Bread of Life” broken open for us and others?
Call to worship

Hungry for meaning, acceptance, and love,

we gather within the mystery of God.

Yearning for greater peace and equity,

we gather within the friendship of Christ.

Open to renewed generosity and compassion,

we gather within the enfolding of the Holy Spirit.

Opening prayer

Generous Giver of Life,

you, who with each sunrise, breaks open a love

that renews and sustains all of creation,

come to us in this place,

creating a renewed hunger

for generous lives of spirit and human goodness.

For it is in the name of Jesus,

our bread of life, that we ask.

Amen.
Prayer of confession

Holy One,

mindful of the fruitfulness of the earth,

yet seemingly powerless

to ensure that all have enough to eat and drink,

we confess our avoidance of hunger.

For we see clearly but do not act,

we buy and do not wait,

we have our spiritual fill

not seeing you – and your will –

alive in the empty, desolate places (pause).

O God, teach us to hunger

after the things that really matter.

Enable us to take again the costly path of love

that Jesus travels courageously before us.

Amen.
Opening the word with children

Shared ingredients

Gather around the Communion table with the various

cultural breads placed on it, or a small table with

the same. Ask those gathered to describe what they

see, feel, and smell, allowing a generous amount of

time for their perceptive responses. Can they guess

what the bread is made of? Introduce and show the

ingredients each loaf shares: flour, salt, and water.

These are simple and common things, yet they are

sadly not always available to everyone. Take a loaf

and break it open, share pieces with the children to

eat, who then share with the whole gathering. Make

sure you provide gluten-free bread for those who are

wheat intolerant.

Where’s Jesus?

(based on John 6:24–35)

This is the story from the 3–5 age-level resource. Welcome

the wonder of storytelling into worship with this engaging

retelling.

A long time ago, many people came to hear Jesus.

When they got hungry, Jesus helped them. A little

child gave a basket of food to Jesus. Jesus thanked

God for the food and then shared all the food with

the people. There was enough food for everyone!

In our story today, another crowd of people came

to hear Jesus. They gathered by the seashore.

“Where’s Jesus?” they asked a young woman

with her baby.

“Why are you looking for Jesus?” asked the

woman.

“Jesus gave us bread,” said the people.

“I’ll come with you,” said the woman with the

baby.

The people and the woman crossed the sea in

a boat.

“Where’s Jesus?” they asked a boy fixing fishnets.

“Why are you looking for Jesus?” asked the boy.

“Jesus gave us bread,” they said.

“I’ll come with you,” said the boy.

So the people, and the young woman with her

baby, and the boy with the nets all went looking for

Jesus.

“There’s Jesus,” said the boy. Jesus looked up

and smiled.

“Were you looking for me because of the bread?”

The people nodded, “Yes.”

“Only because of the bread?” asked Jesus a bit

sadly.

The people looked down. The boy with the fishnet

looked out across the sea. The woman looked

down at her baby.

Then Jesus said softly, “I’m not giving bread today

but here’s something to think about. God loves

you and we love one another. God gives us bread and

love enough to share.”

So the people went home remembering Jesus’

words. I wonder what Jesus wanted the people to

know. I wonder what Jesus wanted the people to do.

Proclaiming the word

In the article “Crumbs under the Table” on p. 82, Jana

Norman recounts her visit to a village in Chile in which

the community oven goes cold when the village runs

out of firewood. Reflecting on her experience, Jana

writes, “I tried to imagine the loss of flour-dusted

conversations and well-kneaded friendships. I tried

to imagine the depth and variety of the hungers that

were already gnawing away at this fragile community…

It made me think of the hunger of the crowds

when the baskets of bread and fish were passed around

and something emerged out of nothing.”

When you confess Jesus as the bread of life, how does

that become real in the way you live? What in particular

is powerful about the bread imagery in John

6:24–35 that lends itself to proclaiming the Christian

gospel to a world divided across many racial, ethnic,

economic, and faith lines?
Affirmation of faith

Gathered by God’s hopeful love

around a table of welcome;

we affirm the goodness of life

and celebrate its Author’s presence.

Receivers of living bread

that keeps on being broken for all;

we affirm the goodness of life

and pledge ourselves to its sharing.

(Place bread and wine on the table.)

Bearers of a compassionate spirit

who always leads us toward others;

we affirm the goodness of life

and open our hearts to its healing ways.

(Place a pitcher of water and flowers on the table.)

Prayers of the people

Give us, O God, a vision of the world

as your love would make it:

a world where the weak are protected

and none go hungry or poor;

a world where refugees are

welcomed warmly into new communities;

a world where the benefits of civilized life

are shared and everyone can enjoy them;

a world where different races, nations, and cultures

live in understanding and mutual respect;

a world where peace is built with justice

and justice guided by love;

a world where the beauty and integrity

of creation is honoured and protected;

and give us the inspiration and courage

to share in the task of building it,

through Jesus the Christ

who is our life and living hope.

From Hear Our Prayer: Anthology for Collective Worship by Kevin Mayhew. Copyright © 1996 Kevin Mayhew Ltd. 
Communion prayer

What is amazing, O God who is Love,

is that in this meal we celebrate now, you are Host and Guest and Food.

As Host, you invite us all to come to this great feast –

not because we are perfect but because we are broken and tired and sore.

Our bodies fail us and our relationships need reconciling.

In the midst of our need, you offer a meal that heals

and a table for all of us –

all the parts of each of us and each one of us –

where by grace we can become one again.
As Guest, you come to be among us,

often as one unbidden.

You knock and wait (knock and pause).

We long to open up but wonder and worry what changes will be wrought, forgetting that you want for us

and for this world you so love

wholeness, healing,

and peace that passes understanding –

even if it costs us our lives as we know them.

The power of life you bring

and enliven in us as Christ, the anointed one,

and wisdom of God,

is more than enough to defeat whatever deaths

we face.
As Food, as Living Bread and Overflowing Cup,

you plant within us everlasting grace and courage

to face each moment with hope.

In and through this meal you nourish and sustain us

in all the ups and downs of life,

that we might be comforted when necessary

and a comfort to others when needed.

And in this meal in some very real way,

you ensure enough food for all,

that none hunger or thirst –

and call us to do the same. 
May it be so.
Giver of manna, feed our deepest hungers. Break

the bread that nourishes relationship.

Break the bread that heals our fracturings. Break

the bread that nourishes life in your presence.

We seek you, for you are our life.

Amen.
Giver of life, inspired by your creative love;

may we help create a new world with you.

Bread of life, nourished by your healing love;

may we help create a new world with you.

Spirit of life, filled with your compassionate love;

may we help create a new world with you.
Crumbs under the Table

By Jana Norman

The bright sun sparkled across the calm surface f the Pacific somewhere off the mid-coast of Chile. This was years ago, but I can remember looking at the ocean and thinking about how oceans everywhere – I grew up on the coast of Florida – look the same. I remember thinking how familiar it all

was… on the surface.

Where I grew up, tourism was a “gold mine” that drove the economy of my town, my state, and my family. Just under the surface here, however, lay an economic force completely unfamiliar to me. An actual mine, either copper or coal (I’m embarrassed to say I can’t remember which now), had been operating in this spot under the sea for a few generations. It

was the single source of income for the people of the ramshackle village nearby. As I stood with my back to the village trying in vain to catch a glimpse of what was going on below the surface, I heard the story of how the mine had been bandied about between nationalization and privatization. I heard about how it was due to be closed in the very near future by the new capitalist government.

This all would have remained merely an interesting

lesson in global economics except that I was there with a group of fellow seminarians looking into the realities of abject poverty that gave rise to the liberation theologies we had been studying back in North America. Our guide for the visit was a person from the village. A person whose entire livelihood

was based on that mine who was now facing, along with everyone else in his community, a future that held no prospects at all. It was hard for me, and the rest of our group, to understand this. We were coming from a world where if something big changes, you simply go to Plan B. I find in writing this that I can’t even convey what these people were facing. In short, there was no Plan B. No way to leave the village, no government plan for relocation, no natural resource nearby that they could easily tap into for a new source of income, no way of connecting with other communities to generate enterprise. No capacity for a new

start at all. Completely unfathomable for us who were visiting from the “land of opportunity” where “life is what you make it.”
At the centre of this community was a building that told the story, literally in concrete terms, of the way things were and where they were heading. It was a communal oven where the women would gather once a week to bake all the bread for the village. It stood cold and unused. There was no longer anything to burn in order to bake the bread – the inhabitants had picked the landscape bare of natural wood and had burned everything else they could put their hands on and could spare from their homes. No one could afford to buy firewood from somewhere else. There was no longer any bread. As an outsider who would move on that day to a big city hundreds of miles away and back to my life when the trip was over, I had the luxury of wondering what else is lost when a community oven goes cold.

What about the everyday connections between and among the women? In what way did the oven serve as a furnace to the souls of these women, as well as to the bread that would feed their bodies and those of their families? I tried to imagine the loss of flour-dusted conversations and well-kneaded friendships. I tried to imagine the depth and variety of the hungers that were already gnawing away at this fragile community. It made me think of the hunger of the Syro-Phoenecian woman when she said to Jesus, “But even the dogs eat the crumbs off the table.” Or of the crowds when the

baskets of bread and fish were passed around and something emerged out of nothing.
I’ve been living a host of questions ever since this experience. As Christ in the world, when and where and how is the church called to keep the fires burning in the bread ovens of the poor? How is the church called to dive below the surface of power and hold the forces that can shut down the ovens accountable to the hungers they cause? What does the bread of heaven require of these who are well-fed? What does it offer to all who hunger in any way? No, I may not remember many details but I cannot forget the image of the empty oven.

Jana Norman is a church-based community worker in the borough

of Hackney in London, England. Jana has also served on the

editing and writing team of Seasons of the Spirit.
The Spirituality of Bread

By Donna Sinclair An excerpt from The Spirituality of Bread by Donna Sinclair, copyright © 2007 Wood Lake Publishing.

Baking bread makes me calm, whether it is my

English grandmother’s scones or my Scottish

grandmother’s raised white loaves. Because

bread is the opposite of fast food. You cannot make

bread in ten minutes and the slow work of kneading

and shaping quiets our noisy and over-scheduled

lives. Indeed, bread demands peace; you cannot

grow grain in a battlefield. Bread also demands

justice; cheap bread that results from the loss of the

family farm is too bitter to eat.

In fact, bread is the very picture of the just society.

In Dufferin Grove Park, in downtown Toronto, for

instance, nearby residents use communal wood-fired

outdoor bake ovens (built with city help) and by doing

so create a neighbourhood where people gather

to bake the breads their mothers taught them.

The great literary critic Northrop Frye, who lived

not far from this neighbourhood, said the role of human

imagination is to envision the “real form of human

society hidden behind the one we see.” Words,

he said, shaped this vision, “revealed by philosophy

and history and science and religion and law.” That’s

true. It’s why I wrote this book.

But the friends of the park who come to slide their

loaves into those ovens are that vision. It is the same

one offered by all great religions, where compassion

and community prevail. My own faith expresses this

vision by sharing bread and wine. Jesus called himself

“the bread of life,” and we remember him that

way, as necessary as food. He called that “real form

of human society” the kingdom of God.

Nothing is easy, of course. In a postmodern age

when we question all our assumptions and struggle

with global warming and belligerent politicians, the

commonwealth of peace seems far away. But making

bread gives us meaning. That, above all, is why it is

a spiritual task. It helps us trust that the world will

survive, that we are loved, that the kitchen where we

work is holy ground.

There is no rational explanation for this. The

healing power of kneading a lump of dough has nothing

to do with the mind, and everything to do with

the wisdom of the hands.

[Breadbaking is] one of those almost hypnotic businesses,

like a dance from some ancient ceremony. It leaves

you filled with one of the world’s sweetest smells…

there is no chiropractic treatment, no Yoga exercise,

no hour of meditation in a music-throbbing chapel,

that will leave you emptier of bad thoughts

than this homely ceremony of making

bread.

M. F. K. Fisher, The Art of Eating
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What has happened in consumer society

is that dissatisfaction and satisfaction

are no longer opposites. Pleasure resides

not in having but in wanting. When an item

obtained brings a temporary end to desire, it becomes

undesirable. Consumerism comes from a

restless spirit, constantly in search of something

new. Consumerism is typified by detachment

from things, not attachment, for desire must be

kept on the move. Consumerism is also typified

by scarcity, not abundance, for as long as desire

is endless, there will never be enough stuff to

go around.

In this spiritual universe there is no such

thing as an isolated product confronting an

isolated individual. All created things sing and

dance and shout of the glory of God. People and

things are united in one great web of being, flowing

from and returning to their Creator. Our dissatisfaction

with things does not lead us endlessly

on to the next thing but to our true end in

God. The Christian view elevates the dignity of

things by seeing them as participating in the being

of God, but at the same time causes us to look

through and beyond things to their Creator.

In the Christian view, we do not stand

apart from the rest of creation as individuals,

appropriating, consuming, and discarding. We

are rather consumed, as it were, by something

larger than us. When we consume the body of

Christ at the Lord’s table, we are in fact consumed

by the larger body, the church. Augustine hears

Christ’s voice say, “Grow and you will feed on

me. And you will not change me into you like

the food your flesh eats, but you will be changed

into me.” At the communion table, the act of consumption

is turned inside out, such that in eating

we become food for others. True consumption,

in the Christian understanding, is thus a kind

of self-emptying, a decentering of the self into

a larger web of participation. Thus Jesus connects

the “abundant life” in John 10:10 to laying

down one’s life in 10:11. True abundance is never

realized by the competition of insatiable desires

for scarce goods. It is realized by emptying the

small self into the larger reality of God’s superabundant

life.

The Christian task in a consumer society,

then, is to create economic spaces that underscore

our spiritual and physical connection to creation

and to each other. We must strive to demystify

products by being informed about where they

come from, who makes them, and under what

conditions. We should support products, such as

fair-trade coffee, that pull back the veil from the

production process and offer a sustainable life

to their producers. We should attempt to create

local, face-to-face economies, where consumers

and producers know each other well enough that

their interests tend to merge. My parish’s connection

to a local cooperative of family farms is

a hopeful example.

Finally, we should attempt to close the gap

between work and consumption by supporting

worker ownership of the means of production.

The first step toward doing so is turning our

homes back into sites of production. To bake

bread, to make our own entertainment, and do

so in community with others: These are small

but important steps in turning from consumers

to celebrants of God’s abundant life.

Reprinted with permission of Sojourners, (800) 714-7474,

www.sojo.net. Being Consumed: Economics and Christian

Desire (Grand Rapids, MI; Eerdmans Publishers, 2008)
