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I Kings 19: 4-8
Ps. 34: 2-9
Eph. 4: 30-5:2
Jn. 6: 41-51


Today’s gospel reading begins with the grumbling of officials in the Jewish society surrounding Jesus as he tries to teach the people how much their God cares for them and provides for all their needs. 
Over the past two weeks, we have watched Jesus feed five thousand people who came to hear him teach. He taught them that they needed to look beyond their need for food, beyond their desires for good health and wealth. He spoke of himself as the Bread of Life, who is feeding them what they need for true security which surpasses physical needs and worldly desires. Those who come to him and hear his words and believe will transcend the anxieties of the world and live into a new way of being.

But the officials grumble. Who is this person who has come out of nowhere and is turning their system of religious observance upside down? We might ask ourselves, where does this grumbling come from? Where does the requirement of conformity to officialdom’s rules come from? One might say it comes from a deep-seated perceived need to have certitude, to have control, to have security; but Jesus is challenging that whole system. He is shifting the whole concept of security. For him, the God that Jesus knows is not a bean counter who weighs and measures everything we do and then doles out reward and punishment. The God that Jesus knows has our backs, gratuitously! Jesus offers a new and eternal life-giving kind of security! And it’s not based on merit, but on grace.

Perhaps some of you have seen a French film made in the year 2000 called Chocolat? The story takes place in a small town in France in 1959. Small towns in France are not so different from small towns in America. This town has always expressed their community life using the word tranquilité (tranquility). You knew what was expected of you; you knew what your place was. And if you happened to forget, someone would remind you. Like the Jewish leaders in today’s gospel, the townsfolk trusted the wisdom of ages past, lived with the values of tradition, family, and morality. Into this town comes Vianne, played by Juliette Binoche. She does not go to church, she has a daughter without a father present, and has the gall to open a chocolaterie right in the middle of Lent! As she opens and conducts her business, it becomes clear that she is anything but traditional. Vianne does nothing by the book. She does nothing out of obligation, but everything out of love. It is her encouragement that brings Josephine out of her abusive marriage. It is her encouragement that brings Armande together with her grandson. It is her encouragement that brings a widow of 30-some-years out of mourning and into a new relationship. The town is transformed by her chocolaterie and her grace. Like Jesus, she demonstrates that empowering love transcends fear and anxiety, and gives new life. That is what Jesus assures us God’s gratuitous love does for us. 

The Elijah story in I Kings is a study in human discouragement. Elijah, on his way through the desert to Mount Horeb, is exhausted to the point of not wanting to go on. God sends him food and water, and God’s angel has to coax him twice before he eats and drinks enough to continue on his mission (for 40 days and nights)! Being fed by God makes all the difference. 
And the author of Ephesians urges the community in Ephesus to let go of all bitterness and negativity of every kind; to believe in God’s gracious care, and to claim the reign of God, as heirs and children of God.  He urges them to practice kindness and compassion, forgiving one another -to be gracious as God is gracious with them. The Ephesians are being reminded that they belong to Christ who is the Living Bread, who nourishes them and sustains them eternally. 

And, of course, in the gospel passage, Jesus makes clear to the religious authorities that what they are refusing when they reject belief in him is the grace (or gratuitous gift) of God which invites them into the Reign, nourished by Jesus, the Bread of Life. It’s all about believing – about faith. Ann Lamott tells us that “the opposite of faith is not doubt; it is certitude.” Need for control can overwhelm our faith if we allow it. We need to learn that we do not have to fully understand God and God’s ways in order to benefit from the grace of God. Richard Rohr tells us: Grace is what God does to keep all things God has made in love and alive—forever. Grace is not something God gives; grace is who God is. If we are to believe the primary witnesses, an unexplainable goodness is at work in the universe. Indeed, the kinds of people we see Jesus ministering to in the gospels – people like the centurion and the Syro-Phoenician woman - make us aware of the reality of grace even when all seems lost. In fact, the questions and the doubts we bring to the table can be the very evidence of God at work in us! To be taught by God, one must have access to one who knows God. For us, that would be Jesus. Jesus is calling us to perseverance in faith and commitment to God’s purpose; and it comes as no surprise that one can hear that call a whole lot better when one is not grumbling!
