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Exodus 16:2-4, 12-15; Ephesians 4:17, 20-24; John 6:24-35; Psalm 78,You gave them the bread of heaven.

I’d like to begin this afternoon by thanking everyone for the prayers you have offered for my sister-in-law, Susan, since she had a stroke in February this year. Susan was widowed two years ago when my brother Paul died so suddenly, and the stroke was quite an additional blow for her. So I’m really pleased to be able to tell you that she’s been living independently now – in an apartment in Perry Hall – since mid-June, and everything seems to be going well for her now. So thanks again for remembering Susan in your prayers.

But I want to mention something about her  rehab and recovery that might tie in with our readings this afternoon. Over the weeks that Susan was working to regain her mobility, we found a lovely, affordable, accessible  apartment for her in Fullerton. We showed her the floor plans; we explained how the move would take place; we assured her that as many of her “things” would go with her as  possible so that her new apartment would quickly feel like her home. She’d have accessible transportation; she’d have help with cleaning and cooking; and she’d be close to friends and relatives so she wouldn’t be alone.  And she seemed very happy. Until it started …
“I don’t think I want to go. It’s actually pretty nice here in the rehab center. Everybody takes good care of me. I get great meals and they’re always on time. I have a roommate, and even if my insurance  says that I have to move out soon, I think I might like to go to a nursing home. They seem pretty nice.”
 What????? Was this the same person who just a week ago was complaining about the boring food, the nasty staff, the roommate who kept her TV on all night, the call bell that was never answered on time, the PT who ran a torture dungeon on the 2nd floor? Really??? After all that had been done to get her back home and living independently again, I almost couldn’t believe what I was hearing. But in a moment of being smacked upside the head by the Holy Spirit, I flashed on those Israelites we heard about this afternoon. And I realized hey, we are all human. We all worry about  whether the risks we take today are going to pay off in the long run. We’d so often prefer to suffer what we know rather than risk the pain of living into what we don’t know. And so whether it’s leaving the safety of slavery in Egypt or the safety of a bed in a rehab center, what we all fear is the unknown. 
 So it’s easy to understand the complaints Moses was hearing in the wilderness. I used to think those Israelites were a bunch of what my mother would call “ungrateful wretches.” Turns out, they were just afraid. And in their fear, they lost the trust that had impelled them from Egypt through the miracle of the parting of the Red Sea and  onward toward the Promised Land. Their God was only as good as his last miracle though, and they needed another one. 
Lucky for them, God understood and so ignored  their fear, and the miracle brought them quail by night and manna by day  … meat and bread, something like filet-o-quail, that actually stopped, according to scripture , the very day that the Israelites entered the Promised Land. No more reason to fear, so no more reason to complain … now there’s milk and honey … a lease is signed on an apartment that turns out to be pretty cool after all … and in retrospect, God was in the midst of it all. God loves us  … everything is OK … until it’s not, and we go looking for miracles again.  
And human behavior was no different in Jesus’ time than it is in ours or it was in  in Moses’. In last week’s Gospel, we began the first of five readings from John that try to hammer home to us that Jesus is, indeed, the Bread of Life. Last week, we saw Jesus feeding five thousand families with five loaves and two fishes. We’re told that Jesus escaped into the hills when the crowd was about to try to make him king. But recognizing a good thing when they saw it, the families figured out that Jesus was on the other side of the lake, followed him there, and today we encounter them again – wanting another miracle (or what John’s gospel calls “a sign”). When you’re poor and you’re hungry, free food looks pretty good. You might not be ungrateful for your last miracle; it’s just that right now you need  another one. 
And Jesus was happy to oblige. Only he promised them more than they could even imagine. He told the people in the crowd  not to focus on perishable food like manna in the desert, but on the food that has come down from heaven – the Bread of Life, a metaphor for Jesus’ everlasting presence in the world. Now I don’t want to spoil the end of the story; that will come in  Andrea’s and two Marilyn’s/Marellen’s homilies on August 26. But – spoiler alert --  the people found this Bread of Life  metaphor hard to believe. They wanted bread as they understood it. Bread! What we can see and feel and taste; bread that takes away our fear of hunger. It was incomprehensible to them that bread could be anything but bread.

And yet Jesus used the metaphor of bread – the Bread of Life -- to speak to the reality of his presence in the world. Now, if your memory goes way back to 1988, you’ll remember that PBS aired a very popular 6-part series entitled The Power of Myth by Joseph Campbell. And during that series, Campbell said something I will never forget. 

The reference of the metaphor in religious traditions is to something transcendent that is not literally any thing. If you think that the metaphor is itself the thing it refers to, it would be like going to a restaurant, asking for the menu, seeing beefsteak written there, and starting to eat the menu.
Manna, loaves, fishes – they are all items on the menu, referring to a greater reality back in the kitchen. Insist on eating the menu, and you will die. Order what the menu represents and you will have eternal life.

So we come together again today to take, bless, break, and  share bread as Jesus told us to do at the Last Supper. But we remember that the action is metaphoric for the greater reality – the Body of Christ. That body becomes a reality when we agree to form the Beloved Community. In community, we can bring the peace, joy, wisdom, justice and compassion of the Christ into the world – by our breaking of the bread, and our sharing it when we leave this place.
Once again, I quote Joseph Campbell who said, The cave you fear to enter holds the treasure that you seek. Asking God for a miracle to save the world is a good thing; entering the cave where we fear that we might be called to do something outside of our comfort zone is something else again. else. But enter we must. We are called. We are chosen. We have been given the Bread of Life; we can be the presence of God in the world;  we are the Body of Christ.   
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