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Joshua 24: 1-2a, 15-17, 18b
Ps. 34: 2-3, 16-21
Eph. 5: 2a, 25-32
Jn 6: 60-69


Over the past five weeks, we have been considering the theme of the Bread of Life from many perspectives, in both the Hebrew scriptures and the Gospels. Bread –food- is the stuff of life- what is necessary literally to keep body and soul together. The prophet Elijah in the desert is fed by God – nourishment for his important work. Jesus feeds the hungry crowds with a few loaves and fishes.  At the very superficial level, hungry people are being fed physically. At a deeper level, people are being bonded, are growing in relationships of trust with God – and also, with one another. Communion is happening.


But we are warned not to work for bread that does not satisfy, that is perishable. We are told that we must seek the Living Bread that bonds us eternally with our God who is the source of all that nourishes us, that gives us life, that keeps us safe on the journey. The Israelites were gifted with quail and manna in the desert. God provides for all of their needs and asks them to walk in a relationship of trust. Jesus says it simply: “I am the Bread of Life. Those who come to me will not hunger.”

The Temple officials, of course, are outraged by Jesus’ statement. How dare he create such a scandal, comparing himself to the Great I Am who provides for all? Clearly, their radar screen does not extend to the possibility that God should choose to be present to them – to relate to them in human form! The crisis comes to a head in last week’s readings when the Temple authorities and Jesus have a showdown over the “Bread of Life “ scandal. The other readings of the day point to the invitation to open up vistas yet unknown and to seek Wisdom – to eat her bread and drink her wine. The implication – Jesus is Wisdom Incarnate.


So, today, we begin at that place of tension, of crisis – that moment in which choices have to be made. It is the moment of “Endgame!” The Hebrew scriptures passage is a dramatic one from the Book of Joshua. As the Israelites are finally entering the Promised Land under the leadership of Joshua, successor to Moses, there is suddenly after 40 years of wandering in the desert, an inertia, a kind of paralysis manifesting in the people. “We’re here. What do we do now?” Joshua decides to give it to them straight. He explains in graphic terms how hard it is going to be for them as they come into the land to faithfully fulfill their end of the covenant and to serve Yahweh, their God. It is total loyalty that God is asking; singleheartedness and not a divided heart. But the Israelites, nevertheless, insist that they will cling to Yahweh. What else would they do? (Stay tuned. We’ll hear a similar sentiment echoed again by Peter).

This drama then is re-enacted in the passage from John’s Gospel. When Jesus reiterates his teaching that he is the Bread of Life by saying that the one who eats this bread will live forever, we are told that many murmur that this is a difficult teaching and hard to accept. Why is it so hard to accept? One scripture scholar has called such imagery “cannibalistic,” bringing us face to face with the full implications of the incarnation! What it really says, I think, is that the relationship between Jesus and those who believe in him –who eat his flesh – is more intimate than that between the shepherd and the sheep, between the vine and the branches, or any kind of abstract abiding. For those who receive Jesus, and truly abide in him, are part of his Body. His life clings to their bones, and courses through their veins. He can no more be taken from their lives than last Tuesday’s breakfast! It is the ultimate communion – the coming together of the Savior and the saved.

Returning to the story line in today’s text, we have to ask ourselves, “Are we really that different from the disciples described in today’s gospel passage? We are told that the reaction of many disciples was to leave Jesus at this point, and this reaction is understandable. I think the troubled words blurted out by the always direct Peter when asked by Jesus if they, the Twelve, would also desert him as others were doing, “Lord, to whom can we go? You have the words of eternal life. We have come to know and believe that you are the Holy One of God”  - these are incredibly powerful words. These words represent an awesome witness to a true understanding of the deep communion that exists between the God who is the source and the sustainer of all that is and the people God has called into intimate relationship.

The fact is that, in the face of the defection of many, the Twelve (representing all those who remain faithful) –  mirroring the 12 tribes of Israel under the leadership of Joshua, accept the offer of deeper relationship, deeper communion with God – in good times and in bad. No doubt, John’s version of the Bread of Life story, with its emphasis on defections versus choosing to remain, was influenced heavily by the defections that were occurring in the Johannine community in the last decade of the first century following the destruction of the Jerusalem Temple, as members were being asked to choose between being good and faithful Jews versus remaining in the Jewish Christian community. It was “Endgame time” and disciples were having to walk forward in faith, leaving behind some of their lives. Do we not experience the same things in our day? Immigrants and asylum seekers who have to walk forward in faith and seek new life leaving a lot behind that, while not perfect, was at least predictable? People with life threatening diseases who take experimental treatments who take a risk? Changing jobs? Letting go of leadership positions and trusting them to new people? Getting ordained as a woman priest without the full blessing of family and friends? We can do these things, but only because we trust the Spirit of God to lead us in discerning the path. We can do these things if we are clear that that one relationship – that deep communion with our faithful God is the basis on which we can discern the path which is life-giving for us. 
