“Our Daily Bread”

John 6:22-35
I was sixteen years old and traveling in a bus filled with high school students on a two-week trip through Colorado, headed toward a Young Life Camp, but along the way we stopped off in a few places for some fun and excitement.  There was one morning I well remember when we got up at the crack of dawn.  It was so early I really didn’t even feel like eating breakfast, so I got on the bus and went back to sleep.  When I awoke, I was standing at the foot of Pikes Peak.

On this particular day, we were going to climb the 13-mile hike to the top of Pikes Peak.  Now, our guide up the mountain encouraged us to take a short cut.  There was an incline railroad that went straight up the side of the mountain for the first two miles, and he suggested we climb up the railroad tracks instead of taking the path.  That way, we wouldn’t have to traverse back and forth up the mountain for five miles.  By climbing the incline, we would save ourselves three whole miles.  Sounds good, right?  Wrong!  For two miles we were literally pulling and stepping straight up.  It was like climbing up a ladder—for two miles.  When I got to the top of the incline, I was exhausted.

“Only eight more miles,” shouted our guide.  I was so tired I wasn’t sure I wanted to see the top of Pike’s Peak, but there were too many girls headed up the mountain, so I wasn’t about to admit my weakness.  I headed up too.

After about three more miles, we reached the halfway point where our tour guide had arranged a sack lunch.  Well, that lunch barely scratched the surface of my hunger, and there was a vending machine at this rest-stop, so I spent most of the money I had with me on candy bars.

After a light lunch, the majority of the group decided to turn around and go back down the mountain, but I was actually starting to catch my second wind.  And most of my buddies were heading on up the mountain, so I headed up the mountain too.

As we climbed higher and higher and higher, we eventually passed the timberline where the air gets so thin trees can’t even grow. Well, it was about this time that I started getting really hungry.  With no breakfast, a lunch of mostly candy bars, and with the air getting thinner and thinner, each step felt like a hundred.  Everyone in that small group of teenagers was hungry and exhausted.  But we continued up the mountain one step at a time.  And it kept getting later and later and colder and colder.  And when it was pretty-late in the afternoon, it started to snow.  It was the middle of July, but it was snowing.  And I was in short pants and a T-shirt.  But we were only a couple of miles from the top, so we kept going, and going, until finally we made it.  And at the top of Pike’s Peak, there is a restaurant.  Food at last!

After spending most of my money on candy bars, I had just enough money for a grilled cheese sandwich.  A simple slice of cheese between two ordinary pieces of bread—that was the best grilled cheese sandwich I’ve ever eaten.  I was exhausted.  I was lightheaded, cold, and hungry, and a simple meal of bread and cheese gave me the much-needed nourishment my body craved.

We humans are fragile creatures.  There are certain things our bodies require for survival.  We need air to breathe and food and water or else we die.  Sunlight is needed for plants to grow and to keep the earth warm enough for anything to live.  We humans are vulnerable, and there are certain things our bodies require.  As I hear this morning’s New Testament reading, I am reminded of my body’s craving for food at the top of Pike’s Peak and how my body’s needs were met by a simple meal of bread and cheese.

As our New Testament story begins, a crowd is looking everywhere for Jesus.  This morning’s story follows immediately after the story of Jesus walking on water.  Just the day before, the crowd had watched as the disciples got into a boat and headed to Capernaum—without Jesus. And it was the only boat in that area.  But today, when the crowd manages to get to Capernaum, there’s Jesus, and they were confused.  They didn’t know the story of Jesus walking on water to meet the boats and his disciples at sea.  So, they wondered.  How could Jesus have gotten there when the only boat in the area sailed without him?  So, the crowd goes to Jesus and asks, “How did you do this?  How did you get here?”
But in his typical way, Jesus does not answer the question asked.  Instead, he goes underneath the surface of their question and gets to the heart of the matter.  Jesus says, “Very truly, I tell you, you are looking for me, not because you saw signs [of who I am], but because you ate your fill of the loaves.”

Now this is the same crowd Jesus fed with five loaves of bread and two fish.  It was a miracle, but the miracle was intended to be a sign—a sign of the true identity of Jesus as the Christ.  Just as God had fed the people of Israel in the desert with manna from heaven, Jesus fed this hungry crowd with bread.  It was a sign of his God-like power and identity.  But instead of seeing this sign, the crowd only recognizes the benefit of a full belly.  They got a free meal, and they came looking for more.

We humans are often like that.  We approach our religion from the standpoint of what we can get out of it.  We seek self-serving miracles to meet our every desire.  The crowd came to Jesus asking how he got to the other side of the sea, but Jesus knows what they really want is another self-serving miracle.  “Do not work for food that perishes,” says Jesus, “but for the food that endures for eternal life.”  Jesus is offering food that feeds a full and meaningful life, an eternally whole and complete life.  But that’s not what the crowd hears.
“Wait a minute.  Food that will keep us full for an eternity!  What a deal,” says the crowd.  “Think of the money we will save.  And no more starving!  Yeah, Jesus, just tell us what we’ve got to do to earn some of that bread.”
Have you ever watched a conversation where two people talk past each other?  They think they are talking about the same thing, but they’re not.  Trying to correct the miscommunication, Jesus says, “This is the work of God (that you must do to get the eternal food;) you must believe in him whom (God) has sent.”

“Now wait a minute,” says the crowd.  “We assume you are talking about yourself, Jesus, when you tell us to believe in the one God sent.  Well, if you want us to believe God sent you and to put our faith in you, what sign are you offering?”

Have you ever done a magic trick for a child?  What do they always say when it’s over?  “Do it again!”  You can do the magic trick 500 times, and still they will say, “Do it again!”  Less than 24 hours earlier this crowd witnessed a miracle—the sign of Jesus feeding 5,000 people with five loaves of bread and two fish.  And here they are saying, “Do it again!”

“Don’t you understand,” says Jesus, “I am the bread of Life!”  You should be seeking the bread that comes from heaven...the bread which gives life to the world…I am that bread.”

We humans are fragile creatures.  There are certain things that our bodies require to survive—air, sunlight, food and water.  But, folks, there is something we need even more.  We need Jesus.  We need to be fed by the presence of God in our daily lives.  And that nourishment comes through trusting and following Jesus.
In Maslow’s hierarchy of needs, we see a pyramid of our basic human requirements.  At ground level we see our basic individual physiological needs: air, water, food, shelter, clothing.  Without these things we die.  The next level up the pyramid is our need for safety: personal security, employment, resources, health, and property.  These are important needs for our individual wellbeing.  But the third, fourth, and fifth levels up the pyramid are important needs for our communal wellbeing—our need to make a positive contribution for the wellbeing of our community.  And I think that’s what Jesus is talking about here.  Jesus says, “The bread of God…gives life to the world.”  Level Three—Love and Belonging: being a part of something bigger than your own individual wants and wishes, being so connected to others that you become as concerned for their welfare and wellbeing as you are for yourself.  Level Four—Esteem: living a life rooted in truth, honesty, integrity, and character in all our relationships.  And finally, Level Five—Self-Actualization: becoming the loving, caring, compassionate merciful human being that God created you to be.
We are living in a troubled and confused generation, and I truly believe that many people today are hungry for meaning and purpose and substance in their lives.  People are starving for a sense of peace and wholeness.  They’re famished for hope and assurance that they are not alone in their quest for survival.  But in so many ways we are trying to satisfy this hunger in all the wrong ways and all the wrong places.  And folks, the issue here is a matter of faith.  What are you going to base your life upon?  Who are you going to follow?  Who are you going to believe?  How are you going to feed that spiritual hunger inside of you?

We are fragile creatures, we humans.  We have needs and requirements for our survival.  But waht we need most, the bread we are starving for is Jesus.  “I am the bread of life,” says Jesus.  “Whoever comes to me will never be hungry, and whoever believes in me will never be thirsty.”

Let us pray:

Our heavenly Father, we hunger to know you, and we thirst for the life you would have us to live.  Feed us this day with the bread of life.  Amen.

David A. Cagle
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