“Are You Hungry for Life?”

John 6:33, 35, 41-51

“We have all of us been told that grace is to be found in the universe.  But in our human foolishness and shortsightedness, we imagine divine grace to be finite … But the moment comes when our eyes are opened, and we see and realize that grace is infinite.  Grace, my friends, demands nothing from us but that we shall await it with confidence and acknowledge it in gratitude.”

These are the words of General Loewenhielm, in the allegorical tale Babette’s Feast.  At the climax of a magnificent dinner, General Loewenhielm raises his glass and proposes a toast.  Through this toast, the author makes it perfectly clear that Babette’s Feast is not simply a tale of a magnificent meal, but a story about grace.

Grace, you see, is a very hard concept to define.  Oh sure, you can look ‘grace’ up in a dictionary, but there you will only find a sterile definition.  A dictionary cannot convey the magnificence of grace.  Grace has to be experienced to be grasped.  Grace has to be felt to be recognized.  Pictures of the Grand Canyon are certainly impressive, but you have to go to the Grand Canyon and see it with your own eyes to begin to grasp its magnificence.  Isak Dinesen, the author of Babette’s Feast, understood this, and that’s why the author wrote a wonderful allegorical tale about grace.

Jesus also understood the limitations of definitions of grace.  I think that’s why Jesus gives us so many wonderful metaphors and similes about grace.  In this morning’s Gospel reading, Jesus proclaims, “I am the Bread of Life.”  That’s sort of like saying, “I am the food that feeds the eternally wholesome life for which you hunger.”  Just as our daily bread is essential for our daily growth and sustenance, so Jesus is essential to our everyday fulfillment in life.

You see, there is something inspiring about the character of Jesus that is essential to life.  There is something enlightening about Jesus’ teaching that is essential.  There is something cleansing in his self-sacrificing death and something empowering in his resurrection that is essential.  There is something so essential to human life in the person of Jesus, that it can only be compared to the essential nature of our daily bread.
And my friends, the really radical nature of this bread of life is this: It’s offered to us for free—no strings attached, on the house.  All we have to do is trust and believe—trust and believe in Jesus.  Jesus calls us to live our lives truly trusting in his promise of forgiveness, and, therefore, in gratitude, forgiving others as we have been forgiven.  Jesus calls us to live our lives truly believing in his promise of an eternally enriched life, and therefore, in confidence, actually looking for grace in unexpected places.

“I am the bread of life,” says Jesus.  [“I am the assurance of God’s unmerited love for you, and I am the witness of God’s unending commitment to you.  And I offer you this love and commitment at no charge, no strings attached, on the house—just trust and believe.”  That’s grace.]

But grace has always been a difficult concept for humanity to grasp, not only in our own time but also in Jesus’ time.  The crowd that approached Jesus, in our reading, wasn’t looking for a sign that Jesus had been sent by God to bring ‘life’ into this ‘lifeless’ world.  They weren’t looking for a grace-filled life.  They just wanted a free meal—regular old and everyday bread.

[“What I am offering is so much more than a full belly,”] says Jesus.  “Work not for the food that perishes, but for the food that endures for an eternally enriched life.”

In today’s scripture reading, Jesus uses the symbolism of food to communicate a tough concept to grasp—grace—and there’s only one way to even begin to understand it.  You have to experience it.  You have to sort of taste it.  So, this morning, I offer you a little experience of grace through a story about food, a story about grace.

Once upon a time in a cold, muddy, and grim fishing village in Norway, there were two middle-aged spinsters, who had taken over the leadership of their father’s austere Lutheran sect.  The two women had been beautiful in their youth, despite their best efforts to hide it.  But it was hard to see their beauty, now buried underneath the layers of black clothing that all the members of the sect were required to wear.

Having renounced all pleasures in life, the people subsisted on a diet of boiled codfish and a gruel made by boiling bread in water fortified with a splash of ale.  On the Sabbath, the sect gathered together and sang a rather somber version of ‘Jerusalem, My Happy Home, Name Ever Dear to Me.’  With their sights fixed on the New Jerusalem, life on earth was simply tolerated as the only way to get to heaven.

But the mission of the Lutheran sect had begun to lose its momentum after the death of their father.  Without his stern leadership, the membership began to splinter and dwindle.  The sect was down to only 11 members, and there was friction among these few.  One brother held a grudge against another for some business matter in their past.  There was a rumor that two of the members had been having an affair for 30 years.  And there was a pair of old ladies who had not spoken for decades.

Day after day, year after year the sect continued to go through the motions of their stringent faith, until one stormy night a stranger came into their village.  In the middle of the night, the two aging women heard a knock on their door.  When they opened it, they found a woman who presented them with a note.

The letter was from an old friend, saying this woman was from Paris.  She was fleeing the horrors of the French Revolution and had nowhere to go and no one to whom she could turn.  Her husband and son had already been killed, and their friend hoped that the two women would show mercy.  [“This woman will gladly do whatever labor you ask, in exchange for room and board,”] wrote their friend.  “[Oh, and one more thing,] Babette can cook!”

Well, the two women didn’t know what to do.  What would the others think about their having a maid?  But how could they turn her out?  So they agreed to let Babette stay and set straight to the task of teaching her to boil the codfish and brew the gruel.  Babette’s eyebrow shot up and her nose wrinkled, as she observed their cooking lesson.  But she never spoke a word of complaint.

Babette worked for the two women and lived in the village for many years, and her manner and disposition brought new life into the community.  But after 12 years of service, a strange thing occurred.  Babette suddenly received a letter—the first in twelve years.  A friend wrote to inform her that Babette had won the French lottery.  The friend had continued to buy Babette a ticket each year since she left, and this year Babette had won—10,000 Francs.  The sisters rejoiced at her good news, but their hearts sank, knowing that Babette would be leaving.

As it happened, the arrival of the letter coincided with the quickly approaching 100th anniversary of the birth of the ladies’ father, and Babette had an idea.  “I have one favor to ask of you.”  Said Babette.  “Let me prepare (for you and all the members of your faith) an anniversary meal for the occasion—a real French dinner.”  Well, the two sisters weren’t sure what to do.  The meal would mean breaking their diet of codfish and gruel.  But what could they do?  It was the first favor Babette had asked in 12 years.  Reluctantly, they agreed.

Babette set straight to work, and soon boats began to arrive with provisions: Wheelbarrows loaded with crates of small birds, cases of champagne and wine, the entire head of a cow, fresh vegetables, truffles, pheasants, ham, strange creatures that live in the sea, and a huge tortoise, still alive.

The members of the sect looked on with concern.  Tongues were meant for praise and thanksgiving, not for indulging in exotic tastes.  But what could they do?  Babette had become a friend to the entire community.  So, they all agreed out of respect for their friend that they would eat whatever was set before them and they would make no comment about the food.

When the day of the great feast finally arrived, a light blanket of snow fell on the village, brightening the dull place with a gloss of white.  And another unexpected thing happened that day as well.  An unexpected guest arrived–General Loewenhielm, another old friend and former suitor of one of the two sisters.  So naturally, he was invited to join the other 11 members of the religious community for dinner.

As the guests entered the dining room and took their seats, General Loewenhielm raved over the eloquence of the room.  Babette found china and crystal and decorated candles with evergreens.  As he took his seat, the General continued to praise the ambiance of the room, but the other guests “sat mute, like turtles around a pond.”

It was the General who also remarked with favor over every course of the meal.  “Amontillado!”  Shouted the General, as he sipped his first glass of wine.  “And the finest Amontillado I have ever tasted.”  And with the first taste of soup, he could have sworn it was turtle soup.  But how could such a thing be found in this area?  “Incredible!”  He proclaimed when he tasted the next course.  “It is Blinis Demidoff!”  But all the other guests sat with their faces puckered in deep wrinkles, eating the same rare delicacies without expression or comment.  Only the General seemed to appreciate what was set before him.

But slowly, as the meal continued, the banquet worked a magical effect on the church villagers.  Their blood began to warm.  Their tongues loosened.  The brother who had cheated another on a business deal finally confessed.  The two women who had feuded found themselves conversing.  Another woman burped, and the brother next to her said without thinking, “Hallelujah!”  And the whole group broke into laughter.

Finally, came the main course – baby quail prepared en Sarcophage.  [“I have seen such a dish only in one place in all of Europe,”]  proclaimed the General.  It was at the Café Anglais in Paris—the restaurant once renowned for its woman chef.

The meal continued to have its effect upon the faithful.  “The vain illusions of this earth had dissolved before their eyes like smoke, and they had seen the universe as it really is.”  Old-timers joined hands and sang the old songs of faith with a spirit they had never felt.  For “they felt as if they had indeed had their sins washed white as wool, and in this regained innocent attire were gamboling like little lambs.”

When the dinner was over, the sisters went into the kitchen to speak to Babette.  “It was quite a nice dinner.”  Said one of the ladies.  But Babette seemed to be far away.  After a time, she looked up at them and said,  “I was once a cook at the Café Anglais.”  “We will all remember this evening when you have gone back to Paris, Babette.”  The other sister added, as if not hearing what Babette had said.

But Babette told them she would not be returning to Paris.  All of her friends and family had been killed or imprisoned, and besides the travel would be so expensive.

“But what about the 10,000 franks?”  The sisters asked.

And that’s when Babette unloaded her bombshell.  She had spent all of her money, every last franc of the 10,000 she won, on the feast they had just devoured.  “Don’t be shocked,” she told them.  “That is what a proper dinner for twelve costs at the Café Anglais.”

Let us pray:

Gracious God, may we learn to feast upon this life of abundance you offer.  Believing in your forgiveness, trusting in your promise, we shall feast upon the bread of life.  Help us, O Lord, “to await your grace with confidence, and to acknowledge it with gratitude.”  Amen.
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