

Being given bread
I Kings 19. 4-8; John 6. 35-51	Crown, 9 August 2009
 All from India:

Mahatma Gandhi
There are people in the world so hungry, that God cannot appear to them except in the form of bread.

Mother Teresa
There is more hunger for love and appreciation in this world than for bread.

D.T. Niles
Christianity is one beggar telling another beggar where he found bread.


I’d like to start with the picture and the quotations. In the picture we see Jesus and some people listening to him; some bread to be shared; an open Bible; some people a little further off, muttering. And then there’s the first quotation. “There are people in the world so hungry, that God cannot appear to them except in the form of bread.”
Mahatma Gandhi, prominent in India for a long period up to the time of Independence in 1947, was a great admirer of Jesus Christ. His life makes for fascinating reading. But Gandhi, while he was strongly drawn to Jesus, was less sure about Christianity, at least some of the Christianity he saw in India which was associated so much with the ruling British culture, cricket and tiffin. “There are people in the world so hungry” … that for us to speak of a wonderful God and yet at the same time doing so little to assuage basic needs, that those who mutter have plenty to talk about.
Mother Teresa also lived in India, she died in 1997 – a European incomer, the “little sister of mercy”, and so less muttered against; in fact celebrated for her extraordinary commitment to those who lived in the poorest slums and on the streets of Calcutta (and if we hadn’t got the measure of it, perhaps the film “Slumdog Millionaire” gave us some pictures to think about). And note how this quotation from her wants to say that there is more than bread that people look for. She can say it with authority. Charity – an absolutely vital part of it is love. It’s not some miserable have-to, it’s not about making you or I feel just a little less guilty. For those in need, love is asked of us. Yet this is not easy. When Mother Teresa, we could sort of imagine what it cost her, this commitment to love; since she died, it has become clearer how high that cost was. She had a very long-lasting spiritual battle on her hands. While she struggled on, her faith barely held up. Can love win in the world? Sometimes it seems so unlikely: Mother Teresa’s story. And again there are those who mutter. They mutter something like, better not to bother.
Daniel Thambyrajah Niles, the last quotation, a theologian and hymn-writer (two of his hymns in CH4), 1908-1970 his dates, and here writing about Christianity. What is Christianity, what does it mean to follow Christ? It is, he says, “one beggar telling another beggar where to find bread”. We’re still the on the streets of India, abject poverty, but if there’s good news for one, then there’s good news for the next one. What I might be given is not for me alone; it is for others too. How I might be fed, it is because I am cared for, my name matters; and then the one who cares, his care, and mine now, it reaches out further. Given to, I can be a giver; blessed, I can be one who carries blessing. And the mutterers? Well, they are wanting their opinions backed up by others like-minded. They would wish to sap away the energy. They’ll say, you can’t do it; you can’t sustain it.
And so when Jesus, in the picture as in our reading from the Bible, offered real bread, and then offered more than bread (he gave utterly of himself, he offered sacrificial love), and as he stood for this pattern that as God lays His blessing upon us, so we are to be channels of blessing towards others, there were then as now always those who would stand aloof and sceptical. And I suppose today’s sermon in a nutshell is, are you one of these people around the table or are you keeping your distance? 
Jesus says, if you are being drawn to me, this is God’s work. This is something very big. This is God placing His mark as it were upon you for eternal life.  And so you, I, we can’t be half-hearted about it; it’s not something incidental, take it or leave it, who cares. Nothing else is as good for us. All the books or magazines we’ve touched about what to eat or how to diet, what sort of exercise to do, what balances to cultivate of mind and body and spirit – all the wisdom of the world pales before what follows on our believing in Jesus Christ as the one whom God sent into the world. I’m not saying everything else is wrong, all the advice we can take in about health and fitness and long life, but whether it ultimately matters, that’s the question. What ultimately is of first importance? The picture, the words on the page, bear witness to Jesus saying, it is me, trusting in God’s Son, following him, living like him. I suppose preachers sometimes come across as peddling a better product, but there’s something different here. The gospel doesn’t say it’s your actions and your pattern of life that will save you; it simply says that as you are drawn towards this, as who Christ is moves you, excites you, challenges you, unnerves you, allow yourself to take it in; allow yourself to be transformed; allow yourself the humility to say, I can do very little of my own strength, but with God’s help, yes, even eternal life is opened up! D.T Niles, it’s one beggar telling another beggar … i.e., none of us can command this, none of us earn it, but God in His goodness opens up to us. And if others mutter, well I’m more drawn by this, or that, well maybe we need to be more upfront about why it’s Christ who truly is “it”.
An African Christian in the fourth century, Augustine, wrote: “Turn us, O God of Hosts, show us Thy countenance, and we shall be whole. For wherever the soul of man turns itself, unless toward Thee, it is riveted upon sorrows, even though it is riveted upon things beautiful.” There will be regrets if we so insist on standing apart, on muttering about all of this. Without God to help us, our mistakes, our failures, they linger on; and it all becomes very hard grind.  Christianity is where the light will always persist beyond the darkness; and where we are not alone with our burdens.
“I am the bread of life”, said Jesus. It is a bit obscure, and I think it needs to be unpacked in this way that I’ve taken, but “bread of life” is still quite a snappy way to remember. We were reading also today about Elijah who on the run got to the point of totally giving up; and so the angel was sent to give him not a good talking to but some bread – food to pick him up. Even at the end of our tether, God will give us strength. Or in Psalm 34, which we sang, the poetry there describes those who have been hard dealt with, given a very sore time: “taste and see that the Lord is good”. There’s plenty else that leaves us a bad taste in our mouth, but not God. Or we could think about our experiences of sharing food. I’m not the only one in recent weeks really to have been lifted by going into the Olive Grove and a plate of lovely soup or a coffee and a cake, and the friendship there, it gets the day going again; as a happy family meal might, or as cool water might for those who are parched; or as Holy Communion might for us when we know our need for forgiveness and encouragement. Jesus said, I am the Bread of life. I suppose he could equally have said, I am the cup of tea, I am the best bowl of soup. I mean, it’s strange, metaphorical talk, but it’s to take us into that assurance that he is here to take us on, for this life and the next. Yes, there are folk who don’t really want to hear this, who say, why him rather than this alternative or that one. But there’s a danger in too readily folding the arms and looking on from a distance. It’s another quotation I’ll end with, this time from the French philosopher Simone Weil: “The danger is not lest the soul should doubt whether there is any bread, but lest, by a lie, it should persuade itself that it is not hungry.” 

