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Ephesians 4:1-16 and John 6:24-35


I returned this past Tuesday from a wonderful two-week vacation in the Pacific Northwest—Vancouver, Olympic National Park, Seattle, Mount St. Helens, and Portland, Oregon.  This is a region of the country that Dan and I haven’t been too much and it was just wonderful to immerse ourselves in such an incredible landscape that is so different from the one we live in here in Maryland.  Snow-capped mountains, turquoise blue alpine lakes, towering redwoods and cedars, oceans with rocky shores and a mystical haze all took our breath away.  But as I’ve reflected on our trip this past week, I’ve returned again and again in my memory not to the new and unusual things we did and saw, but to something very common and familiar.  For me, the highlights of the trip all took place around tables, as we sat together with Dan’s brother and his family who have recently moved to Vancouver, or old friends who live in Seattle or Portland.


Let me share a snapshot of just one such dinner.  When we were in Seattle, we met up with an old friend who lived with us while he was a graduate student in Boston.  He lived with us when Paul and Isaac were born until they were about three, and he hadn’t seen them for about four years.  We gathered in his back yard for a wonderful dinner with his girlfriend, who we’d never met, and his girlfriend’s best friend.  It turned out that this friend works with municipalities to include youth in decision making, so she was really interested in talking with Paul and Isaac.  It was a wonderful night, but it’s hard to exactly explain.  Somehow, as we watched this friend connect with our kids, we felt ourselves re-connecting with our old friend.  We took our largely separated lives and mixed them together for a night and found that there was love and respect there in abundance.  We sat outside and talked late into the night, and the next morning our friend said as soon as we met over the breakfast table, “Wasn’t last night marvelous?”  


Nights like that always make me think of a story that lies at the heart of some of the most famous Jewish mystical writing, the Kabbalah.  The story is called the “Sheverit HaKelim”, and it tells about something that happened when the world was created.  At the time of creation, the light or glory of God was contained in a vessel, a jar, which was too weak to hold it for long.  The jar soon shattered, and the shattered pieces spread throughout the whole creation.  Our job, the job of all people, is to look for the shards; those pieces of divine light, and those bits of divine glory and to bring them back together again.  In Hebrew, that’s called “tikkum olam”, repair of the world.  Our spiritual work is essentially repair work.  It’s connective and restorative and relational. 


I can’t help but notice that in today’s reading from the Gospel of John, the people seem to be doing just about the exact opposite thing.  They’ve just shared an amazing experience of all being miraculously fed with just a few loaves and fishes, but now they seem to want to analyze the experience.  They want to pull it apart and look at each piece of the experience and try to understand it.  And while there is nothing wrong with analysis in general, it doesn’t seem to get anyone very far when it comes to understanding what it means to be miraculously gathered and fed by Jesus.


For example, there seems to be an attempt in this passage to pull apart the physical and the spiritual.  When the people first find Jesus in Capernaum, he seems annoyed with them.  He seems to think they are too focused on bread—the actual, concrete bread they miraculously shared.  He encourages them to work for “the food that endures for eternal life”.  He seems to push the people to put aside their focus on their physical needs so that they can be more aware of their deeper spiritual hungers.


This then leads to another problem because the people want to understand exactly what Jesus means by “work”.  Is Jesus going to do the work, or is there something that they are supposed to do?  Jesus critiques their attachment to Moses since after all Moses was a human, and his miraculous powers were gifts from God.  He then tells them that whoever believes in him—in Jesus--will never be hungry or thirsty.  Here again, the complications of the argument seem to stem from an attempt to pull things apart—what part of this is about human activity and what part of this is about God’s activity?  What part of this is about work and what part of this is about faith or belief?  The deeper we get into this kind of analysis, the less clear everything becomes.


It’s easy for me to get hooked into analysis right along with the rest of the people in the passage, and a passage like this one almost begs to be teased apart in order to be understood.  But when we set out to do that, we encounter Jesus finally stepping forward to make everything clear.  “Do you want to know who I am?” he says, “Do you want to know where I come down in the debate between physical and spiritual, work and faith, human activity and God’s activity?  Well, I make it as simple for you as possible.  I’m bread.  That resolves it all—doesn’t it?”


Isn’t that delightful?  In Jesus’ attempt to respond to all these questions that pull things apart, he offers up an image.  A connecting, unifying image:  bread.  In particular, he’s talking about manna, the miraculous bread that sustained the Israelites in the desert.  

Is manna physical or spiritual?  Well, it’s certainly physical because after all the Israelites could gather it and eat it and it sustained their very real and physical bodies.  But it wasn’t just physical—it’s a miraculous gift from God.  It connects the people who eat it with God.  It form an on-going, daily spiritual connection, spiritual relationship between the Israelites and God.

Is manna about human work or is about God’s work?    Again, it’s both.  It is food that is created by God, not by people.  But the people have to go out and gather it from the ground.  They have to regulate it among the community, making sure that each person takes just enough.  Manna is God’s work, but it requires human work in order to be of use.

Is manna about work or is it about belief?  Manna—as we’ve just said—requires work, but it also requires belief.  Each person, after all, is allowed to collect only enough for one day.  Manna requires a person to have faith that there will be another gift tomorrow.  It requires a person to trust in the promises of God, even while she is engaging in the work that God has given her to do today.

When Jesus say, “I am bread”, when he says, “I am manna”, he holds together all these things that we would try to separate and analyze.  That’s what bread does—it combines and coheres and thereby nourishes.  And that’s what tables do.  When we come together around a table to feed ourselves and to feed each other, we’re engaging in something that is more than physical.  It’s spiritual.  It’s than just our activity, it’s a way for us to join our activity with God’s, celebrating the power of love that binds us together and that binds us to God.

The people around Jesus experienced miracles when he gathered them together and fed them—not just one time, but many times.  And in the end, their experience doesn’t submit well to analysis, any more than our own dinner miracles do.  But their experience, their story, does invite participation.  Their story connects to our story, their story becomes our practice, our sacrament, our manner of connecting and relating and repairing our connection with each other and with God.
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