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   John 6:24-35


During the winter term of my second year of Divinity School, I walked across the Cambridge commons a couple of evenings per week to attend a class offered at the Episcopal Divinity School called “Life of Prayer”.  Although I’m a bit embarrassed to admit it, this class was what first got me to establish a regular morning prayer routine, and I did so because the class required it.  A mid-day prayer and an evening “examen” were also required by the class for a total of an hour of prayer per day.  For someone who had only prayed, “when the spirit moved” before that, an hour felt like an eternity!


The class introduced us to a number of different ways to pray, but the groundwork for all the other prayer we did was twenty minutes of centering prayer each morning.  Do you know what centering prayer is?  Well, it’s basically the Christian version of meditation, where you focus on your breath, or on a word that you repeat in your mind, and try to let go of any distracting thoughts in your mind.  I was absolutely willing to give centering prayer a try, but I soon discovered that it was an excellent technique for inducing sleep.  I moved from doing centering prayer on my bed, to doing it on my couch, to a wooden dining room chair, and found that with centering prayer, I could fall asleep even when seated in an uncomfortable position.  I started to worry that I just wasn’t cut out to be a serious religious person since I couldn’t even do this one simple thing.


Then one day I was particularly well rested, and sitting up straight on a wooden chair in the middle of my living room, I was actually able to do centering prayer for about ten minutes (I know, because at that point I looked at my watch).  I was feeling pretty good, and was heading in to my second ten minutes when my mind started to wander.  This was right before Valentine’s Day, and I started to think about making Danny a special desert for the occasion.  I started thinking about different desserts he might like, and then started thinking about making a flourless chocolate cake with raspberry sauce.  Soon I was so absorbed in my thoughts about this cake—its texture, the smell as it baked, its taste—that my mouth began to water.  Suddenly I snapped out of my reverie and remembered that I was supposed to be doing centering prayer at that moment.  


That’s when it hit me—how is it that I can be that absorbed in my thoughts around chocolate cake, and yet not be able to focus on God—the creator of life and author of my soul—for even a few minutes?  I went to class the next day still feeling dejected, and I shared my experience with the professor when it was my turn to check in.  But to my surprise, instead of scolding me or encouraging me to try harder, he looked at me with a bit of a smile and said, “Now you’re on to something.  After all, in order to pray at all, we have to get in touch with our hunger, our desire.  You’ve now gotten in touch with a corner of that—albeit a hunger for chocolate cake.  But I believe that if you pursue that—if you allow yourself to go deeper into what you hunger for—you will discover your deep hunger for God.  You’ll find the place inside you that aches for God.  And then, you’ll have discovered the root of all prayer.”


Those words had a huge impact on me, and have really shaped my prayer life ever since.  I’m not saying I was able to make a direct leap from cake to Jesus, but my professor’s words have helped me understand how to root my prayer in something other than a sense of what I think others expect of me.  Instead, I have sought to root my prayer life in the deepest hungers of my soul.


Now, I don’t know about you, but I’ve always found the “I am” statements that Jesus makes in the Gospel of John a bit difficult.  There’s a bunch of them in the Gospel, too:  I am the way, I am the truth, I am light, I am bread.  After a while, these statements start to sound a bit like a puzzle—what does it mean, anyways, to say, “I am bread”?  How am I supposed to connect to a statement like that?


When we encounter statements in scripture that seem too abstract to connect to, often its helpful to bring those statements back down to earth by remembering who they were addressed to, in what context were they made.  In the scripture we read today, Jesus only makes the statement “I am the bread of life” after a lot of other conversation.  That conversation is between Jesus and a group of people who have gone on a journey to find him.  Once they find him, they want him to feed them.  “Give us more!” they demand of him.  “Provide more for us!”  


Jesus doesn’t exactly fulfill their demands, but instead, points them to another story from their history, another story about being led and being fed.  Out of that story, he shows them that they need to connect to their desire, their hunger, and not just look for a way to be fed.  Jesus isn’t going to be their service provider, any more than Moses was.  But he will guide them to a different kind of nourishment, deeper nourishment for a deeper hunger.


I think it’s incredibly difficult for us to connect with our hunger—especially this time of year.  This is a season of such bounty in our country, our culture, and we are continually fed, engaged, provided for.  But in order to engage with this scripture from John, I think we need to engage not just with Jesus’ answer, but also with the questions that were asked of him.  And in order to understand the question, we need to understand hunger—spiritual hunger.


Do you know what it feels like to be hungry?  We understand physical hunger of course—or do we?  Well, if you’ve ever been to Weight Watchers you know that it’s not always a simple matter to know when you’re hungry.  But it’s essential to the program to learn what hunger feels like, because a key principle is to eat when you are hungry, and to stop eating when you’re not hungry anymore.  We eat for so many other reasons—out of boredom, out of social obligation, out of habit—that it often requires some training, some new attention to our body’s signals, before we really know when we’re hungry, and when we’re not.


It’s interesting to think about the connection between that Weight Watchers hunger scale and some of the work we need to do spiritually.  We live in a world where there is so much provision made for us at all times—things to amuse us, distract us, entertain us.  We sit, continually, at a full table.  What would it mean to step aside from that banquet long enough to get hungry?  


Do we even know what it feels like to be spiritually hungry?  What are the things that we need to notice—the cues from our body, from our spirit—that indicate that we’re spiritually hungry?  Loneliness?  Depression?  Anxiety?  Fear?  What do you do when you notice these signs in your life?  Can you pause for a moment—before you fill up that gaps or cover over that wrinkle—and notice what is going on?  Can you say to yourself in that moment—I’m hungry.  I’m spiritually hungry.  I’m hungry for the bread of life.  I’m hungry for you Jesus.  Let that be the root of your prayer.

Invitation to Communion:


Many of us have been to a feast this week.  We’ve sat at tables spread with food and wine, hosted by friends or family, or perhaps we were the host.  Now, we are invited to a different kind of feast.  There isn’t nearly the same quantity of food on this table, and our host is here in Spirit, not body.  But in many ways we come to this table just like we come to a Thanksgiving dinner.  We come hungry, and we come to be fed.


Was there bread on your Thanksgiving table?  Was there a basket of warm rolls, or maybe a crusty loaf that you could slice and use to mop up your gravy?  Was there bread available when you went to the kitchen later in the evening, looking for just a little more turkey?  Bread that you could spread with mayonnaise and layer with turkey and just a little bit more stuffing?  


Let’s take a moment to think about bread.  Think about a kind of bread that you really enjoy.  Think about the smell of it, warm from the oven, or fresh from the toaster.  Think about the taste of it, the feel of it in your mouth.  Remember what it feels like to be fed with bread when you are hungry.  Remember how satisfying a piece of good bread can be, how nourished it can make us feel.


With those thoughts still in mind, consider what Jesus might have been saying when he told his disciples, “I am bread”.  What would it mean to be fed by Jesus like we are fed with bread?  What would it mean to be nourished by Jesus like we are nourished with bread?  Let’s reflect on that quietly for a moment. 


Friends, Jesus invites us to be fed at our table.  Here at KC, we believe that his invitation is to all of us, men and women, adults and children, those who have much faith and those who are searching, those who trust and those who are afraid, those who have wandered and those who are coming home again.  You are welcome here.


For it is here that we remember what Jesus said when he gathered with his disciples for one last banquet, sharing with them the gifts of bread and wine.  Jesus told them there that just as he had offered them his teaching and his healing, his words and his actions, now he was going to offer them his whole self.  His body, broken.  His life poured out.  He held nothing back, and in so doing, showed us that God’s love is bigger than our worst actions; God’s love is blocked by nothing; it is bigger and more powerful even than death itself.  We meet God’s death-defying love again at this table—it becomes our food, nourishing us to face our broken lives, this broken world, with hope and with the conviction that God has not abandoned us.


These are the gifts of God for the people of God.  Come, for all things are now ready.
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