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 Jesus said to them, “I am the bread of life.  Whoever 
comes to me will never be hungry, and whoever believes 
in me will never be thirsty.”   
 Then the religious authorities began to complain 
about Jesus for saying, “I am the bread that came down 
from heaven.”   
 They were saying, “Isn’t this Jesus, the son of 
Joseph, whose father and mother we know? How can he 
now say, ‘I have come down from heaven’?”  
 Jesus answered them, “Don’t complain among 
yourselves.  No one can come to me unless drawn by the 
Father who sent me; and I will raise that person up on the 
last day.  It’s written in the prophets, ‘And they shall all 
be taught by God.’  Everyone who has heard and learned 
from the Father comes to me.  Not that anyone has seen 
the Father except the one who is from God;  
He’s seen the Father.  Very truly, I tell you, whoever 
believes has eternal life.  I am the bread of life.  Your 
ancestors ate the manna in the wilderness, and they died.  
This is the bread that comes down from heaven, so that 
one may eat of it and not die.  I am the living bread that 
came down from heaven.  Whoever eats of this bread will 
live forever; and the bread that I will give for the life of 
the world is my flesh.”   
                                                                - John 6:35, 41-51 
 
  When I was a preaching professor I insisted that my 
students’ sermons have one clear purpose. They had to 
state this central idea in ten words or less.   

On many occasions I have forced myself to write a 
ten-word statement to pull a disorganized sermon 



together.  I failed this week.  I have not been able to boil 
this text or this sermon down to one clear, simple idea.   
  When St. Augustine was asked a question about 
astrology, he said that his main quarrel with the practice 
of astrology is not that it is superstitious—which it is—
but of course I would say that, I am a Pisces.   Augustine 
said that astrology is a lie because it claims to have simple 
answers for questions.  The great saint had such respect 
for the complexity of life that he had contempt for simple 
answers.   

Most people love simple answers:  three reasons 
Chicago pizza is inferior; four reasons the Yankees are 
going to catch the Red Sox; five reasons you do not want 
Michael Cohen for your lawyer.  We are forever pinning 
things down, explaining things, fixing things in our mind.   

Faith does not work that way. We should not make 
faith appear simpler than it is.  Our job is not to explain 
God, Jesus or Christianity in ten words or less.  Our 
calling is to be part of a continuing conversation with 
God.  The stories about Jesus cannot be summarized in 
ten-word statements.   

Jesus is in a huge crowd when he is asked, “How do 
we get food for all of these people?  Two hundred silver 
pieces wouldn’t be enough to buy half a bagel for each 
one.”  

They show him a little boy’s lunch to illustrate the 
meagerness of their resources—five small barley loaves 
and two fish.  Jesus gives thanks and five thousand eat 
dinner.   

Jesus says, “Gather up the leftovers, so that the 
people who show up late can have a plate.”   



This peculiar story should not be explained away too 
quickly.  Whatever happened, the crowd is amazed.  They 
follow him around the Sea of Galilee, but not because 
they want to hear what he has to say.  They want another 
free meal:  “Do what you did before.  You should grill the 
fish in a lemon sauce.  Sourdough bread would be nice.”  
 A cartoon depicts this scene with the caption, 
“Thirteen-year-olds at the feeding of the 5,000.”   
 A teenage girl exclaims, “But, like, I don’t like fish.” 
 Jesus says, “Don’t work for food that spoils.  Pay 
attention to the food that lasts forever.”   
 The connection between the bread they have eaten 
and eternity is unclear, to say the least. They ask him to 
explain.   
 Jesus says, “I am the bread of life.  Whoever eats this 
bread will never die.”   
 For two thousand years, Jesus’ followers have tried to 
make what Jesus said seem more reasonable than it often 
sounds:  “Eat my flesh and you will never die” is a 
strange thing to say.  Who would not be confused? 
What would our reaction be?   

A preacher in Times Square shouts: “Get your bread 
from heaven.  Anyone who eats this will never die.”   

The faculty of the Hebrew Divinity School of 
Jerusalem complains, “What kind of nonsense is this?  
What would your parents think if they heard this 
foolishness?”   

Jesus does not respond, but says something about 
being drawn to God. 
He brings up the bread from heaven again.   
The conversation is hard to follow.  Jesus uses phrases 
that need to be explained without explaining them.       



 But what bothers the listeners most is not the 
difficulty of understanding Jesus.  What bothers them 
most is Jesus’ claim that they need his help.   
 Jesus is most offensive to those who think they can 
figure faith out on their own:   
“Isn’t this the carpenter whose family we’ve known for 
years?  We’re better educated than Jesus.”   
 If faith is about knowledge, then Jesus is 
unnecessary, because there is more than enough religion 
to argue about. We make a mistake when we define faith 
as a fixed set of beliefs.  Jesus teaches that faith is an 
ongoing search for meaning. 
Faith is our response to the way God pulls us towards 
God.   
 Faith is not an accomplishment, but a hope.  Belief is 
not an achievement, but a gift.  We are in church, not 
because we are smart, but because God has drawn us here.   
God pulls us along, offering flashes of illumination along 
the dark path, placing within us the feeling that we are not 
alone and not yet home. 
 In Breakfast at the Victory—The Mysticism of 
Ordinary Experience, James Carse tells of growing up in 
Wisconsin: 
 Each November, ducks and geese came by the 
thousands to our little lake.  I asked, “Where are they 
going?”  
 My father answered, “South,”   
 “Where’s that?” 
 “Very far from here.”   
 “How do they know how to find it?” 
 “They just know.” 
 “Why don’t they stop here?” 



 “They know this isn’t the south.”   
 “Do they know this is Milwaukee?”  
 “Well, no, they don’t know that.”   
 “Are they lost?”   
 “No.” 
 This last answer always led to a pause in the 
conversation.  The birds did not know where they were, 
but they were not lost.   
They knew where they were going even if they had never 
been there before.   

This is the kind of paradox that can turn inquisitive 
six-year-olds into dialectical thinkers; truly annoying 
pests:  “If the birds aren’t lost but don’t know they’re in 
Milwaukee, does that mean that we are lost because we 
do know this is Milwaukee?”   
 If adults are annoyed by questions like this, it is not 
just because they are unanswerable, but because the 
answers raise even larger questions concerning things 
about which we want to feel certain.   

We think we know where we are going, but are we 
sure?  How lost are we?  Where are we being drawn? 
 Faith is not certain, firm, unwavering knowledge.  
Faith is a journey, being drawn to a God we do not fully 
understand.  Faith is more like a novel than a textbook.  
You read a math book, think about it, and work at it until 
you get it: “The square root of 225 is fifteen.”   

But when you read a great novel you come out with 
your life changed.  Your way of viewing the world is 
transformed.  At the end of a great novel, you do not say, 
“I got it,” because it has gotten you.   

 Jesus calls that experience “eternal life.” 



   William Willimon writes, “Maybe eternal life is not a 
reward we get for understanding everything about Jesus, 
for never having any doubts, for never being exasperated 
or confused by him.  Maybe eternal life is what we have 
now—a willingness to listen to God, even when we can’t 
fully understand or explain.” 
 The challenge is for us to learn to love completely 
without understanding completely.   

God understands that we do not understand.  We 
want to trust God, but we do not want to look foolish.  We 
need God, but we want to act like we do not.  We want to 
pray, but we do not want to be hypocrites.  We want to be 
independent, but we do not want to be alone.  We want to 
belong, but we want to be ourselves.  We believe, and we 
are filled with unbelief. 
 God offers the bread of life because we do not 
completely understand:  “This is the bread that has come 
down from heaven so that we can share our lives with 
God.”   

The bread of life is an ongoing back and forth with 
God that becomes the best part of who we are.   

The Jewish poet Hayim Bialik grew up in poverty.  
His father died when he was young. His mother worked 
long hours to support her family.  After a long day on her 
feet in the little store where she worked, she would come 
home to cook and care for her children.   

Late one night, the little boy got out of bed and went 
into the kitchen where his mother was baking bread.  She 
was so exhausted that she wept as she kneaded the dough 
for the next day’s bread.  He could see her tears mixing 
with the dough.   



The next morning, he ate the bread his mother had 
baked.  He did not understand everything he felt but later 
he wrote, “As I ate the bread, I swallowed my mother’s 
tears.  Part of my mother was in that bread.” 
 Part of our heavenly mother and father is in this 
bread of life.  Eating this bread is accepting this 
relationship, this conversation, this hope into our hearts.   

The bread of life is the willingness to listen to God, 
to be in dialogue with the often difficult story of Christ.   
Our ability to explain is not the point.  The point is to be 
in the conversation, listen carefully, and be drawn to this 
table by the love of God. 
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