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Is there anything better than the smell of fresh, homemade bread baking in the oven?  In order to 

understand why Jesus said, “I am the bread of life”, it is helpful for us to know that bread, 

usually barley bread, was baked daily in every Jewish home.  Bread was an essential part of the 

diet, so much so that the Hebrew word for bread, lechem, was also used to refer to food in 

general. Daily bread, or food, is essential to life and it not only nourishes us physically, it also 

shapes us emotionally and spiritually. So, it was no accident that Jesus chose bread to explain 

how essential he is to our lives. It was no accident that he gathered his disciples to share a meal 

together.  

 

Last week the gospel text had the crowd confronting Jesus, wanting a sign so they might believe.  

They wanted to know what they had to do to perform the works of God.  They wanted the 

concrete, the list of things to check off. They wanted a perfectly rational explanation so they 

could give intellectual assent to Jesus’ program, his new vision for Judaism.  They reminded 

Jesus about how Moses had given the Israelites manna in the wilderness.  They wanted to know 

what Jesus was going to give them. 

 

Jesus began to speak to the crowd, a crowd already intrigued by the signs he had performed – so 

far in John’s gospel, he has turned water into wine, healed the sick and the paralyzed, multiplied 

a few loaves and fishes to feed 5,000 people, and even walked on the rough sea!  In a world 

without 24-hour news broadcasts or internet access to Facebook or Twitter, nevertheless Jesus 

quickly became a Judean buzz word and attracted a large following. But let’s be clear – the 

crowd is having a hard time swallowing Jesus’ words today.  He says he is a loaf of bread, come 

down from heaven, to end all hunger.  And so are we all that surprised that the crowd was 

incredulous?  Exasperated? Complaining?  Clearly he was not bread and could not end all 

hunger.  Where were the real miracles they came to see?   

 

The crowd knows who Jesus is, he’s the son of Joseph and Mary. Just who does Jesus think he 

is?  They simply cannot believe him or the ridiculous words he is speaking about being bread 

from heaven.  The crowd’s self-assured knowledge will not allow them to see the truth Jesus is 

there to show them - that there is more to life than three meals a day, a place to live, material 

possessions – all those daily things with which we consume ourselves. In all their self-assurance 

they cannot see the One God, the Generous God, who wants to draw them into a community of 

love and abundance, into a life that is eternal.  

 

Jesus knows the people are hungry.  He knows that earthly, physical bread, and even manna 

which rains down from heaven, won’t last.  Eating bread to satisfy physical hunger won’t last.  

We will be physically hungry again.  Jesus is talking here about spiritual hunger and spiritual 

nourishment.  He knows we need more than physical food …to have life in this world…to have 

eternal life.  Jesus knows that having all the bread in the world is not enough to keep the world 

from being hungry, especially if that bread is not shared.  And that is why the Word became flesh 

and lived among us…to show us that God so loved the world, to show us how to share that love 



with the world.  Using something so ordinary, so daily, yet so absolutely necessary as bread, 

Jesus reminds us that we need him – for life.  Jesus becomes our bread of life. 

 

The lectionary gives us weeks of bread, what scholars often call the “bread discourse”, to 

emphasize the centrality of the Eucharist - in our worship, and in our relationship with God and 

neighbor.  Weekly we come here to receive this bread that is both physical and spiritual. We are 

drawn here by the love of God because we are hungry for that love.  We are hungry because we 

have empty places inside of us that no physical bread can fill. 

 

Ever since those first complaining crowds, we have been trying to explain how it is that Christ is 

present in the Eucharist. We are all about knowing and understanding and making sense of 

everything. But Jesus never told us we had to make sense of everything.  He said we only had to 

believe.   I cannot explain scientifically how Christ is present here at this Eucharistic table, but I 

can tell you that his presence is tangible, that my eyes and heart are opened, that this place 

becomes holy, life giving, as I see Jesus in each of you at the communion rail. 

 

There is a reason why the Church has moved to include even the youngest baptized children at 

the communion table. It used to be that children had to wait until the “age of reason” around age 

7 or 8, take a class, and then have their first communion. This is no longer the norm because we 

don’t want our children to ever remember a time when they were not included at the table. Meals 

with family are what shape us, nourish us, and strengthen us.  

 

What about meals you have shared with family in your life? Think about how important the food 

is, but also think about the relationships that are formed around the table, the stories that are told 

and remembered and treasured decades later. Even now, certain foods will remind us of a time, a 

place, and most especially a person dear to us. What food makes someone present for you, 

reminds you of a loved one no longer with you. For me, it’s my grandmother’s dinner rolls, 

which my sister can replicate almost exactly.  It’s shrimp with my father’s secret recipe for 

cocktail sauce that we always have at our Christmas Eve dinner.  It’s a bowl of my 

grandmother’s vegetable soup, or my grandfather’s roast beef gravy, made in a cast iron skillet. 

This is why we all have those beloved foods that we continue to serve for our special family 

meals, and when we eat them together we sense the presence of our loved ones as we are 

reminded of family, memories, and the love we share. 

 

And likewise, we are drawn here to this communion table, to experience the presence of Christ, 

even though it’s something we cannot intellectually explain. We stretch out our hands, offering 

to God all in our lives that hungers for love and understanding.  Those hungers we cannot feed 

with all our self-assurance. Those empty places of anxiety, struggling marriages, prodigal 

children, illness, financial crises, or fear of abandonment or rejection.  We come forward with 

our hands outstretched because we have enough faith, we believe enough, to remember that Jesus 

promised us he would be present to us in the bread.  We come forward hopefully and helplessly, 

with our very life in our hands, no matter what condition our life is in, offering it to God, so that 

we can receive new life from Christ. 

 



Jesus feeds us with spiritual food which strengthens us to do the work of believing – not 

believing in ourselves or in our own ability, but in the power of Christ.  In Christ we are brought 

out of error into truth, out of sin into righteousness, out of death into life. 

 

Amen. 

 


