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John 6:51-58

Forgiveness, the Bread of Life
This is the fourth week we have lingered in John chapter 6 and we have one more week to go.  Talk about an in-depth Bible study.  To recap the action in chapter 6, a crowd follows Jesus everywhere he goes even though Rome sees this and frowns.  The crowd, caught away from town is hungry when noon arrives.  Jesus asks his disciples what he should do and they shake their heads in dismay saying “there is not enough.”  A boy volunteers his two fish and five loaves and Jesus instructs the crowd to sit on the cool green grass and feast with him as he multiplies the boy’s offering.  It turns out there is enough with twelve baskets to spare.  
The crowd, awestruck by what Jesus has done, wants to draft Jesus into their fight against Rome.  He wants no part of it and withdraws.  They can’t draft him if he is not there.  In the night the disciples reclaim their boats and set to rowing toward Capernaum without Jesus.  A storm comes up and they are in the middle of the lake rowing for all they are worth when Jesus comes walking toward them and they are terrified.  He says, “I Am”, be not afraid” and they pull him into the boat.  Immediately they find themselves at home at Capernaum.

The next morning the crowd left on the other side of the lake discovers them missing.  They are still intent on recruiting Jesus so they cross the lake to find him.  They want to know when he got there.  I think this is small talk designed to show their interest in him as a potential leader for their military campaign.  He ignores their overture and implies they are living on the surface of things.  They think they will find bread for their souls in their campaign against Rome.  Jesus knows this won’t nurture them to the depth that counts and describes it as “food that perishes.”  It does nourish for a while but does not last and in the meantime wreaks havoc in all directions.  In contrasts he offers “food that endures for eternal life.”  He tells them that the Son of Man will give them this new food.
Still hoping God’s “new food” involves a military campaign against Rome they ask, “What must we do to perform the works of God?”  The peace of Jesus’ response goes entirely counter their desire for the adrenaline-rush of violent action.  Jesus says, “This is the work of God, that you believe in him whom he has sent.” I imagine it as a little like Jesus telling Sylvester Stallone that he must believe in God rather than blow up the bridge.  These people didn’t come all the way across the lake to be told they needed to believe in God more and do less.  Jesus’ answer irritates them and they want to know what he is doing to make them believe in him. They give Jesus an example of what they mean by “doing” from their history.  Their example points to God giving their ancestors manna in the wilderness as they escaped Egyptian oppression.  Implicit to their example is the question, “what are you doing to support the cause of our liberation from Rome?”
Jesus doesn’t point out the irony of their being fed the previous day.  Instead he notes that while Moses did give them bread from God it is my Father who gives you the true bread from heaven.  Is Jesus’ father the non-violent God we are discovering in Jesus?  There is a depth here that cannot be fathomed.  
At this point in John chapter six, the focus shifts to the townsman of Capernaum. They complain to each other that Jesus constantly upstages them with his claim to be “bread from heaven.”  How do you compete with a guy who claims to come from Heaven?  This reminded me of my rivalry with my sister. Jesus tells us to stop that and implies competition with each other won’t work when it comes to developing a relationship with our Father God.  You can’t be trying to beat your sister and still get there.  No, Jesus’ father wants to draw us ALL to himself.  God lures us from the outside and we respond by moving toward him.  It is not something we can grasp for ourselves.  Rivalry is about grasping and the opposite of being drawn.  We can’t be drawn toward God and grasp at the same time.      
If we are honest we are all “graspers.”  We are all rivalrous and the humor with which we laughed last week when we noticed my sister misspelled “seminary” implicates us all.  And then the “aha” came when we stumbled on Jesus’ statement saying, “The bread that I will give for the life of the world is my flesh.”  Jesus gives us his flesh to respond to our rivalry.  Yes, we are all rivalrous but we are all forgiven.  Forgiveness is what draws us toward God.  Forgiveness, expressed in eating the bread that came down from heaven, is what draws us toward God.  It is forgiveness, not competition that satisfies our hunger and slacks our thirst.

Jesus says, “I am the living bread that came down from heaven.”  Now we understand the living bread is God’s forgiveness that comes from outside ourselves and draws us toward God.  If, like me, you are a “grasper” to the core, it’s alright.  It’s O.K.  We are forgiven.  The very thing we most need and cannot provide, God provides in the form of Jesus’ broken body, the body we broke, now given back to us as the food of forgiveness.
At this point Jesus’ audience enters into dispute among themselves saying “How can this man give us his flesh to eat?”  It is a fair question and one I can hear myself asking.  Instead of backing away from his statement, Jesus digs his hole deeper and he starts his statement with one of his “chin grasping” (as when a parent grasps their child’s chin and looks them in the eye) “Very truly, I tell you” prefaces.  “Very truly, I tell you, unless you eat the flesh of the Son of Man and drink his blood, you have no life in you.”  Why did Jesus double underline these words?  He seems to be rubbing our faces in blood and gnawed flesh.  This is getting a little too graphic for me.  I am blessed with quite a good imagination, thank you.  

In Friday’s Oregonian, on page six there is a picture of armed policemen standing around the corpses of several men lying on the ground.  The caption reads, “South African police surround the bodies of striking miners after opening fire on them Thursday at the Marikana platinum mine near Rustenburg, South Africa.  A news agency said 18 died.”  Yesterday I noticed that the number had increased to 34.  The picture was in “living” ironic color.  One soldier/policeman is pointing two pistols at the head of an already dead man.  It looks like the scene from an action movie but is a picture of an event that happened. The bodies are really dead.  
We are used to seeing flesh hacked and blood spilled.  It happens every day.  A young man, age 23 was shot less than a mile from our home on Wednesday by Gladstone police.  Friday’s paper displayed the picture of a 2008 graduate of Southridge High School killed in Afghanistan.  This is what we are doing to each other everywhere and this is what Jesus came to stop.  He tries to stop it by offering his own blood and flesh instead of all these whose flesh we otherwise feed on.  Eat my flesh; not theirs.  Drink my blood, not theirs for mine is the bread of forgiveness, mine will satisfy your cravings and give you peace.    

Since our killing is so vividly real he uses images that do not veil the truth and provide an alternative.   It is common to take life but Jesus gives it.  This is his alternative. He gives it freely and defines it as the bread of forgiveness.  Could it be that all life comes from forgiveness, even eternal life?  Maybe forgiveness is a grittier name for love.  Could it be that unless we participate in forgiveness we aren’t really living and in fact, are dead already?  Maybe this is the truth the philosophers could not face; that without forgiveness we cannot live. We must abide in forgiveness; it is the only bread that can sustain us in any sustainable fashion.  It is the only way we can live.  The philosophers circled around this truth but could not name it and so the world has grown tired of their babble and moved on.  
But we followers of Jesus who eat Jesus’ body and drink his blood have eternal life because we know his body and blood are the carriers of forgiveness.  Eating them connects us with the non-rivalrous source of ALL life.  Rivalry equals death but forgiveness for rivalry equals eternal life.  
“This is the bread that came down from heaven, not like that which your ancestors ate, and they died.  But the one who eats this bread will live forever.”  Our living derives from Jesus.  His bread of forgiveness, which is himself, as broken body and shed blood, keeps us alive because it is rooted in his relationship with his non-violent Abba.  Because God loves Jesus, loves him for himself and for what he did for us, God will not let us disappear either.  It is not metaphysical, it is relational.  It is not built on ideas and pure thought.  It is built on the non-rivalrous relationship between Jesus and God, where each honors and respects the other.  By God’s grace we are included in this eternal relationship as forgiven friends of Jesus.  As Jesus put it, “Just as the living Father sent me, and I live because of the Father, so whoever eats me will live because of my father.”  
Yes, the bread of life is forgiveness; “The one who eats this bread will live forever.”  Amen.
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