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This past Tuesday Susan contacted me exclaiming in her voicemail message that it’s another week of bread–  “Bread of life”… “Bread from heaven.” In fact, this is the fifth week in a row that we have read from the sixth chapter of John’s Gospel, Jesus’ long discourse on bread. There must be a reason why those who put together the lectionary decided that we must hear about bread five Sundays in a row. You can tell they weren’t the ones preaching. I am convinced, nonetheless, that this chapter in the Gospel of John undergirds the central message of Jesus’ ministry. If we had to classify Jesus’ ministry– despite all the healings and other outbursts– I believe it would be most accurate to identify his ministry as a feeding ministry, for the image of food is prevalent in his teachings. Upon the inauguration of his ministry we find him in the desert, tempted by the Evil One to turn stones into bread to satisfy his hunger. Jesus exclaims that one cannot live by bread alone, but by every word that comes from the mouth of God. Far from dismissing the basic human need of food to sustain us, Jesus parallels our need for food with our need for the sustenance of God’s Word. In the prayer that he taught the disciples, he prays, “Give us today our daily bread.” In the list of things he prays for this is placed before seeking forgiveness, for Christ knows that without the supplying of basic needs, prayer, concepts like salvation and forgiveness, all become abstract and intellectually meaningless. As Mahatma Gandhi once said, “There are people in the world so hungry that God cannot appear to them except in the form of bread.” 
It is for this reason that the apostle writes in the Book of James, “Suppose a brother or sister is without clothes and daily food. If one of you says to him, ‘Go I wish you well; keep warm and well fed,’ but does nothing about his physical needs, what good is it? In the same way, faith by itself, if it is not accomplished by action is dead.” Jesus understood this better than any of us. He models this in the feeding of the 5000, and shortly thereafter warns his disciples of the ‘leaven of the Pharisees and Sadducees,’ using a bread metaphor to denote those whose growth and increase is far from life-giving. Most powerful of all, we find the story of the last supper where Jesus offers bread and wine to his disciples, telling them that the sustenance of that bread is indeed the sustenance of his own being. 
At the heart of Jesus’ ministry is a mission to feed– to feed people’s physical needs as well spiritual, and indeed, the two are not so distinct.  A favorite theologian of mine once wrote that “The Eucharist is the sacrament of cosmic remembrance.” What he means is that we have forgotten that everything around us was created to draw us close to God. Rather than seeing God’s Real Presence in all creation, the church has come isolate God. Theologians say God is here in the bread, that this cross is holy, that this place is sacred. To this theologian, however, the Eucharist is a moment of remembering what the entire cosmos, what every action in our daily life was intended to be—moments and spaces of communion with God.

Keeping this notion in mind, I want to share with you an excerpt from a sermon by Saint John Chrysostom, a fourth century bishop. In this short sermon, he perfectly addresses the connection between our worship of Christ, and our ministry in the world. He writes:
“Do you want to honor Christ’s body? Then do not scorn him in his nakedness, nor honor him here in the church with silken garments while neglecting him outside where he is cold and naked. For he who said: This is my body, and made it so by his words, also said: “You saw me hungry and did not feed me, and inasmuch as you did not do it for one of these, the least of my brothers, you did not do it for me.” (Mat 25:34ff)  What we do here in the church requires a pure heart, not special garments; what we do outside requires great dedication…For God does not want golden vessels but golden hearts.  Of what use is it to weigh down Christ’s table with golden cups, when he himself is dying of hunger? First, fill him when he is hungry; then use the means you have left to adorn his table. Will you have a golden cup made but not give a cup of water? What is the use of providing the table with cloths woven of gold thread, and not providing Christ himself with the clothes he needs? What profit is there in that? Tell me: If you were to see him lacking the necessary food but were to leave him in that state and merely surround his table with gold would he be grateful to you or rather would he not be angry? What if you were to see him clad in worn-out rags and stiff from the cold, and were to forget about clothing him and instead were to set up golden columns for him, saying that you were doing it in his honor? Would he not think he was being mocked and greatly insulted? Apply this also to Christ when he comes along the roads as a pilgrim, looking for shelter. You do not take him in as your guest, but you decorate floor and walls and the capitals of the pillars. You provide silver chains for the lamps, but you cannot bear even to look at him as he lies chained in prison. Once again, I am not forbidding you to supply these adornments; I am urging you to provide these other things as well, and indeed to provide them first…Do not, therefore, adorn the church and ignore your afflicted brother, for he is the most precious temple of all.”

In the spirit of John Chrysostom’s sermon, I have an activity for us to do together.

[Here we priced together the cost of the following]

•    Gospel Book: $350
•    Cruets (for wine and water): $250 a pair
•    Processional Cross: $500-1000
•    Altar candles: $100-2000
•    Cassock Alb: $150
•    Stole: $100-200
•    Chalice and Paten: cheap: 200, average: 1500-3000, elaborate: 10,000+

You can easily see how these things add up to thousands of dollars. And your parish here does not represent a typical Episcopal parish. In fact, your sacred objects are much simpler and reasonable than many churches like my home congregation in California where we have three or four processional crosses, more than one set of chalices and patens, and more than a dozen vestments for the priest. Then on the other end of the spectrum we find congregations that boast gold-plated vessels which price more than ten grand, that feature tabernacles that can cost twice that amount, and gospel books gilt out of metal and laden with jewels. 
At the 1923 Anglo-Catholic Congress, Bishop Frank Weston declared, “You cannot claim to worship Jesus in the Tabernacle, if you do not pity Jesus in the slums...It is folly– it is madness– to suppose that you can worship Jesus in the Sacraments and Jesus on the throne of glory, when you are sweating him in the souls and bodies of his children.”

Susan shared with me about your ministry here, the Eastpointe Family Supper. I understand for the past eight weeks, every week your congregation has been inviting people in for a meal. In fact, two weeks ago, the attendance at one of these meals outnumbered those present for the Eucharist as people from around the neighborhood joined for a delicious meal. In East Tawas, several hours north of here, my brother’s congregation has taken over management of the local farmer’s market, has begun a parish garden, and also runs an angel food ministry which provides discounted boxes of food to anyone. I believe that these types of food ministries are prophetic, and model a true and rich Eucharistic theology. They communicate that the Holy Meal we are about to partake in– these sacraments of Christ’s body and blood– are more than just a Sunday activity, but a profound encounter with Christ the Breadgiver, who calls us into communion with him not just on Sunday, but everyday as we seek to bring life-giving witness to all people. 
The Gospel is not an intellectual idea disconnected from our daily needs and daily life, but one which calls us to engage more directly with the life and need of the world. It is no wonder then, that the earliest church in Antioch– one of the very first Christian communities in what is now Turkey¬– was feeding over 3000 people every Sunday. It is no wonder then, that the disciples did not recognize the Resurrected Jesus until he broke bread with them at the table. Until this Holy Feast becomes universally connected with feeding the multitude– in the way Jesus modeled in the feeding of the 5000 and in the way the early church modeled in Antioch– until this Holy Feast is connected with both the spiritual and material needs of all, then we fall short of the mission to which we are called. Ministries like the Eastpointe Family Supper here and the ministry at my brother’s congregation in East Tawas are beacons of hope, that we are living into the mission Christ has laid before us. I pray that your ministry here continues to flourish, and that these thoughts may rest in our hearts as we are nourished in body, mind, and spirit at this holy feast. Amen.

