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Since I confessed last week in my homily that I was a ‘foodie’ person who loves good food, it is no surprise then that I also enjoy trying different ethnic foods as well.  One of the more interesting ways to compare ethnic cooking is by the bread that different ethnic groups bake.  And we are blessed to have a wide variety of ethnic restaurants right here in St. Louis.  Most people are familiar with the crustiness of French bread or the soft texture of Italian bread.  But the even more interesting ones I have discovered at restaurants come from places like India, Ethiopia, and Lebanon, where often times the bread is used in place of utensils to pick up the other food on the plate.  The bread of India is called ‘naan’ and is made by throwing the dough against the inside walls of a really hot tandoori oven.  Its texture and flavor is amazing!  The bread at an Ethiopia restaurant comes on a very large flat sheet and has the texture of a very thin sponge cake, but has the tangy flavor of lemon or vinegar.
Bread is a universal food that, while different in taste and texture, has brought us humans together as one of the most basic staples for meals… and for relationships.  It is no coincidence then that Jesus chose to use the image of ‘Bread of Life’ to describe himself…since one of his main goals was to build a close relationship between each person and himself.  When he calls himself the ‘Bread of Life,’ he is challenging those following him to think beyond the kind of bread they were used to surviving on.
Jesus, as the "bread… of LIFE,” is a kind of bread that nourishes us to live a very particular kind of "life" -- HIS life: the life of forgiveness, inclusion of those segregated, faithfulness to God, and service of others.  This is what St. Paul is talking about in our reading from Ephesians when he said, “put away your old self and your former way of life.”  Do you see the significance of Jesus as the “Bread of Life?”  By consuming THE Bread of Life, our life becomes more like Jesus’ life – FULLY human and divine!
But here is the real point to the story that the author John is trying to get at: each person has to make a very personal choice to accept that Jesus IS indeed the ‘Bread of Life’ for their OWN life!  Most of the time you hear me preaching about the Eucharist from its ‘community aspect’ and how the Eucharist unites us and helps us work together for the building up of God’s Kingdom.  In this sixth chapter of John, which we will continue to read from in the next few weeks, the meaning of the Eucharist takes on a much more personal, individual meaning.  Jesus is getting very specific in wanting a personal relationship with each person.  In other words, Jesus says, if YOU eat this Bread of Life, YOU will never hunger or thirst again.  In the Eucharist, Jesus looks at us very personally and says “I want to be YOUR Bread of Life.”
While we come around this Eucharist as a community, the Eucharist also has a very personal side to it in which each person has to individually believe that this Bread of Life is exactly the ‘kind’ of bread we are looking for to give us the ‘life’ for which we have been longing.  Like the taste of physical bread comes down to a personal preference, there also needs to be a personal choice for Jesus as the Bread of Life for my soul.  This of course is where the gift of FAITH comes in, which help us see beyond the elements of wheat and water that taste and look like real bread but contain within it THE Bread of Life – the Spirit of Jesus!
From the spirituality of St. Ignatius, we learn that this step in the faith journey is when we each have to first acknowledge our emptiness and sins before we will recognize a need for Jesus to fill us!  If we think that our life is ‘full,’ and we fill it with busyness, we start to believe the lie that we do not need the Bread of Life.  It LOOKS like we can do it on our own…and our hunger remains.
The people in the story represent anyone who is going through life from one ‘loaf of bread’ to another, always hungering for something more…searching for some ‘kind of bread’ to make one feel loved, needed, and fulfilled in life.  That kind of hunger and searching is a vicious circle that leaves one still feeling very hungry.  When Jesus says, “I am the Bread of LIFE,” …he makes it clear that HE is the only bread that will give our life meaning.
We all arrived here hungry…in some sense.  We bring our tired lives of searching for the wrong kind of bread to the Lord and say as those first followers did, “Lord, give us this bread always.”  Let us pray to God asking for new eyes of faith to see beyond the external bread we are about to taste, and realize we are receiving THE Bread of Life…a slice of heaven!
