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New Jerusalem Lutheran Church Cindy Baskin
Proper 14-B: August 12, 2018
Texts: I Kings 19:4-8; Psalm 34.1-8; Ephesians 4:25-5:2; John 6:35, 41-51

Theme: Jesus, the Bread of Heaven, feeds our ultimate hunger.
Scripture: 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 (John 6:35). 

*  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *

“I am the bread of life,” Jesus majestically proclaims in today’s Gospel. It’s a sweeping
proclamation, and, as I’ve already said to the children, something of a riddle. In John’s Gospel
the meanings of words like “bread” and “life” are almost never simple, straight-forward, or self-
evident. In John’s gospel, words like this almost always have double meanings and deeper
significance. In his book, Wishful Thinking: A Seekers’s ABC, author and Presbyterian
clergyman, Frederick Buechner, writes about “bread.” Quoting the Old Testament, he observes:

One [Man] “does not live by bread alone, but he also does not live long without it. To eat
is to acknowledge our dependence – both on food and on each other.  It also reminds us
of other kinds of emptiness that not even the Blue Plate Special can touch.1

All of us have deep-felt needs that we experience as a kind of emptiness. In a sense we are like
the Israelites of old; we find ourselves wandering in a wilderness, seeking that which will satisfy
our needs. For the Israelites and many in today’s world, it may be the immediate need for water
to drink and food to eat. But it is also our need is to satisfy our deepest longings and desires.
Some of us assume the acquisition of material things will be satisfying; some of us have a
preoccupation with security, fame, or fortune; and many of us latch onto some sort of addiction
that presents itself as satisfying our needs.

Most of us here have heard of Twelve-Step Programs. Twelve-Step Programs, originally
developed by Alcoholics Anonymous, are based on a set of guiding principles to help people
recover from addictive, compulsive, or other behavioral problems. According to a quick internet
search this past week and Wikipedia, there are currently 34 different twelve-step programs
available to help people recover from some addiction or compulsive behavior. The list of
addictive behaviors is extensive, which should cause all of us to pause and consider with which
addictive behavior we might be engaged as we seek to satisfy our deepest needs. The Wikipedia
list of twelve-step programs includes : 2

! Narcotics Anonymous for drug addiction (in 2011, ~ 20.6 million were estimated to be
addicted);

! Alcoholics Anonymous: current statistics indicate that ~ 15 million Americans are
addicted; NJLC currently provides space and time to three separate AA meetings;

! Gamblers Anonymous for compulsive gambling (in 2018, ~ 10 million people were
estimated to be so afflicted); 

! There’s even a 12-step program for workaholics, which is good considering that
approximately 12 million Americans are considered a workaholic;
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! There are several 12-Step programs for sexual addiction, which afflicts 7.4-14.7 million
people.

Untold millions of other Americans are relationship addicts, compulsive shoppers, money
addicts, compulsive over-eaters, or exercise junkies. 37.8 million Americans are smokers. And
now in today’s culture, more and more studies are being conducted because of concerns about the
possible “addiction” many of us seem to have to our cell phones, I-Pads, and the internet, all of
which seem to affect neural connections in our brains and often impact our relationships with
others.

I think that all of us – and I mean all of us – are addicted to something. We often look to satisfy
our deepest longings in some off-kilter way. And we sometimes seem to get away with it because
some addictions are more socially acceptable than others. Thus, we tend to be more tolerant of
the “workaholic” than of the drug addict. 

In considering the realities of addiction, counselor and theologian John Bradshaw has written: 

"Addictions are . . . aborted quests for God.  Every addiction has its prayer . . . its mental
obsessive meditation . . . its rubric and its rituals.  And every addiction has its professed
moment of salvation . . . But unlike the permanent bliss taught by the spiritual masters,
this high [of an addiction] is a dud."3

A couple of years ago I attended a clergy seminar on the topic of addiction. It was a timely wake-
up call, scheduled because a bishop of the church had recently been arrested for driving under the
influence of alcohol and texting at the same time. While doing so this bishop had struck a
bicyclist, killing the rider and leaving behind a widow and two young children. I was struck when
the keynoter for this seminar stated that the three primary manifestations of an addiction are: 1)
denial; 2) rationalization; and 3) justification. Then the keynoter stated that an addiction has two
goals: first, to destroy the person, and then to kill the person. 

All of us should be doing some honest self-examination about our own addictive behaviors, as
many of us will attempt to satisfy our deepest needs in ways that ultimately do not satisfy. If you
find yourself resorting to denial, rationalization, and then justification for some particular
behavior, consider that this may be a sign of a compulsive or addictive behavior – an ineffective
effort to feed the hunger within your soul. And remember: any addiction, no matter how user-
friendly or apparently minor, is ultimately a killer that will suck life from us. 

So, if you’re experiencing spiritual hunger pay close attention to Jesus’ words in today’s gospel:
“I am the bread of life . . . the bread that came down from heaven.” Jesus is very clear.  He is not
from here; he is one who has come from the outside, from a kingdom not of this world; and the
bread he gives is a miraculous gift from elsewhere. Now that’s marvelous good news. And that’s
what Jesus proclaims in today’s gospel: “I am the bread that comes from heaven . . . I am the
bread of life ... Whoever comes to me will never be hungry.”

Jesus calls out to us today, “Come to me . . ..” That’s what we are invited to do today – to come
and receive him who is the bread of heaven, the one who gives life. Have you ever considered
that every Sunday we have an “altar call” here at New Jerusalem. We don’t call it that, but in one
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sense we are more evangelical and more revivalist than a lot of denominations, for it’s not a
handful of folks who respond to this call to come forward and surrender but the majority of the
congregation. And we do this Sunday after Sunday, worship service after worship service. When
we come forward to receive Holy Communion we are responding to him who calls us, saying,
“Come to me.” When we hold out our hands, we are acknowledging that we need something
beyond our selves; and we surrender our control to receive him who says, “I am the living bread
that came down from heaven. Whoever comes to me will never be hungry . . .. Whoever eats this
bread will live forever.” This is God’s incredible promise to us. What we need for full life and to
satisfy our deepest desires and needs is Jesus! 

So come today and receive him who is the bread of life.

Hymn of the Day – O Jesus, Joy of Loving Hearts (ELW 658), the text of which is attributed to
Bernard of Clairvaux (1092-1153).


