


Guide me, O thou great Jehovah,




pilgrim through this barren land.





I am weak but thou art mighty;




Hold me with thy powerful hand.




Bread of heaven, bread of heaven,




feed me ’till I want no more,




feed me ’till I want no more.


Do you like living in the Desert? My guess is, since we are all here in this balmy and salubrious climate, that we all do. “It must be something to do with the waters,” to misquote Humphrey Bogart in Casablanca. The fact is, for one reason or another, we have all chosen to live here, the weather notwithstanding, and we have learned to love it.


It was not so with the Children of Israel. They had been led out into the wilderness by something of a fanatic, a madman possibly who spoke directly with God and made promises and wrote checks that their bodies were being called upon to cash. True they had left a life of slavery and servitude, of not owning their own lives or bodies, but, as they reasoned, they at least had had food and shelter in the majority of cases. So wandering in the wilderness, hot, hungry, and footsore was not their concept of a quality of life or of a pleasant vacation. They murmured, they grumbled, they compared their present situation with what they had left behind and they blamed it all on Moses, who was the object of their disenchantment, because they could not talk to or complain to God, whose agent Moses was.


But God, as God is want to do, heard them, nonetheless, and provided for them the means of, at least, bodily sustenance (he had already delivered them from the hand of the Egyptian hoard). God provided quails in the evening and Manna in the wilderness, the bread of heaven, to sustain them. The quails they could understand. Bird flesh – tastes like chicken. But what to make of Manna lying on the ground! None of them, and it’s a safe bet that not even Moses, had seen the like before. And we’re to pick it up off the dirty ground and eat it? Besides, one can hear their voices whining as they say “Ew, what is it?” To which we hear Moses, at the end of his temper and his tether, respond through clenched teeth, “It’s the bread the Lord has given you to eat! Eat it!”


Sometimes we have only two choices, spiritually, eat or starve. And sometimes what we are given as spiritual food seems unappetizing at the time. There have been several such occasions throughout the history of the Church, and there will be several more in the history to come. It seems to me that for as long as I have been actively involved in Church matters, the predominant concept that has been promoted is that the Church is (almost constantly) in a Wilderness existence, wandering lost, lonely and hungry in a hostile environment, constantly questioning, and murmuring against, those who are called upon to lead and prophesy, making known the mind of God. 


I talked of the Desert existence earlier and how we have learned to love it, but the Desert and the Wilderness are two different things. The Desert we can to a certain extent control, asking it to provide for us, to support us, to live in harmony with us. The Wilderness, on the other hand is harsh and cruel, and, as its name implies, it is wild and hostile, filled with external forces intending to destroy and discourage those who attempt to pass through. If we are in a Wilderness situation, on what do we rely to guide us and to bring us in safety to the Promised Land? If we rely on ourselves, surely we will fail and perish, and the church with us. On what then are we to rely upon?


We have noted on other occasions that The Gospel According to St. John has, despite its otherwise Sacramental foundation (a concept we are exploring in the Sunday Evening Bible Study Sessions which will resume in September) has no account of the institution of the Holy Eucharist. Yes, the Last Supper is recorded but with a different agenda in mind for the author of the Fourth Gospel. There are, however, other allusions to the Eucharist such as the feeding of the Multitude after which comes today’s passage in which Jesus talks about himself as the Bread of Life. In this we appreciate two lessons: Jesus ultimately is the authority who has chosen and provided leaders in his name to lead his church through the hostilities of the Wilderness, we should listen to them, for without leadership we are back at the beginning of Genesis and Chaos rules supreme. Secondly, Jesus has promised to provide for us the Spiritual Sustenance we need for the journey, a physical manifestation being the celebration of the Eucharist, but as well being manifested in the Sacramental function of breaking and sharing the Word.


If what we are being presented with seems strange at first, we must not reject it out of hand, it is well worth while to examine it and taste it first to see if it can become palatable. 

