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 George and Anna’s roots were in the Orthodox Church and the richness of 

that tradition was part of them.  They spoke of how the oldest woman in their con-

gregation baked bread for communion.  The priest gave her an iron cross that she 

would press into the fresh dough before it went into the oven and only the part of 

the bread around the image would be used in the sacrament.  The rest of the loaf, 

together with other loaves, would be cut into fist-sized portions and placed on large 

trays to be eaten after communion.  The services were long and in some churches 

were “endured” standing—without any pews.  After communion folks would go  

by the trays and take a fistfuls of fragrant fresh bread to eat, as people came to 

worship without having eaten breakfast—having fasted before communion. 

 Now living in a remote area, at least a day’s drive from an Orthodox con-

gregation, George and Anna attended a small Methodist church, enriching it with 

their friendly enthusiasm and an infusion of their own faith experience and cus-

toms.  Anna baked bread every Saturday though she wasn’t the oldest woman.  

After receiving the sacrament the children and adults alike went by to take chunks  

of her wonderful bread.  Sustenance.  Thus over many years, a meaningful synergy 

took place in the minds of the people about sustenance.  Christ as sustenance, his 

presence in both forms of bread—the bread of the sacrament and the bread of fel-

lowship—the sacrament as “real food,” what Jesus says about himself.  He goes  

on to say and we have come to understand that he becomes part of us, and we 

become part of him through this sacrament.  Sustenance for life!   

 
 We’re familiar with having just two sacraments in the Presbyterian and other  

Protestant churches.  Perhaps though there are other “sacramental occurrences” or 

other ways Christ joins us or that we partake of him in our daily lives.  Eastern  

Christians sometimes speak of sacraments as “divine mysteries” and even of a sac- 
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rament as being any time God’s grace is mediated to us through material things.  

Think of the possibilities here!  Sustenance for life, sustenance for spiritual life! 

God’s grace is mediated to us through the waters of baptism and the bread and 

wine of communion.  But doesn’t divine grace come to us through the means of  

the words of Scripture, the prayers of other faithful Christians, the touch of some-

one who reaches out to us in the name of Jesus?  Surely when he’s present in the 

meals around our tables at home, the grace of God is found there as well.   

 Those who hear Jesus speak of himself as “living bread” and of feeding up-

on him are incredulous!  Their minds are limited to physical eating and drinking —

no metaphors for them!  Perhaps we’re also limited by our own propensity to take 

his words literally rather than as a springboard to a deeper and broader understand-

ing of how we participate in the life of Christ and he in us.  If we’re confined by 

our literalism how different are we than primitive people who believe that if they 

kill and eat their enemies they thus acquire their strength and power?  The idea is 

repulsive to us but it’s clearly the assumption of many who hear Jesus and are re-

pelled by his words.  But we’re not primitive thinkers.  We’re not limited by what 

we see and touch.  We’re spiritual beings, capable of understanding that the grace 

of God is mediated to us in many, many ways.  We do feed upon Christ in ways 

that are tangible and spiritual.  They both sustain us as much as the food we eat.  

They teach us of God’s immanent presence.   

 
 Jesus also refers to himself as “the bread come down from heaven,” a clear 

reference to his own faith heritage and that of those who hear him and how God 

fed their ancestors wandering in the wilderness on the way to the Promised Land.  

Have they forgotten this is also a lesson in faith?  Those wandering Hebrews, we 

remember, are told not to gather manna for more than one day, except the day be-

fore the Sabbath.  Sustenance for life.  The reason is that God will be with them,  
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and provide for their needs on the morrow.  Yet some don’t believe it.  They gather 

manna for the next day, even for several days—and it spoils!  Now Jesus says that 

God has sent him, that he is “the bread come down from heaven,” a sign of God’s 

continuing and eternal presence.  Furthermore, that he’s the means of eternal life, 

of abiding with God forever.  Sustenance for life, sustenance for spiritual life. 

 They don’t get it.  But do we?  Time after time we pray “give us this day  

our daily bread” and without doubt we think it refers only to the food we eat.  If we 

don’t have food on our table do we then conclude that God has failed us?  Has God 

failed those who are hungry, many through no fault of their own?  Of course not!  

Indeed at times of great trial perhaps all that does sustain us is the assurance that 

God is still here and that we are loved.  The hunger of the body is not because God 

has failed to provide.  Indeed our faith in God moves us to provide for a more just 

distribution of the world’s bounty so that no one should go hungry.   

 The urge to feed the hungry of the world is a result of God having fed us 

with the spiritual food of Christ’s love.  Thus, in the caring gesture of feeding an-

other person, God’s grace is mediated to that person and indeed to us—to giver and 

recipient alike—and the love of Jesus we feed on becomes real food once more.  Is 

this act—if it’s truly an expression of God’s love—an act of sacramental signifi- 

cance?  Do we not expand and extend the sacrament of communion in every loving 

and caring act we do in the name of Jesus?  Of course we do!  Every ministry we 

perform as Christians is because we have fed upon the spiritual food of Christ.   

Surely these loving acts are “mysteries of faith”—sacraments as any time God’s 

grace is mediated to us through material things.  Sustenance for life, sustenance  

for spiritual life.   

 
 A resistance fighter imprisoned by the Nazis in the early 1940s wasn’t al-

lowed out of his cell for two years.  His only contact with the outside world was a 
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patch of sky through a high dirty window.  It was too high for him to do anything 

but look up at it, see blue sky or clouds, rain or snow as the seasons changed, the  

occasional glint of sunlight on a small corner of the window.  But he knew the sky 

was so broad no window could encompass it.  He knew the sun shone on the earth 

even if it didn’t shine on his window.  He knew God was present in his cell even 

without a chaplain visiting him.  The window and his meager daily food became 

his only “sacrament” as his faith imbued them with a significance beyond them-

selves—as a means of God’s presence.   

 All about us people are languishing in their own prisons of loneliness, pover-

ty, hopelessness, physical and mental illness.  People are overwhelmed by the hand 

life has dealt them.  They’re embittered by life experience.  They may or may not 

have a window opening to the God of grace and love.  Yet we can become win-

dows if we have the light of God within us.  Likewise we can be mediators of the 

spiritual food that is Christ if we feed our spirits on him.  If so then once again the 

sacrament of Jesus is extended, for the “bread of life, the living bread come down 

from heaven” is given not just for us but for the life of the world.  Sustenance for 

life, sustenance for spiritual life. 

 
 My former spouse and I spent nearly five years in Poland in the early 1970s.  

When we would go for a weekend hiking with a group of our friends in the Tatras, 

the mountains running along the Polish southern border with Slovakia, we’d ordi-

narily pick up a few loaves of fresh warm bread, butter and jam, meat and cheese  

spreads and some tomatoes and cucumbers.  These would go into rucksacks and 

when we’d stop to eat out would come the bread.  A normal loaf of bread in Po-

land is dark, heavy and thick.  It weighs a kilogram—2.2 pounds—and is about the 

size and shape of an enormous flattened-out football.  It has a thick chewy crust 

and rarely comes wrapped in anything but newspaper.  We’d cut the bread into sli-



August 19, 2012                                                                                                        5 

The Rev. Dr. Charles (Chuck) G. Robertson, Jr. Honorably Retired, Los Angeles, California 

ces about a half-inch thick, spread on the butter and jam or cheese spreads and 

meat and with the latter top it off with tomatoes and cucumbers.  These were our 

meals for the entire weekend.  People in Poland occasionally eat bread spread with 

only smalec, something like plain lard—if anyone today remembers what lard is.  

It was a diet not uncommon there during the scarcities and devastation of World 

War II.  Unless we understand the importance of bread in many cultures and his-

tory of the world today—or of rice and maize in other cultures and history—we 

don’t truly understand why it's so significant when Jesus says, “I am the bread  

of life,” or “I am the living bread come down from heaven.”  It’s sustenance  

for life, sustenance for spiritual life. 

 
 Our lesson from Proverbs speaks of wisdom and understanding.  Note these  

are not proverbs but prophecy.  If we discern the will of God then we behave as 

thoughtful, understanding people.  Wisdom—the Holy Spirit in the Christian tradi-

tion—is portrayed here as a woman who has prepared a meal, spread her table and 

then sends her servants—we’re all her servants—out to invite people in.  But she 

offers more than food.  Rather, the feast is wisdom, and wisdom is in understand-

ing God’s ways.  She calls her guests to forsake the foolishness and simplicity of 

this world and seek insight and life.   

 Jesus’ words to his followers and fellow Jews are strikingly similar.  The 

feast he offers isn’t merely food but a way of living.  Not mere longevity but some-

thing better than that.  He offers eternal life.  Life lived in Christ and Jesus in us.  

The ideal state of this relationship would be if we could look at someone and hav-

ing seen them be able to say we have seen Christ.  Like Wisdom, Jesus’ invites us 

not merely to a ritual feast.  No, he invites us to a feast of heavenly food that chan-

ges life forever for it’s his very life he offers.  As we come to the feast of Christ 

today we’re offered something momentous—new life!  Life so infused with Jesus’ 
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spirit that it’s forever filled with sacramental significance—sustenance for life, sus-

tenance for spiritual life.  Scripture invites us to God’s spiritual feast—“O taste, 

and see that the Lord is good!”   

AMEN! 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


