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Exodus 16:2-4,9-15 | Psalm 78:23-29
Ephesians 4:1-16 | John 6:24-35
I’m sure that those who heard that the ancient Greeks had gathered together in a town named Marathon to run a long long race,
thought they were crazy. They noted it was not just military men in
training, but philosophers, shepherds, tradesmen, indeed, any citizen
who wanted to do it, were invited to compete. And none of those
who started or finished the race would ever have imagined what
would become of the Olympic ideal.

I make it a goal, each Olympics, to tune into a sport I know
nothing about, and wonder why people would dedicated their lives to
it. I marvel at the gifts they posses, and wonder if they will win at the
game of life.
We learned this week that even one of the most highly decorated and dominant athletes of modern times, who has dominated her
sport for a decade, still worries that we won’t love her unless she wins
a gold medal. But we also learned that Simone Biles is a wise and
wonderful woman, who realizes it is better to know one’s limits and
to fight for her team just as much for herself. Looking with a wider
perspective, she put a sport, that had also abused and used her and
many other young girls, in its place. We watched her from a different
point of view, as she cared for her body, her mind, her soul, and told
us they were far more important.
This was not supposed to be an Olympic year. We are watching a
strange spectacle of athletes competing in empty stadiums, virtually
before the world, but in every other respect, competing for themselves. And as our lives continue to be shaped by the unexpected, especially a pandemic that won’t go away, we are invited by God’s Word
to put life into perspective. We are invited to search for real food, real
drink, to work for a prize that does not fade, for joys that will last.
Jesus has just fed the five thousand, and crossed over the other
side of the lake in a manner that reminded his disciples of Israel’s victorious crossing of the Red Sea. The crowds of have come to find him.
It is time to reflect on what he has done. There is a lot going on here.
And as John tells the story, neither the disciples or the crowds really
understand, but it is the crowds who have the hardest time. They see
it as a spectacle, a magic trick, an athletic feat that Jesus has pulled
off. Once they find Jesus, they really don’t know where to begin, what
question to ask him.
“When they found him on the other side of the sea, they said to
him, ‘Rabbi, when did you come here?’ Jesus answered them, ‘Very
truly, I tell you, you are looking for me, not because you saw signs,
but because you ate your fill of the loaves.’ How can you blame them,
they were not just fed, but were delighted. They were entertained,
amazed and satisfied.
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So Jesus jumps straight to the point: “Do not work for the food
that perishes, but for the food that endures for eternal life, which the
Son of Man will give you. For it is on him that God the Father has set
his seal.” Jesus warns them, don’t just look at the talent, the skill, the
result. Rather, look to the source, the true motivation that will make
you to share in the blessing, to be a blessing for others. Work for food
that does not perish, that can truly be shared all around.
That is the problem with this game of life, isn’t it? We lose track of
why we are in it. We sometimes even neglect the real gifts and talents
that God has given us to focus on less important ones. We focus on
making money. We neglect our health, our character. We work for
ourselves, not for our family or our community.
If we listen to the questions we ask ourselves and others we can
tell if we are off course. The crowds ask Jesus: “What must we do to
perform the works of God?” Why is that their question? Every athlete
knows there are no shortcuts. So does every saint. Without believe,
without faith in the value of the training, the value of the competition, the value of perfecting the gifts God has given you, well there is
no point.
So Jesus points them to hidden crux of the matter: faith. “This is
the work of God, that you believe in him whom he has sent.” If you
believe, then you begin to see that the important point is that every
blessing comes from God, even when it doesn’t look at first like a
blessing.
Jesus gives them the example of the manna that fell in the wilderness, which fed the Israelites in their wilderness wandering. There
is bread from heaven, and there is true bread from heaven. Manna
means in Hebrew, literally, ‘what is it’. Manna is a question. It is
God’s provision for the moment. And now we don’t need Moses’
manna, we need the Father’s manna, the true bread from heaven.
The point is, of course God provides! In life we see that provision
in the tough times, in the times when we can’t compete, when our
strength and abilities fail us, when we are tested. There is a phrase
we have heard a lot over the past year: “It is what it is.” There is not
much to do about it. What is happening is what is happening.
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But consider. The phrase can be spoken with or without faith. We
can say, ‘It is what it is,’ either with faith or fatalism. That is why Jesus
asks us to meditate on the manna at this moment. Manna means
‘what is it?’ If we believe in God, there is always a way out of no way.
In God’s presence, it is what it is. There is only just enough for today.
But there will be more tomorrow. The bread of angels will get us
through the wilderness.
Father, give us this day our daily bread.
When we have reached that point of absolute honesty with ourselves, we are ready to put things into perspective, to ask better questions. Jesus said to them: “For the bread of God is that which comes
down from heaven and gives life to the world.” They said to him, “Sir,
give us this bread always.”
We live by faith, not by sight. We live by every word that comes
from the Father’s heart, the bread of angels, the water of life. This is
the point of the game, the reason for the contest, the goal of life, the
pleasure that never fades.
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.” As the song says: We will run and not be weary. We will walk
and never faint.
What else is the point: We will find and fulfill our purpose as we
are a blessing for others.
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