11 Pentecost, Aug. 12, 2012, John 6: 35, 41-51
Have you been watching the Olympics on TV? I have been able to catch it on a few evenings this past week.  We have been shown hundreds of the world’s best athletes competing for medals.  The journey they have been on getting to the Olympics is a rough, long one.  The one sport that I watched with fascination was the “hurdles.”  Those men and women competing in this event ran like the wind, with bulging muscles working hard.  What amazed me most about this sport was how level and straight they run: they don’t bob up and down as they leap over each hurdle.  Those hurdles are each 3 ½ feet high, and they don’t even knock them down as they sail over them!  Hurdling is sort of like life, as life consists of encountering one hurdle or obstacle after another. Oh, the distance between the hurdles and the height of the obstacle varies, but it is certain that we will encounter hurdles.  We go about our lives and everything is going along OK and woop – there is a hurdle in front of us:  maybe a financial problem, or emotional trial, a job challenges or tragedies, health problems or things that make us really angry.  These barriers or hurdles in our lives are not always caused by external forces either, for we ourselves can be the cause of them!  But, much of the time we get good at dealing with them on our own, and our lives go on.  
But then, we hit a big one or our coping strategies don’t work anymore, and life becomes disrupted – not business as usual….like when the competing Olympiad trips over a hurdle.  This really throws us off – we get off balance.  And, this can cause us to start acting in ways that we shouldn’t….like being full of bitterness, wrath, anger—talking badly to others because we feel like we are in the depths of life –as our Psalm for today said: “Out of the depths have I called….”  We all know what it is like to be in the depths, and we don’t like being there.  
When we are in the depths we have a massive hunger to get out. How do we get out, how do we survive the hurdles?  Some people survive by taking advantage of the vast supermarket of unhealthy solutions we are bombarded with in our culture:  alcohol and drugs, fast cars and wild lifestyle, gambling, worldly power ($), and/or even the expression of anger towards others.   Some people try to navigate the obstacles of life without God, denying their inner hunger for God.  St. Paul, in our Epistle today, tells us to:  “Put away… all bitterness and wrath and anger and wrangling and slander…and be kind to one another, tenderhearted, forgiving one another, as God in Christ has forgiven you.”  The key here is in the last phrase – we can’t do it ourselves, we can’t navigate through the hurdles of life without Christ, we can’t behave as we should with each other without Jesus.  Jesus longs to have a personal relationship with Him.
He teaches us about Himself by using everyday images or metaphors that we can relate to.  Jesus wants us to draw close to Him, and these images help us to do that.  He is the vine, the shepherd, the way, the light, the rock.  In today’s (and last week’s) Gospel, Jesus says, ”I am the Bread of Life. We all understand about bread, the staple food we eat, but how can a person, Jesus, be like a loaf of bread?  What is Jesus talking about here?  Jesus is saying that just like bread is required by our physical bodies to live, our souls need food too.  He is the nourishment for our souls, the food that satisfies our spiritual hunger, required if we are to really live.  Jesus' bread of life nourishes our soul in a way that goes way beyond any of the worldly solutions out there calling to us.  Jesus is with us to leap over or navigate the hurdles, no matter what their height or width.  Those hurdles are no big deal for God, even though they are huge to us.  Jesus, the bread of life, helps us to stay on track, so we don’t trip up -and- is where we turn for help in getting back on track when we do trip up.  

So, if Jesus is the nourishment for our souls where we are to turn for help to stay on track, to navigate the hurdles of life, why doesn’t everybody know this?  To help us understand, let’s look at our Gospel lesson today.  In it we hear about eyewitnesses of Jesus (people who had heard Jesus’ teaching and had seen the miracle of the feeding of the 5,000) who did not even recognize that Jesus was the bread of life.   He was right in front of them, they saw it all – and still some failed to recognize him.  They were looking for a mighty warrior coming from the sky, and Jesus was someone else – Jesus was born in a stable, born of humble Mary and carpenter Joseph.  He did not match their expectations—they got in the way of their having a relationship with Jesus!  They put up a wall between them and Jesus.  This happens today too. Some people around us won’t allow Jesus in because they are trying to do it all on their own.  
True Story:  I did not call Sandy my friend, but rather an acquaintance.  She was a single mother of two who my friend, Mark, fell in love with a few years back.  Sandy had had a very difficult life. Oh, she had a good job – but she had been dumped by her husband for a younger woman and her two daughters had addiction problems with drugs and alcohol, and one of them had gotten into real trouble.  Sandy was not a happy person, or a person who was fun to be around; her way of seeing life was always negative.  Sandy saw life as one big miserable trial after another.  I am certain that Sandy, in her heart, and wanted to be kind, tenderhearted, forgiving (as Paul talked about) – but she did not know about the last part of this Epistle passage – she could not do it because she did not understand “as God in Christ has forgiven you.” Time moved on and Sandy’s story continues: Sandy and Mark got serious, and Sandy started coming to church – they got engaged and Sandy became a member of the church. Mark convinced her to go on a church renewal weekend.  Oh, on this weekend, she remained negative and grumpy – but she hung in there and listened – she heard other people share their stories of how they had found their way out of the depths, how they had dealt with their hurdles by learning to be nourished by the bread of life, Jesus.  After Sandy returned from the retreat, she called me and asked me to come over to her house.  I was with her for three hours.  She struggled in sharing with me how she felt herself going through some sort of transformation that she did not understand, but she knew that God was in the middle of it. We prayed together, and her life from that day on was different – all because she allowed herself to be nourished by Jesus.
Maybe you or someone you love is going through some tough hurdles or depths of emptiness like Sandy did.  Maybe someone you love is not allowing him or herself to get close to Jesus.  The hunger they have is a special hunger only satisfied by the everlasting bread of Jesus.  
Back to the Olympics: in the interviews with the US athletes after they have won a medal a high percentage of winners give all the credit for their win to God.  They could be taking full credit for their victory, but they don’t – they humbly thank God.  They have learned to rely on God’s strength to propel them, the bread of Jesus to feed their souls.  Christ's real presence feeds us in the Eucharist, in the Scriptures, in prayer, and through our Christian community.  His feeds us with the spiritual food we need in order to triumph over the obstacles, pitfalls, and painfulness of life. Alone we will be lost; with the Lord we will discover God's Kingdom, today and to eternal life.  Invite Jesus in.  Let us pray. When the journey is long and we hunger and thirst, Bread of Life, you sustain us. When the road is hard and our bodies weak Bread of Life, you heal us. When our spirits are low and we can’t carry on Bread of Life, you revive us. When we offer our hand in love and in service Bread of life, you bless us. When the challenge is great and the workers are few Bread of Life, you empower us. When the victory is won and we see your face Bread of Life, you will rejoice with us! Amen.
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