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Fifteen years ago, I went on a pilgrimage to the Holy Land.  It was an incredible experience to walk where Jesus walked. While in Israel, we saw soldiers all over the place.  The soldiers were not only dressed in body armor and uniforms, they were holding automatic weapons.  Fortunately, here in the US, we don’t see this every day; when we walk or drive down the street, we see many types of people but we don’t see soldiers wearing armor.  Back when St. Paul wrote today’s Epistle, the people were surrounded by Roman soldiers wearing armor – so people understood this image.  Paul tells us to “put on the whole armor of God:” armor is a metaphor to help us understand how to “stand firm,” to “be strong,” as we face the challenges and temptations in our lives.  And, there are plenty of those around us! Fortunately, most of us do not face enemies with weapons threatening us – our challenges are more subtle and in some ways more difficult to fight.  We not only face our internal temptations and problems, but we also face challenges in our world--challenges that are not of God; there is evil in the world.  So, how do we deal with all of that and still stand firm?  The “armor of God” equips us to deal with the arrows of our lives through, ““ the strength of the Lord’s power.”
Here is how it works.  From now on, go through this routine every morning as you are getting dressed – it’s not difficult, it doesn’t cost you money and takes only a few minutes. Begin by telling Jesus that you want to abide in Him.  And then, as you are putting on your shirt ask for the breastplate of righteousness: the breastplate armor protects your core, your heart.  Being right with God gives your core the protection it needs.  As you proceed, put on your belt, the belt of truth; a belt is used to hold things in place.  Spiritually the belt of truth keeps us secure in Christ and makes effective all the other pieces of armor. When you put on your shoes, pray to follow the footsteps of Jesus. Those shoes of the Gospel can help us live as Jesus teaches us to do.  Next, our head: the importance of the head does not need much convincing. A soldier can survive a broken arm, but a broken head is life threatening.  As you are combing your hair, put on the helmet of salvation; in doing so your brain takes Jesus as your Savior, your hope.  Next, you take up your shield and sword.  Your shield, your faith in God, defends you from arrows in life .  Your sword is God’s Spirit, giving you wisdom as you peacefully deal with challenges in your day.  You have a picture handout to help you remember to put on God’s armor each morning:  1. Belt of truth, 2. breastplate of righteousness, 3. Shoes of the Gospel, 4. Shield of faith, 5. Helmet of salvation, 6. Sword of the Spirit. 
God’s armor is all about our relationship with God, specifically having God really close by  – the bible word for this is “abide.” Abide means to “dwell in”-a word we said in our Psalm today.  In today’s Gospel lesson Jesus teaches us about abiding in Him.  Jesus said, “Those who eat my flesh and drink my blood abide in me, and I in them.”  Through the Holy Eucharist the living Christ, comes to abide in us.  Jesus is the bread of life.  We have many thoughts when we hear the word “bread.”
Our noses and taste buds all seem to be the same when it comes to homemade bread fresh from the oven:  we love it! We like to smell it, we like to eat it plain, we like to eat it smothered with butter!  Is there anything quite as wonderful as freshly baked bread? The ingredients are so ordinary – yeast, flour, eggs, butter, water, salt – but the smell and taste of fresh bread is anything but ordinary.  Bread is not only a basic food; it is also a symbol of community! This past week, I met a young woman who lives on a farm near the town of Vesper with her family. The farm next to them is owned by an Amish family. She shared with great joy about a surprise last Saturday afternoon when two little Amish boys appeared at her door carrying a loaf of warm, freshly baked bread.  She described how delicious it was, and how she so appreciated this neighborly gesture. When we “break bread” with someone it speaks of fellowship. The word “companion” literally means, “someone with whom bread is shared.” It comes from two words: “com,” which means with, & “pani,” which means bread. Here at St. John’s, we gather each week as companions, with each other and with Jesus, who we receive as THE bread of LIFE in the Eucharist.  
Jesus said, “This is the bread that came down from heaven….the one who eats this bread will live forever.”  This new life abiding in Jesus is does not make our bodies immortal; our bodies are still going to die.  But, eternal life in Christ means our essence, our souls, will live forever with Jesus in heaven.  So, we need not fear death: Christ defeated death on the cross!  The Eucharist is our foretaste of heaven – in heaven all things will be put right: there will be no pain, all hurts will be mended, all tears will be wiped away, all divisions will be repaired.  In our Eucharistic liturgy, we do as Jesus commanded us to do as His followers: we take into our bodies Jesus’ body and blood, His real presence, in remembrance of him.    We come forward to receive Communion just as we are, imperfect human beings who each arrived here today with our stuff:  our issues, our brokenness.   And, as we receive, the free gift of life fills us – life as God intends for us, his children, abundant life. So, abiding in Jesus literally gives our broken selves a new beginning, new life, true strength.  Christ himself is the bread that has been broken for the life and salvation of the whole world.  

Diana Ventura is an example of someone who put on the armor of God each morning.  Diana was born with cerebral palsy.  She jerks when she walks, and drags one leg behind her.  Her disability is major in the eyes of the world; people treat her strangely.  The Rev. Dr. Stephanie Paulsell, a professor at Harvard Divinity School, wrote about Diana in her book, Honoring the Body: Meditations on a Christian Practice.  Diana was a devoted Christian and good student in school: she was smart, compassionate, and funny, but she was also anxious.  She really wanted to become a chalice bearer in her church – this was a ministry she knew she was called into by God; but she was anxious because of how her disability might affect her ministry, and how others would react.  Diana thought that when she served Communion she might spill the consecrated wine from the cup either onto a person or onto the floor – and she knew this was unacceptable. But, finally, she was allowed to do this ministry, and she received the training.  The day came when she was on the schedule to administer the chalice.  She woke up that morning and put on the armor of God during her prayer time, and she set out to go to church full of the Lord’s strength.  Things went well, no spills, and she loved serving the Lord in this new way.  A month later, Diana was once more on the schedule to serve as a chalice bearer – she was again anxious, but put on the armor of God.  The book said what happened next, “ Diana walked from person to person at the altar rail, offering them a sip.  And as she raised the cup to each person’s lips, taking the utmost care and saying ‘The blood of Christ, the cup of salvation,’ she saw her own reflection in the shiny silver chalice. Over and over again, she saw the reflection of her body in the cup. This is my broken body, she thought, serving this church. This is my body teaching people what God does with brokenness in the church. Here in this cup is new life, and here is my body, expressing the truth of what this new life means!”  We are all like Diana – we are all broken in some way, and as we receive this new life that Jesus offers we become healed, we become new, we are transformed. 
As we close our sermon time today, please pick up your hymnal and turn to the hymn we began with today, #304.  Let us read together verses 1 & 2, which capture today’s message: “ I come with joy to meet my Lord, forgiven, loved, and free, in awe and wonder to recall his life laid down for me. I come with Christians far and near to find as all are fed, the new community of love in Christ’s communion bread.”   Amen.
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