Sermon for the twelfth Sunday after Trinity (Sunday 19th August 2018) - Mike
Proverbs 9:1-6
John 6:51-58

Fox

Wisdom’s Feast
The Bread from Heaven

“I am the bread of life”; so Jesus keeps telling us in the gospel of St.John in chapter 6. It
comes up at least 4 times, but what does it mean? Let’s take the “I AM” first. This is a
direct link back to the book of Exodus where Moses is asking for God’s help in leading
the children of Israel away from slavery in Egypt towards the Promised Land. He needs
to have some confidence in reporting what God has told him, so he asks God: ‘If I come
to the Israelites and say to them, “The God of your ancestors has sent me to you”, and
they ask me, “What is his name?” what shall I say to them?’ God replies with the rather
enigmatic: “I am who I am.” [Exodus 3:13,14].
In other words, God is ever present and can
influence any situation and it is up to Moses and
his audience to recognise that God is in their
midst. This is echoed in Matthew’s gospel when
Jesus says: “Again, truly I tell you, if two of you
agree on earth about anything you ask, it will be
done for you by my Father in heaven. For where
two or three are gathered in my name, I am there
among them” [Matthew 18:19-20]. Whilst we can each have our own life-changing
experiences, we can also affirm in each other the presence of God amongst us; when we
recognise truth together, we can know that it is inspiration from the Holy Spirit, the
Advocate that has come to comfort and to guide us. This is just as Jesus promised his
disciples in the Upper Room [John 14:26] on the night before he was tried and put to
death. When we know this for ourselves, it helps us to understand what God was saying
to Moses and what Jesus repeats in John’s gospel as signs that God works with us;
whenever Jesus says “I AM”, we can be sure that he is telling us of the closeness He feels
with God the Father in His life, but also the possibility that it can be true for us too.
“I am the bread of life”; bread is something that sustains us. I don’t know about you, but
I am always eating bread; it goes with almost anything. It is the staple that keeps us
going. Without it, we would certainly struggle to survive. When the Israelites were
persuaded by Moses to go on their forty-year
marathon through the desert after escaping from
captivity in Egypt, they began to wonder whether they
would be able to keep going. They were getting
hungry and complained to Moses: “If only we had
died by the hand of the Lord in the land of Egypt,
when we sat by the fleshpots and ate our fill of bread;
for you have brought us out into this wilderness to kill
this whole assembly with hunger” [Exodus 16:3].
God rescues the situation by sending down manna
from heaven, along with instructions about how and when to collect it; it shows their
dependence on God. Bread is also used as a metaphor for spiritual sustenance.
Remember when Jesus was being tested in the wilderness by the devil and is invited to
turn stones into bread when he gets hungry. Jesus quotes from the Hebrew scriptures as
he replies: “Man shall not live by bread alone, but by every word that proceeds from the

mouth of God” [Matthew 4:4 quoting Deuteronomy 8:2-3]. This brings us straight back
to the presence of God in every moment: I AM is with us all the time.
Our gospel this morning has a slight variation and records Jesus saying: “I am the living
bread that comes down from heaven”. We then get the discussion about what the bread
really is and whether it is actually the body of Jesus. I’m not going to get lost in that
because you’ve probably all thought about it and have formed your own convictions
about the importance of the bread that we share around the communion table. What I will
say is that it is a great pity that the various interpretations in the church have caused
division when the sacrament is clearly intended to bring us all together, into membership
of Christ’s body and doing his will for us in our lives. The strength that it gives us is a
faith leading into eternal life with our God – “I am the bread of life … whoever eats of
this bread will live for ever”.
This is not a particularly new idea. Solomon, if that’s who provided the sayings that are
collected in the book of Proverbs, speaks of Wisdom building up community and inviting
all who will to come to the heavenly banquet. Who is “Wisdom”? Something that I
always appreciate is the essential unity of the Trinity – we have God the Father, God the
Son (both male) and God the Holy Spirit (which in the Hebrew and Greek turns out to be
female; so also is the breath, Ruach, that forms the created order in Genesis, and wisdom,
Sophia, that underpins much of what is our
holy books).
The Hagia Sophia in
Istanbul (which I have never visited) is
now a museum, but it was a most holy
place, first a church within the Eastern
Orthodox tradition and then an imperial
mosque within the Ottoman empire. It is
dedicated to “Holy Wisdom”, which I
have always understood as the essence of
life, the breath of the spirit in creation, the
Holy Spirit who inspires the early church
at Pentecost and the inner light of the
Quaker tradition – if I was familiar with the terms in other faiths, I am sure that I could
point you in their direction too. Wisdom is who keeps us going, who gives us a reason
for living, who leads us into truth; as soon as we truly become still, we will feel her
giving us life-giving strength.
“Wisdom has built her house, she has hewn her seven pillars.” We now have an inkling
about who wisdom is, so let’s wonder a little about the seven pillars; commentaries are
not a lot of use because they will usually say that it is unclear what the author of Proverbs
meant. However, they will often say that seven pillars give a sense of some magnificent,
well-built house or temple with its structural beauty, a place that is entirely appropriate
for wisdom to dwell in (we might think forward to Jesus telling his disciples that: “in his
Father’s house, there are many rooms; if it were not so, would I have told you that I go
to prepare a place for you? [John 14:2]); the commentaries may also suggest that there
are seven pillars because of the association of seven with perfection or completeness. I
don’t know how well you know the chronicles of Narnia – a marvellous set of books,
written by C.S.Lewis, that are held together through the visits of the four children to the
secret and mysterious land of Narnia where the children are held in awe, respected as

kings and queens in their own right; it occurs to me that King Solomon would have been
held in similar awe in his own time.
The chronicles of Narnia are quite dream-like and the seven books are quite different in
their style and few will have delved deeply enough to unlock their basis; they seem at
first glance to be unconnected, but there is a theme. Lewis was fascinated by mediaeval
cosmology and in days gone by it was reckoned that the universe consisted of just seven
planets as well as the earth that we currently inhabit; this knowledge goes right back to
antiquity. The seven planets comprised the whole of the known universe, hence the
completeness of the number seven and the reason for the seven books. If I was
conducting a quiz, I could ask you to write down the seven planets involved, and which
book focuses on the character of that planet. There are many more layers of course and it
is all great fun and a bit of a diversion really – but it’s holiday time: let’s have fun …
The first book in the series, published in 1950, is “The
Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe” – it represents Jupiter
and features the lion Aslan quite strongly, linking up with
crucifixion and resurrection in the Christian tradition. The
second, in 1951, is “Prince Caspian” representing the warlike character of the planet Mars. The third, in 1952, is
“The Voyage of the Dawn Treader” representing the Sun –
there’s quite a bit in there that describes the spiritual life.
The fourth, in 1953, is “The Silver Chair” – again, from its
title we can guess that it relates to the Moon and it speaks
quite clearly about the struggle against powers of darkness.
The fifth, in 1954, is “The Horse and his Boy”, which
explores the character of Mercury. The sixth, in 1955, is
“The Magician’s Nephew”, which is all about the Creation
and how evil entered into it – it is written from the
perspective of the planet Venus. The seventh book, and
the last, published in 1956, is as we might expect “The Last
Battle” and speaks about the end times – it represents the planet of Saturn. That could all
form a sermon series, couldn’t it? provided that it dealt with the Christian aspects in the
books, but C.S.Lewis is rather more complicated than that and it would not be
straightforward – however, they are a good and easy read, telling us quite a bit about life.
In the meantime, perhaps we can simply aim for wholeness, feeding on the bread of life
…
... in the name of the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit, AMEN
NB. the analysis for the Chronicles of Narnia can be found in a book by Michael Ward
called “Planet Narnia”, Oxford University Press 2008

