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Let us pray.  Lord, our God, we thank you for the gift of your written Word.  Grant me, your servant, both the humility and the boldness necessary to proclaim it.  Prepare our hearts and lives to be strengthened and changed by it.  Through Christ our Lord.  Amen.
(
Unless you’ve lived on another planet the last few years, you know it’s well established that what we eat and drink affects almost everything about us—our weight, our behavior, our complexion, our attitudes, our interactions with others, and most of all, our short and long-term physical—even mental—health.

For instance, we know that a diet low in calories, sugar, sodium and the so-called “bad” fats like trans- and LDL, but high in fiber, certain vitamins, minerals and “good” fats, tends to ward off all manner of maladies.

We know that subsisting on red meat, fried and processed foods, dairy products, candy bars, soft drinks, doughnuts and other bakery baddies is the kind of diet that gives new meaning to the old adage that “the way to a man’s heart…is through his stomach”—except now we know it’s the way to a woman’s heart too.

We know that obesity and diabetes are health emergencies of the first order—but, not surprisingly, mostly in North America.

What to do?  Well, schools replace pop machines with bottled water dispensers (though that has its downside too), and school lunch programs hold the pizza and fries in favor of pasta and fruit.  Double bacon cheeseburgers and buffalo chicken wings notwithstanding, many fast food chains and restaurants are making efforts to offer alternatives.  “Eat local” campaigns are popping up like rhubarb in the spring, organic foods are more widely available, and Farmers’ Markets and CSAs—community supported agriculture programs—are rapidly becoming commonplace.

So the conclusion that your diet makes a difference in who you are and how you are isn’t much of a stretch, because there’s abundant evidence to support it.  But did you ever consider the claim that diet makes a difference to be a faith statement?

In the gospels, Jesus regularly uses food as a metaphor for his message.  Immediately preceding today’s text, for instance, is John’s story about Jesus and his disciples feeding five thousand people—a huge feast for a huge crowd.  Though dried fish and a few loaves of bread aren’t your typical picnic fare, it turns out there’s plenty for everyone…including twelve baskets-full of bread to spare.   

Then, in today’s text, Jesus makes some radical claims.  “I am the Bread of Life,” he says.  He also maintains that he’s “the living bread that came down from heaven.”  As if that isn’t scandalous enough, he declares, “Anyone who eats of this bread will live forever.”  To top it off, he adds, “…this bread that I will give for the life of the world—it’s me—my flesh and blood self.”  He might as well have told his listeners that…diet makes a difference.

Jesus, though, is talking about a particular kind of diet.  He offers to fill his listeners, not with loaves of bread, but with the Bread of Life.  Not with a few dried fish, but with his living, flesh and blood self.  Not with food that spoils, but with food that lasts.  Not with fare to meet their physical needs, but with nourishment to satisfy their deepest spiritual longings.

Do you hear what Jesus is saying?  He’s declaring that, when it comes to your relationship with God, your diet makes a difference—maybe, at the end of the day, it makes the difference.

But what is the difference?  Is it only a private spiritual difference?  Does it have to do only with my salvation, my relationship with God, my journey of faith, my personal choices?  Or is there also a public ethical difference—one that has to do with how my actions and attitudes affect others; the way I live my life in the world; how I choose to interact with family, friends and strangers; and what I do to promote God’s Shalom—peace, justice, health, wholeness and well-being—in and for all God’s creation? 

In my experience, young people in confirmation classes invariably ask some variation of this question: “If I join the church, do I have to behave any differently than I do now?”

My response has usually been something like, “Well, if you confess your faith that ‘Jesus Christ is my Lord and Savior,’ you’re saying that, from now on, the Bread of Life will nourish, not only who you are in your relationship with God, but also how you are with others because of that relationship.  In other words, your actions should mirror the faith that nourishes you.  If it’s already Jesus, the Bread of Life, then no, you don’t have to act any differently.  But if it’s something else, you might want to consider making a few changes”…because diet makes a difference.

It’s not just a question for kids in confirmation classes.  Those who claim to be disciples of Jesus need to stop and ask themselves once in awhile, “Is the Bread of Life nourishing my attitudes and actions?”  My spiritual diet should make a difference, not only in my relationship with God, but also in what I say, what I do, and how I relate to other people—especially my brothers and sisters in Christ.  But if there’s a disconnect between profession and practice, I might want to consider a few changes…because diet makes a difference.

This disconnect often shows up in local churches.  The writer of a reflection on the Ephesians text shares some feelings with which I’m guessing most of us can identify:

Like everyone involved in congregational life, I have memories of less-than-positive conversations and encounters at church.  I doubt that there’s a Christian leader, ordained or lay, who has never provoked anger or irritation in a church situation, and I doubt that there’s a single churchgoer who hasn’t experienced hurt feelings and discouragement from a congregational incident of some sort…some folks [even] find church a natural place to nurture and express their harsh and angry attitudes.
In this light, consider the advice Paul shares with First Presbyterian Church, Ephesus, a young and spiritually immature congregation—not unlike a confirmation class—for which he is the organizing pastor of sorts.  The text is part of a longer catalogue of speech and behaviors, which he says in effect, are consistent with the lives nourished by the Bread of Life to which we commit ourselves when we confess our faith.  The immediate context is the fledgling faith community in Ephesus then, but his guidance applies just as easily to our life in the church—and, for that matter, the world—now.  

Speaking the truth, for instance.  It’s a given, simply because we’re all members of one another.  That doesn’t mean because we’re on a church membership roll.  It means that, as part of Christ’s body, we can’t tolerate lying or criticism any more than the parts of our physical bodies can deceive or disparage each other.  In a healthy Christian community, speaking the truth is an expression of love intended to build up and bestow grace.  If it doesn’t, it probably means something other than the Bread of Life is nourishing the speaker—because diet makes a difference.

Paul’s advice to “be angry but don’t sin” is consistent with what we know today about feelings.  Anger is a normal human emotion, frequently justified.  But it’s never justified when it’s expressed as personal attack or physical abuse that causes emotional or physical pain. 

What’s more, anger can degenerate into a dangerous dynamic that gives evil—or shall we just call it sin—a sufficient toehold to undermine or even destroy not only persons, but also the community itself.  Whenever anger gets out of hand, it means the Bread of Life isn’t feeding our lives at that moment—because diet makes a difference.

Paul also cautions us to watch the way we talk.  We may have learned as children that “sticks and stones can break my bones, but words can never hurt me,” but as adults, we aren’t that naïve.  Ponder the implications of this passage from the book of James, as rendered by Eugene Peterson in his biblical paraphrase, The Message:

A word out of your mouth may seem of no account, but it can accomplish nearly anything—or destroy it…By our speech we can ruin the world, turn harmony into chaos, throw mud on a reputation, send the whole world up in smoke and go up in smoke with it, smoke right from the pit of hell!

If diet makes a difference, the Bread of Life in us simply can’t encourage or tolerate that kind of speech.

A related injunction urges readers not to “grieve the Holy Spirit of God.”  Our behavior—or misbehavior—reflects on the community of faith, to be sure.  Worse, it has the potential to afflict the very Spirit that seeks to make us fit for the kingdom of God.  When a spirit of self-gratification or self-promotion dictates our conduct instead of Jesus, the Bread of Life, the Spirit of God suffers—it grieves.  

What we’re after is conduct that makes the Spirit rejoice!  To accomplish that, Paul urges “a clean break with all cutting, backbiting, profane talk.”  Instead, be gentle with others, and forgive them.

Forgive them!  Now there’s a difficult if not impossible task!  How do you forgive someone who has hurt you, betrayed your trust or cut you off from opportunity or achievement?  Unfortunately, the prevailing attitude when that happens is to get mad—and sometimes to get even.  Yet revenge or holding a grudge never heals a wound; it just covers it up until it festers into a sepsis of the spirit.  

But the good news is that forgiveness heals—partly because it breaks the payback cycle, and partly because it releases the toxic stew that typically poisons the victim, more than it does the one responsible for causing the hurtful insult in the first place.

Forgiveness is an imperative for anyone whose diet is rich in the Bread of Life for one reason:  because “God in Christ has forgiven you.”  In God’s forgiveness of us, we learn what forgiveness can do because only we know the rotten stuff in us that God is forgiving.  In God’s forgiveness of us, we find the best reason to be forgiving of those who have wronged us.

Paul sums it up by charging us to imitate God.  Some hear this as permission to play God, while most of us hear it as an obligation that’s unrealistic if not impossible to fulfill.  What Paul is really calling for, though, is conduct that reflects the character of God—in a word, love.  Once again, Eugene Peterson’s paraphrase may be helpful:

Watch what God does, and then you do it, like children who learn proper behavior from their parents.  Mostly what God does is love you.  Keep company with God and learn a life of love.  Observe how Christ loved us.  His love wasn’t cautious, but extravagant.  He didn’t love in order to get something from us but to give everything of himself to us.

At the beginning of today’s text, John explains that Jesus’ opponents complained because they didn’t understand how Joseph’s boy could make such outrageous claims.  As followers of Jesus, though, we know who Joseph’s boy really is—living bread that comes down from heaven and gives life to the world.  Living bread is bread for living, a sign of our baptismal identity, a promise of God’s unending love.  That should be reason enough for us to live lives that clearly proclaim that our nourishment as people of faith isn’t the bread we eat every day, the kind that gets stale and moldy, but rather the one who says, “I am the Bread of Life”—living bread that lasts forever.

If we satisfy our spiritual hunger with the Bread of Life, then our ethics—our words and decisions, our actions and attitudes—will reflect the one who feeds us.  They’ll be a witness to all, that, when it comes to our relationship to God, to each other and the world…diet does make a difference.

Thanks be to God.
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