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I speak to you in the name of one God, Father, Son and Holy 

Spirit.  Amen.

A neighbor passes me on his morning walk.  We are friends, 

but he has never been very interested in organized religion.   He 

surprises me saying,  “I want to talk to you soon.  I want to know 

how to strengthen my faith.”  I smile with compassion.  I  know in 

the past year he has truly journeyed through the wilderness, 

losing both an adult child and a spouse. 

A member of this congregation is lost in a small mountain 

town.  She stops to ask a store clerk for directions to the 

unfamiliar hotel where she has a reservation.  The owner of the 

store overhears the conversation and comes out from the back.  “I 

wouldn’t let my mother stay in that hotel,” the owner says 



emphatically.  Our friend responds out of desperation and need:  

“Well then, may I stay with you?” 

An active shooter takes over a Trader Joe’s in suburban Los 

Angeles, holding about 12 innocent people hostage.  He is 

sustaining a gun wound in his arm. One person is already dead 

from crossfire with police.  About halfway through the siege, with 

Police surrounding the Trader Joe’s,  he looks at one of the 

female hostages  and says, “It’s all over for me.”   The woman 

knows a suicidal gunman would create more bloodshed and 

violence.  So she puts her hand on his heart.  

Jesus said, “I am the bread of life.  Whoever comes to me 

will never be hungry, and whoever believes in me will never be 

thirsty.”

If you have been in church for the past few weeks, then you 

have certainly noticed a theme.  It has felt like a French bakery in 



here!  We have heard bread, bread, bread for the past 3 Sundays 

and more will be delivered fresh and hot next Sunday.  

Every three years, the lectionary leads us to spend this time 

in the sixth chapter of John’s Gospel.  

To dive deep into the actions and proclamations of Jesus that are 

an essential sign for our union with God as Christians.   The 

taking, breaking, blessing and sharing bread.  IN these weeks, 

Jesus is reinterpreting the foundational stories of Judaism, stories 

of Manna in the Wilderness and the feast of Passover.  Jesus is 

proclaiming, “I am the bread of life. Whoever eats of this bread 

will live forever; and the bread that I will give for the life of the 

world is my flesh.” 

So today we continue to ponder the meaning of Jesus’ 

proclamation to be “The Bread of Life.’   And I have already 

shared three stories to illuminate specific themes found in today’s 

Gospel: 

Wilderness, Trust and Presence



So let’s explore the relationship between wandering in the 

wilderness and the bread of life.  Remember my neighbor who is 

seeking faith in the midst of overwhelming grief?  When we go 

through life, we experience pain and suffering. 

It is inevitable, no matter how hard we try to avoid it.  The poet, 

David Whyte describes heartbreak as possibly, “the very essence 

of being human, of being on the journey from here to there, and of 

coming to care deeply for what we find along the way.”  The Bible 

also speaks of heartbreak, pain and suffering using the image of 

the “wilderness.”   Today we hear the story of Prophet/Superhero, 

Elijah.  He has just defeated the priests of Baal in a dramatic 

display, and now Queen Jezebel is after him.  

Elijah is exhausted and probably experiencing post-tramatic 

stress from his work.  He is heartbroken and beyond hope, 

wishing to die.  And the angels of God bring him bread to eat, 

sustenance for the journey.  Scripture tells us time and time again, 

we experience the bread of life most profoundly when we are lost 



in the wilderness of heartbreak.  In fact, as people of God we may 

be called to inhabit the wilderness, intentionally, more often than 

not . . . but Jesus assures us that he will be present there, offering 

himself, the bread of life.

Second theme for today:  TRUST.  These readings from 

John have so often been used to exclude non-Christians.  “Very 

truly I tell you, whoever believes has eternal life.”  But we 

remember the language and world in which Jesus is teaching— 

he is deeply immersed in the images from the story of Exodus.  

The next sentence says, “ I am the bread of life. Your ancestors 

ate the manna in the wilderness, and they died. This is the bread 

that comes down from heaven, so that one may eat of it and not 

die. I am the living bread that came down from heaven.”   The 

hostile crowd Jesus is addressing are scholars of the faith.  They 

know very well that the first generation of Israelites, including 

Moses, died in the wilderness.  The given Biblical reason?  The 

Israelites  did not trust God.  The word translated as “believe” in 



this portion of John’s Gospel is directly related to the word found 

in Exodus that means trust.  

What if we move deeper into the text, what if we move past 

the tribalism and either-or thinking that so many Christians seem 

to relish , and think of how trust would transform our connection 

with the bread of life that Jesus offers.  And this brings me back to 

the delightful story of the person from our congregation who was 

lost in the mountains.  This story is actually from Celia Dunn and I 

have her permission to share it!  Celia did, indeed, ask the store 

owner if she could stay with her.  And, of course, she now has a 

new best friend in the mountains of North Carolina.  But this is 

how Jesus tell us to “believe.”  Our belief in the sustenance, care 

and eternal life Jesus promises is solely based in TRUST.  Trust is 

a relational word.  Belief not so much.  We can ask for what we 

need because we are in a trusting relationship with the living God.  

“Can I stay with you?” We trustingly ask when we have no where 



else to turn.  We may ask this, literally as Celia did, or we may 

ask this of Jesus in our prayers.  And we trust that bread for our 

hunger and wine for our thirst will, indeed, be provided. 

And our final theme for today, presence.  I commend to you 

all an article in the LA Times entitled, “The Tender, Terrifying Truth 

About What Happened Inside the Trader Joe’s Hostage Seize,” 

written by Robin Abcarian.  The account beautifully conveyed the 

miraculous relationship that formed between the shooter, Gene 

Atkins, and one of the victims, MaryLinda Moss.  MaryLInda is a 

53 year old mom of two.  She is a professional artist, and she has 

gone through extensive therapy and healing work for her own 

emotional needs.  I believe this “work” prepared her to be a 

presence for life and healing amidst a terribly broken situation.  

Why did MaryLinda touch the young man on the chest? “I told 

him: ‘There’s always hope. I know you have a good heart, and I 

know you don’t want to hurt anybody.’  When you put your hand 

on someone’s heart it grounds them.”    The brave woman went 



on to become the intermediary and advocate, between the young 

man and the police.  

She even found herself screaming at the police on the cell 

phone when they would not take time to listen, to comply with 

requests.  At the end, Adkins was willing to surrender in handcuffs 

because MaryLinda and others surround him as they walked 

outside.  The others described MaryLinda as being truly present 

to the Adkins.  And this brought peace and life where there was 

no hope.  When I think of these images, of touching the chest of a 

violent and distraught young man, or shielding your enemy from 

death, I can’t help but think of Jesus.  I think of the Passover 

Lamb, the body and blood of Christ given for the world.  And I see 

a vision for how we, too, become this bread of life for the world.  

Amen.   




