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I’ve really had to wrestle with how to approach our readings from John and Ephesians this morning. We’re still dealing today with the question of just what God wants from us. What does it mean to live a Christian life? Now there are answers available to that question. We all could probably give our own answers, even though we may not feel too certain or satisfied with our answers. My sense is that it is not unlike the game of chess. In chess there are few rules, and they are fairly simple rules, but you can play for a lifetime and never master the game. The game of chess is so much more than the rules for chess. The game of chess requires so much more from you than simply following the rules. 
So we can look at our passage from Ephesians and find there a list of rules: “speak the truth..., do not let the sun go down on your anger…, thieves must give up stealing…, and be kind to one another.” Those are some good rules! We all could do a lot worse than living by a set of rules like that. And there are lots of rules and lists of rules like that, and a whole lot of them are in the Bible. And so very often people want to use the Bible as a kind of rule book. I understand that. There can be something very comforting in having an authoritative source tell you what you should or should not be doing. But it isn’t enough. We know it isn’t enough because we all try to lead moral lives, and we all are more or less successful, and we all know that there must be something more. And we’re right. Paul gives his list of rules and then says, “Be imitators of God… and walk in love as Christ loved us and gave himself for us, an offering and sacrifice to God.” You see, faith requires so much more from us than simply following the rules.
So if you listened to the reading from John this morning and couldn’t figure out just what the heck is going on, it’s okay, because it is neither simple nor clear, but it has to do with the feeling we all know of just spinning our wheels, trying so hard and getting nowhere. To get unstuck, we need to be aware of two things: First, that God is not merely prepared to give, but is already giving us more than we can possibly hope for; and second, that God asks from us more than we can imagine. God does not want us to live by the rules, God wants us to live completely new lives; and we can see the life God intends for us in the life of Jesus. Not a life of rules, but a life that embraces Cross and Resurrection. The two always go together. Getting unstuck in life is a matter of realizing that we are not asked to follow a bunch of rules. We are asked to make a decision. Will we give up who we are in order to become who God wants us to be?

Part of the reason why John’s gospel sounds so different is that by the time it was written, maybe as much as 70 or 80 years had passed since the death and resurrection of Jesus. During all that time, people continued to try to understand who Jesus was and is, and what he taught, and what those teachings meant. John here is telling us what the life of faith is like, and he is describing it as satisfaction. That’s what the image of bread is all about. Not ordinary, every day bread. Not even the manna that the Israelites ate in the wilderness. But bread that will never leave you wanting more. Bread that will keep you alive forever. Behind these words, John is remembering the invitation God issued to God’s people through the prophet Isaiah, “You that have no money, come, buy and eat! Come, buy wine and milk without money and without price. Why do you spend your money for that which is not bread, and your labor for that which does not satisfy? Listen to me, and eat what is good, and delight yourselves in rich food.”
Why do we spend our money for that which is not bread? It’s a good question. And it is not so much directed against simple materialism, but rather against the human desire for control over our lives and over our world. Certainly that desire can be expressed through materialism and consumerism, but more importantly we find it in legalism, a misplaced confidence in the power of rules. So John here also has in mind the sacrament of Holy Communion. Not necessarily as we view it in our liturgy and rituals, but as it is meant to be experienced.

When the Episcopal Church finally figured out that you didn’t have to be confirmed before God would welcome you at God’s own Table (an example of the sort of legalism we need to give up), people in my church often asked, “How do I know when my child is ready to receive communion?” And I would say that when a child is old enough to stick her hand out, whether she knows what the words mean or not, she is old enough. Because that is how the sacrament is meant to be experienced – holding our hands out, asking for what we do not understand, hoping for what we cannot begin to utter.
Let me tell you. When you get off the plane in Guayaquil Ecuador, as soon as you exit Customs, you are surrounded by children, holding out their hands, “Dime, dime”, which means “give, give”. And your heart wants to break, because there are so many of them, and they are being used so cruelly, and there is nothing you can do about it. It is that pain we bring to this altar. It is that awareness of our own inability to create a just order, or even live by the rules we ourselves have made. It is knowing that even we are nothing more than beggars, holding our hands out. To come here with anything less than that, is to leave here unfed and unfulfilled. It is more than following the rules. It giving ourselves to God so that God might give God’s own self to us and through us pour God’s own abundance over our world. “Be imitators of God…and walk in love as Christ loved us and gave himself for us, an offering and sacrifice to God.”
