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John 6:35-38: Jesus said to them, “I am the bread of life. Whoever comes to me will never be hungry, and whoever believes in me will never be thirsty. But I said to you that you have seen me and yet do not believe. Everything that the Father gives me will come to me, and anyone who comes to me I will never drive away; for I have come down from heaven, not to do my own will, but the will of him who sent me.

A few years ago, when I was driving up to Seabury twice a week for my Anglican dip, as they called it, my theology professor put me onto one of his favorite novels, The Brothers K—no, not The Brothers Karamazov—The Brothers K, by David James Duncan, not Dostoyevsky. It’s about this quirky family living through the 50s and 60s in America, told through the eyes of one of the children named Kincaid Chance. One of the trials Kincaid had to endure was belonging to a cult-like, fundamentalist church that just didn’t fit his personality. He had too many questions. At one point, speaking as an early adolescent, Kincaid takes a moment to talk to us about some of those questions.
Personally I’m not sure just who or what Christ is. I still pray to Him in a pinch, but I talk to myself in a pinch too—and I’m getting less and less sure there’s a difference. I used to wish somebody would just tell me what to think about him. Then along came [our pastor] Elder Babcock, telling and telling, acting like Christ was running for President of the World, and he was his campaign manager, and whoever didn’t get out and vote for the Lord at the polls we call churches by casting the votes we call tithes and offerings into the ballot boxes we call offering plates was a wretched turd of a sinner voting for Satan by default. Mama tries to clear up the confusion by saying that Christ is exactly what the Bible says He is. But what does the Bible say He is? On one page He’s a Word, on the next a bridegroom, then He’s a boy, then a scapegoat, then a thief in the night; read on and He’s the messiah, then oops, He’s a rabbi, and then a fraction—a third of the Trinity—then a fisherman, then a broken loaf of bread. I guess even God, when He’s human, has trouble deciding just what He is.

Now I’m just guessing that we’re not total strangers to Kincaid Chance’s questions and frustrations. Maybe we’re weary of being asked just who or what Christ is. Maybe some of us occasionally wonder, when we pray, just who else might be listening. Maybe some of us have run into our own versions of Elder Babcock setting himself up as Christ’s campaign manager. In fact, that seems to be the model of ministry for at least one Archbishop who keeps showing up over here without an invitation. But I won’t name names.
We’re no strangers to these questions, especially those of us who are Clergy. We serve among people who ask the same questions we might still ask ourselves. We serve among people who think they already know all the answers. And every day we have to find our own voice. We look to Scripture, Tradition and Reason for guidance, only to find that they all speak with several voices, sometimes conflicting voices. Kincaid says, “I guess even God, when He’s human, has trouble deciding just what He is.” Whether or not that’s true of God (it’s worth pondering!), it’s certainly true of us. I guess Clergy, who most certainly are human, have trouble deciding just what they are.
In today’s Gospel, Jesus seems to be having one of his fresh-from-the-bakery days. “I am the bread of life,” he says. It’s the first of John’s famous “I am” statements, where Jesus just might be equating himself with the voice of God who spoke to Moses (Ex. 3:14). By the time we’ve finished reading the whole Gospel we’ve heard him use that phrase, “I am,” to call himself, not just the bread of life, but the light of the world (8:12), the sheep-gate and the good shepherd (10:7-11), the resurrection and the life (11:25), the way, the truth, and the life (14:6), and the true grapevine (15:1). At first glance, you might think Kincaid Chance was right—Jesus can’t seem to settle on what to call himself. 
And John adds a few more labels of his own. He calls Jesus the Word who is with God and yet is God, the light who enlightens everyone, the Word become flesh, and that’s just in the first chapter. And yet, for all these labels—Jesus’ labels for himself, and John’s own labels—John actually shows us a Jesus who’s very much at home wearing several hats at once. Jesus’ ease with all these labels is that, after all, he does know who he is—and whose he is, at rest in the will of the one who sent him. In fact, we might even wonder if Jesus is too much at home in all this. But that’s John’s Jesus, the know-it-all Jesus who seems outrageously calm and collected all the way to the cross, where he can finally say with confidence, “It is finished.” 
We’re not sure how that fits with the more agonized portraits of Jesus we see in the other Gospels. We tend to think John’s portrait is not as true to history. We probably identify more with an agonized Jesus—and why not? We ought to be suspicious of any view of Jesus’ life or ours that would try to smooth over anybody’s pain, anybody’s grief, anybody’s despair. We’ve learned, I hope, that we can’t rescue people, can’t tell them just to move on before they’ve lived with their pain. And I hope we’ve also learned that we can’t expect to be rescued from living with our own pain—not by ourselves, not by our friends, not even by God. That’s a lesson I’ve had to re-learn more than once. So it’s a good thing that John’s Gospel isn’t the only portrait of Jesus we have, and it’s understandable that we might want to be cautious about making Jesus look too self-possessed.

But John is trying to tell us something that we need to hear. Maybe he overdoes it, but we need to pay attention anyway. Back in 1985, when my Dad died, I remember overhearing several of Mom’s friends from First Baptist Church trying to rescue her with phrases that sounded trite and empty. “He’s in a better place.” “It’s God’s will.” Now I knew that Mom would never say anything like that to anybody else. She didn’t and doesn’t think too highly of people who presume to have the world neatly explained, who claim to know God’s ways that much better than the rest of us. (Thank God for her!) Later I grumbled to Mom about what I’d overheard. But she laughed and said, “Oh, so what? I know what they were trying to say.” John’s picture of Jesus may not be perfect, but taking our cue from my Mom, we can say, “Oh, so what? We know what John is trying to say.”
What John is trying to say is that, no matter how much Jesus may have agonized about his own ministry and fate, there was a power, a presence, an identity at work in him that, even in his utter devastation, could never be shaken. His life, even his death, embodied for us a life of boundless self-giving that can undergo every rejection, every agony we can imagine—not just pretend to undergo it but really undergo it—and yet still be able to give again and again and again, until the whole creation is caught up in this boundless generosity. The life he embodied is God’s life. In Jesus God knows crucifixion, even death, empathically, from the inside, if you will. But God does not cease to be God, not even then. Indeed, we see the very heart of who God is in this final moment of letting go of everything, even life itself.
 Even here, God is God—the inexhaustible generosity at the heart of all things.
We need John’s portrait of Jesus, because we of all people need reminders that, no matter how much we may agonize over our ministries, there is indeed a power, a presence, an identity at work in us that can never be shaken. With all the expectations people place on us, with the expectations we place on ourselves, we do have trouble deciding just what we are. We inhabit a world that gets more confusing every day. We see headlines about power games at work in the Anglican Communion. We may find ourselves caught up in them. We see the power games at play in our own parishes, and we realize we’re probably not innocent bystanders ourselves. I hope we’re honest enough to admit all this. But that’s all the more reason why we need those moments when we find ourselves at rest in the will of the one who sends us. 
John’s self-assured Jesus stands before us, not for us to imitate, but for us to receive. “I am the bread of life. Whoever comes to me will never be hungry, and whoever believes in me will never be thirsty … and anyone who comes to me I will never drive away.” That’s God’s voice taking flesh among us. 

Today we gather not just to renew our ordination vows, but to let those vows renew us. They’re human words, to be sure. They grew out of contentious meetings that happened not so long ago. But they grew out of prayerful listening too. And we can let them renew us, because we know that their power doesn’t depend on our getting everything just right. 
“I am the bread of life.” God’s words take flesh among us. We can dare to trust them. We can dare to receive the gifts of God for the people of God, feeding on Christ, on God, in our hearts by faith, with thanksgiving. We don’t have to decide what we are, because we receive who we are—whose we are. Thanks be to God.
� David James Duncan, The Brothers K (New York: Bantam Books, 1992), p. 61.


� This is a nod, though only a nod, toward several insightful thinkers who have tried to recover (or redefine?) the traditional concept of divine impassibility or apatheia. See, especially, Herbert McCabe, God Matters (Springfield, Ill.: Templegate Publishers, 1987), pp. 39-51; David Bentley Hart, The Beauty of the Infinite (Grand Rapids: Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing Co., 2003), pp. 354-360.





