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Bread of Life, 2: Imitators of God 

11th Sunday after Pentecost, Proper 14 (19) B, August 8, 2021 

Those of us who walk in the wild, or at least in the well-marked woodland trails that 

our fellow perambulists, nature lovers, and outdoors-folk have put there, can identify 

with the story we heard this morning from 1st Kings. The “he” in question in Elijah, 

that most violence-prone and afflicted of the prophets of the Lord, and he had better 

reason than most to flee to the wilderness and neglect to bring along enough to eat 

or drink. The people who ruled his country at the time wanted to kill him, and (in 

their minds) for good reason. Most of us who find ourselves a bit too far in the wild 

without proper sustenance or gear were simply looking for some rest and relaxation, 

a bit of exercise and fresh air, and a chance to see the world God made good and that 

humans improved most by doing as little as they could to it. Many of the difficulties 

I’ve faced in my ministry and professional teaching careers have become less difficult 

as I walk, ponder, and reflect, and even pray, whilst under the shade of the living 

green cathedrals of this world. 

Yet the joys of the wilderness can fade quickly if the weather turns, blows in a rain 

or snow for which one is not prepared, or turns hotter on the heights than one had 

thought it would be. One learns to one’s horror that one has neglected to follow the 

motto of one’s Scouting youth: “Be prepared.” One’s own body can fail or 

disappoint, twisting an ankle while one is still miles from the car; brushing against 

poison ivy, oak, sumac, or some other of the flora of Mordor; or simply refusing to 

go uphill or down as quickly as one’s mind would have it do. Being alone on a 

woodland trail is all well and good when one is in fine fettle and has all one’s needs 

met. Should that stop being the case, one realizes just how quickly danger can come 

upon a person alone. There have been times, and doubtless will be again, when one 

would long to sit beneath a broom tree for rest and have an angel bring me all I 

needed, and then some, to complete the journey. If Elijah can have it, why can’t we? 
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Well, a wag might say, it may be that Elijah was on a more important journey than 

art thou, somnolent wood-walker, or at least had better writers to tell his story. 

People still leave a cup of wine out for him at Passover, so deeply did his stories of 

his prophecy inspire them, as well as stories of his great deeds, and of his need. 

Yet for most us, any angels who come to help us in the wild, or in the hospital, or 

in any place are metaphorical. They may be literary, as in Tony Kushner’s 

masterpiece, Angels in America, or sexualized ala Victoria’s Secret, or some form of 

hybrid of both, as in the various TV shows and movies Charlie’s Angels. Typically, 

though, we think of the angels of our lives as those who showed us necessary kindness 

unexpected, particular instances of God’s grace, because they wanted to, and we let 

them, or could not prevent them, but in either case did not deserve it, even in the 

midst of our need. It is an open question amongst ethicists and theologians whether, 

and to what degree, we deserve what we need, or have a right to it, or even to 

preserve ourselves, in a world where something must always be dying so that 

something else may live. But when we are in need, no matter the need, it is our 

nature, and perhaps our calling, to find a way to meet those needs, come what may, 

and suffer who might who should stand in our way.  

It is with all this in mind that we approach this second go-round with the Gospel of 

John’s teaching that Jesus is the Bread of Life, uniquely connected to God the Father 

and the sole path to him – and also being the one who will give his very flesh for the 

life of the world. Those who come to him will hunger no more, nor thirst, and they 

will have from him the life that will not die. In a word: here, and in me, says Jesus, 

are all your needs met, your sins forgiven, and your hopes fulfilled.  

It is a bold promise, extravagant and bizarre, as the people who heard it found it to 

be and, as the gospel notes, said out loud. They were not used to people, or one 

person, standing among them, claiming to be so connected to God that to know one 

was to know the other, and saying such things as those who eat of my flesh, which 
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is the bread of life, will never die. If that doesn’t sound bizarre to you, just imagine 

how you’d react if someone got up in here and said those very words – as, reading 

the gospel, I guess I actually did.  Yet, if you think about it, it makes a certain kind 

of physical sense: the best way to connect to a god, any god, would be to consume 

that god’s flesh. Unlike the words of a god, which one might as readily remember as 

forget, the substance of that god becomes part of one’s very person, nourishing the 

body as it nourishes the soul. Theophagy – the technical term for the eating of a god 

– was common enough in the ancient world, if anathema to 2nd Temple Judaism. 

Why? Because to the hungry, or to those who have been hungry and might be again, 

any god worthy of worship would show up as food. 

This passage, and much of John’s gospel, is often misread in a way that would conflate 

Christian doctrine, or one particular group of Christians’ doctrines, with what Jesus 

says he alone is: this sole way to the Father, to God, the only source we know of the 

bread and water of the life that does not die. None of us has any right to claim that, 

and certainly not based on the words in this passage. They invite scorn and derision 

who would conflate their particular church’s or sect’s statements of faith or belief, 

patterns of prayer and worship, or code of doctrines and laws, with what Jesus was, 

is, and e’er shall be, much as they would who claimed to have the only way to Kansas 

City simply because they had a car that could get there and knew one road among 

the many that will get you there. What we have are, at best, variations on the theme 

Paul articulated of how now, whatever our present time and lives, “we see through 

a glass darkly.” It is only at the end, when all is revealed, will “we see Him face to 

face.” As at least the last three the Episcopal Church’s presiding bishops have said, 

God is far greater, far larger, and unimaginably in excess of any definition we could 

have for God, any experiences we could have of God, or any box or crate or cage 

we might seek to put God in. It may be that we know as little of God-in-Godself as 

a rabbit knows of nuclear physics, even though we have come to understand that we 
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are as much shaped by, and in the image of, that God as both we and the rabbit are 

by the physics of nuclei, and all that that entails. 

That crucial difference – viz. that we see in a glass darkly, but we do see – makes all 

the difference. The fact that we can read it at all, conceptualize it, communicate it, 

and understand it, does much to help us interpret the very passage in question, and 

apply it without misreading it, or conflating what it says is true with what we know 

to be true, as if we knew the limits of truth itself, or could describe its borders. We 

know but three of them: ignorance (that is, not-knowing), error (mistaking not-truth 

for truth), and deceit (that is, lies). What others there may be, we shall not know 

until they, or their God, reveals them to us. 

Knowing those three is enough, as it knowing that we should avoid them, or counter 

them, and how to do so. The passage we heard today from the letter to the Ephesians 

goes into more detail about how to do that, assuming that the people would 

understand it and, understanding, comply. The proscriptions are not hard: stop 

stealing, don’t be bitter or angry, or if  you get angry at least fix whatever’s set you 

off before the setting of the sun, don’t let the devil in – actually, that can be harder 

than it looks – and, above all, speak truth to your neighbors in ways that they can 

hear. Otherwise, you’re what Paul calls elsewhere a clanging gong or a crashing 

cymbal. As we discussed last week, speaking the truth in love is not always easy, 

because it requires that we listen in love as well, if not first, and process what we 

heard in ways compatible with our, and our interlocutor’s, dignity.  

In all this we become imitators of God, which is well. God speaks truth to us, as do 

those whom God sends. Therefore, we can speak truth and we do. God loved us, so 

we can and do act with love and charity in all things. God set for us standards of how 

to live, and so we do so for ourselves. God was kind; therefore we are kind. God 

forgave; therefore we forgive. God made us in God’s image; therefore we act as 

though when people see or hear us, they see somewhat of what God is, and how.  
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Actually, that may be harder to do that we think, and is certainly harder to do than 

to say. But say it I will, and do it I will do, or at least try to, doubtless imperfectly – 

and yet in this I am like God, too. The God we meet in the biblical texts often acts 

quite badly, or at least in ways we’d find counter-productive or bizarre, and for some 

reason best known in the heavenly places wants to be known to us that way, else 

why let people write about him that way? The stories that come down to us show 

God kicking out of paradise the first people he made, and only way later on coming 

down to live and die as one of them to undo the damage. They show us God 

regretting that he’d made people at all, and drowning damn near all of them, along 

with every other animal that couldn’t swim. They show God wrestling with people 

(Jacob), beating people up (Moses), raising up kings only to throw them down (Saul 

et al.), letting them get away with murder and also killing their children (David), 

letting their brother kill them in order to then curse that brother (Abel, Cain), and 

sending entire armies to crush his own people for disobeying him (history of Israel 

and Judah, passim). They even show us how God, in Jesus, can get mad for not good 

reason (the fig tree), curse people for doing what they thought was right (‘Ye brood 

of vipers’), and not answer truthfully when put on the spot and asked exactly to do 

so (to Pilate).  

Yet it is not these things that we imitate, though we learn from them, chiefly I think 

to speak and work no evil, to not judge lest we be judged, to be tolerant, humble, 

patient, and kind. It isn’t easy, but it is good, so let us do all the good we can, 

wherever we can, all the days of our lives. Amen. 
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