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Bread of Life, 1: Speak Truth in Love 

10th Sunday after Pentecost, Proper 13 (18) B, August 1, 2021 

People who talk for a living, sing, or otherwise use their voices to make a 

difference and a living learn the hard way that it is not always easy to find ears that 

hear or that know how to listen. People who must endure those of us who talk for 

a living, or sing, or try to, or otherwise mouth our ways to our pay packet and 

whatever impact we’ll have also know that it is not always easy to understand, 

comprehend, or accept what those who talk are trying to say. For every “Why 

don’t they get it?” there’s an equivalent “What is this person actually trying to say?”  

Sometimes the speaker will reflect well, asking, “How might I say this better, so 

that it’s easier for them to understand?” Sometimes the listener will do likewise, 

asking, “Maybe if I just listen harder, more carefully, and think about all this, give it 

a chance, it’ll start to make some sense.” As minds become more generous, and 

hearts more forgiving, tongues can loosen and ears soften, enabling minds to meet 

and hearts to meld, creating bonds and even communities where there once were 

none, enlightening where there once was darkness and ignorance. It’s one of the 

best things about us, and of all who speak with words, when knowledge is shared 

and grows, and people come to understand and trust one another, work together, 

and build a world (back) better than it was. 

Yet, as we know, it takes a good faith effort on the part of speakers and listeners to 

do this. Where one side or the other is trying not to communicate, or is using what 

they say and do not say more to muddy waters than to clear them, trust cannot be 

built, integrity cannot be found, and power must be wielded to protect people from 

those who obfuscate, confusticate, or lie. What Cool Hand Luke heard stage-

whispered to him in the movie named for him – though based on Melville’s heart-

wrenching novella “Billy Budd” – as a “failure to communicate” was really a 

decision of the part of the warden of his prison to abuse him (Luke) after working 
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hard to confuse him, and beat him down because of his goodness, innocence, and 

naïveté. Failures to communicate can be genuine or malevolent, the result of honest 

misunderstandings or dishonest efforts to deceive. One way or another, they tend 

to violence and division, perpetuating both while trying to convince us they’re not, 

not at all. Witness those who still perpetuate the Big Lie, despite and because of the 

massive evidence against it. Successful communication, by contrast, does not 

happen without good faith, goodwill, good intentions on both sides – as well as 

skill with words. Violence and division may swirl around it, much as darkness does 

around a light it cannot quench, but good communication is key to peace breaking 

out and to building the unity and comity that people need to thrive as one. 

All of that sets in context this episode in the life of Jesus, the one that culminates in 

one of his most famous sayings, that “I am the bread of life” and that “those who 

come to me will hunger and thirst no more.” No wonder all who heard it, having 

just tasted what he could do with actual bread, wanted to make him their king. No 

wonder that so many who have heard of it since hearken to it with all they have, 

and call him “Lord.” Yet the claim is extravagant – wild, even – and nigh on 

impossible to prove. The more one looks at it, the harder it is even to understand.  

With that in mind, let’s step back for a minute. At the heart of this story is a set of 

hungry people – hungry for actual food like bread and fish, as well as for the 

spiritual food of integrity, truth, and honesty, acceptance and justification. To the 

hungry, as has been said many times, any God worth believing it would show up as 

food – real food, as well as spiritual food, nourishing people both body and soul. 

One of Jesus’s accomplishments in all this, as well as that of the Gospel of John, is 

to help people think of spiritual food at all, to imagine those abstractions that define 

our spiritual health and well-being as the metaphorical cabbage and kale, oysters 

and po’boys that keep our bodies and minds alive and kicking To get through to 

hungry people who have to work hard every day just to find enough to eat that the 
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effort to do so translates well into the efforts to get the food that does not perish, 

the water that does not run dry helps them understand the point and grasp their 

own dignity at the same time. “How hard you work to live is impressive, but 

tragic. That you can work that hard to get the life that does not die is equally 

impressive, but by contrast comedic.” That is, it eventually gets better and, in the 

end, ends well, as lives in this world do not always do, not in Jesus’s time and not 

in ours. Without working hard to eat, people would starve. If all we do is work to 

eat, however, Jesus is saying here, we do not really live. 

Communicating truths like that – communicating wisdom like that – is one reason 

that Jesus reaches for any metaphor, symbol, image, or story that he can. He seems 

to have intuitively grasped what every liberator comes to know: if you free people 

in their minds, their bodies are more likely to follow than if you do it the other 

way on. To say that differently: it is easier to sever chains from bodies than to break 

manacles from minds. Breaking destructive or false patterns of thought and belief, 

the inertia of endurance and the trauma-infused comfort of familiar suffering 

requires, by definition, getting people to think differently because they want to, and 

realize that they can do so without undue pain. Some pain is inevitable; learning 

new things takes effort. Allowing oneself to trust new beliefs and ways of doing 

things and seeing the world takes effort, if not quite as much as imagine how to 

enable other people to do it, which is the task that Jesus is about. 

So we come to the metaphor he found: food that leaves you never hungering 

again, water that means you’ll never again go thirsty. The metaphor names certain 

feelings that one does not forget, and that one would never do without again: 

respect, dignity, honor, integrity, trust, and responsibilities fulfilled. If you’ve ever 

experienced any of these, you know them to be top-of-the-mountain experiences, 

like the cold rush of running mountain streams, the bracing kick of fresh, clean air 

that wears not our smudge and reeks not of our smell. The feelings are as powerful, 
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if not more powerful, that the feeling of having one’s chains removed, or of 

removing them oneself. The memory of them remains, as does the memory of their 

leaving, and the absence of their weight and pressure is palpable ever after. 

The manna and quail that fell in the desert on another set of hungry people – 

people wandering in the wild at the command of their God, who remembered the 

fleshpots of Egypt, and knew that even in their chains, they had been fed meat – 

had helped set their minds free, as well as their bodies. The God who saved them 

and taught them how to live also fed them the food they could otherwise not get. 

Jesus is going one step further: freeing people’s bodies while also freeing their minds 

so that they might make good choices with that freedom.  

The writer of the letter to the Ephesians, very much in the spirit of Paul, his 

mentor and teacher, explains some of what that might look like. It encourages the 

people of that bustling seaside city to be patient and generous, united and peaceful, 

givers of gifts and celebrators of those given to them. It teaches them to 

acknowledge what they do well, and do it, using those abilities for their own good 

and the good of their community. It encourages them to celebrate their diversity 

amidst their common witness to a God who set them free to serve, heal, and be 

workers of peace and agents of goodwill. It recognizes that we each have different 

gifts, yet one baptism sets us all free from what’s wrong with us. It acknowledges 

that we are members of one body, yet can be as different in how we live that out as 

an ankle bone is from a kidney. It puts additional language and specificity to our 

baptismal vow to respect the dignity of every human being, and sets in bold, clear 

words what most threatens that dignity: trickery, deceitfulness, craftiness, and lies. 

How does one counter trickery, deceitfulness, craftiness, and lies? That brings us to 

the subtitle of the sermon: Speaking the Truth in Love. That’s not without its risks, 

of course. Where I grew up, whenever someone said that they were about to speak 

the truth to you in love, you knew that you were in for it, were not going to like 
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whatever it was the person was about to say, and might have trouble hearing it in 

love, even if it were genuinely spoken that way. They were not always spoken that 

way, and this phrase has been weaponized, as has this whole passage, to empower 

people to force their own ways of thinking and believing on others, all in the name 

of the faith once given to the saints, the idea of one Lord, one faith, one baptism, 

or some other ungodly restriction on what is true, and how varied its expressions 

can be. That being said, of course, we all know that some truths are hard – hard to 

learn, hard to bear, hard to say, and hard to hear. Yet, if they are offered sincerely 

and with intelligence and insight, they can help people heal, change, even repent, 

and do what they must to live as they ought.  

We live in a time in which some hard truths are as important to articulate as they 

are difficult to accept. It is easy to sink into comfortable falsehoods or self-serving 

lies, particularly in times of division, and when people in some quarters appear to 

be doing all they can to sow and deepen division. We are having to get used to the 

fact that some people in our country will resist pretty much any effort to slow the 

spread of the coronavirus and its variants, to get to the bottom of the truth of what 

happened on January 6th and in the four years preceding it, or to face and overcome 

the lingering effects of racism and stigma, sexism and homophobia, and other evils 

that stick to our land like ticks on deer. Speaking truths like these in love requires 

all the spiritual gifts and virtues that Jesus embodied and that the epistles speak of, 

and that we genuinely try to sow love where there is hate, clarity where there is 

confusion, comity where there is division, and mutual understanding where it is 

lacking. We do not, therefore, always speak our minds, but trust that grace will 

allow us to speak our hearts, that we might be respected and understood, even as 

we respect the dignity of others and work to understand them as people made, like 

us, in the image of God and, like us, fallen far short of God’s glory. Amen. 
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