Think about where we left last week.  The crowd of 5,000 or more people had just been miraculously fed by Jesus with just a few loaves of bread and a couple of fish.   Jesus realized that they wanted to take him and make him their king, so he left.  The disciples got on a boat and, in the midst of a storm, saw Jesus walking out across the water to them.  The disciples miraculously arrived to shore safely, and we’re left wondering why Jesus doesn’t give us a million of something better than bread.
Today’s gospel picks up where we left off.  The crowd realizes that Jesus has given them the slip, so they go off to find him.  When they do find him, they play dumb.  “Rabbi, when did you come here?”  Oh my goodness, Jesus!  Fancy meeting you here!  They’re going to try to pretend like they’re not looking for what they’re really looking for: maybe since this guy got them dinner yesterday, he could get them some breakfast today.

Jesus does his best to re-direct them.  First, he calls them on their dishonesty: “Very truly, I tell you, you are looking for me, not because you saw signs, but because you ate your fill of the loaves.”  Ouch.  It’s true.  They’re not following him to see more miracles, to have God’s glory revealed to them again.  They’re just hungry.  And they want to have another meal.  While you can’t really blame them – after all, wouldn’t you want to snag some free food? – they are sort of missing the point.
It’s when they ask the question, “What must we do to perform the works of God?” you know they’ve really biffed it.  They might be asking what they have to do to get in good with the guy who gives them bread, but I think they’re going one step further.  I think they’re actually asking how it is that they too can make bread on their own.  Why ask for a pony when you can get one yourself, right?
Like a good teacher, Jesus tries to re-direct their question.  He says, "This is the work of God, that you believe in him whom he has sent."  Jesus tells them that their faith is their work, a dicey theological line that Lutherans are nervous about dancing on.  Lutherans get nervous when we talk about faith as a work, since we understand it as a gift of God – but hear this the right way.  It’s God’s work that brings about faith.  Jesus is encouraging his hearers to be receivers of the Word.  It’s not about us doing something, either for ourselves or for others or for God, but about believing.  It is about having faith.  This should make it clear, right?  Now the crowd will finally get it.
Oh, but we give them too much credit.  They come back with, "What sign are you going to give us then, so that we may see it and believe you?"  They recall the story of Moses feeding the Israelites in the wilderness that we heard first this morning.  In that story, when the Israelites complained hard enough, God sent them not only their daily bread but also their daily quails.  And it wasn’t necessarily because the Israelites were good believers – it was mostly because they were good whiners.  Aaron announced to them, “Draw near to the Lord, for he has heard your complaining.”  It appears that the crowd gathered before Jesus had learned their lesson well.  Maybe if they appeared dense enough or pathetic enough, God would rain even more bread down on them.
So when Jesus says that it is indeed God who gives bread from heaven and gives life to the world, the crowd must have thought they’d finally won.  I can picture them with their arms open wide, heads turned to the sky, mouths open, ready to catch the raining bread as they demand, “Sir, give us this bread always!”  Magic words!  Open sesame!  Let the bread fall down!
Instead, Jesus comes back with, “I am the bread of life.”  Well, what can you do with that?  What does that even mean?  What a frustrating, enigmatic, sort of actually crazy thing to say!
A good friend of mine and I were having a debate.  We were fellow seminary classmates, and we were discussing metaphors, which is a pretty nerdy thing to debate.  He’s a very good writer and extremely good with words, and loves himself a good metaphor.  He claimed that there were some things that we could never explain, and the best we could ever hope for was an excellent metaphor to draw us closer to the truth.  Now, I’m an English major and a lover of language myself, but I couldn’t agree.  I claimed that metaphors actually hide the truth.  If I were to say something like, “I am a rock”, would I be saying that I’m steady?  Or heavy?  Or igneous?  Or covered in moss?  It is far, far too ambiguous a way to try to make a point – especially when something hinges so desperately on understanding that exact point.

It is what is so infuriating about Jesus’ closing statement.  Jesus says, “I am the bread of life.”  The bread of life?  Imagine the crowd gathered around him as he makes that statement.  Imagine their confusion, especially when they thought they were finally just about to get what they wanted.  He’s the bread of life?  He’s bread?  Is he made of manna?  I don’t want him to be bread, I want him to give bread.  What does he mean?
The metaphor is difficult and confusing, not to mention misleading.  If Jesus is the bread of life, why do we need to eat anything?  Won’t he sustain us?  If Jesus is the bread of life, why do people go hungry?  Can’t he send the neediest people bread from heaven?  If Jesus is the bread of life, why does my body age and get sick and eventually fall apart and die?  Shouldn’t he keep me strong?  When Jesus calls himself the bread of life, we are left picking up the pieces.
We are left just as confused as the people gathered before him that day.  The answer is enigmatic, and we are let down.  Because we want something to show for it: full bellies or superhuman power or an end to starvation.  But all we have is faith.  The bread of life nourishes our faith.  It’s not perfect, and it’s confusing, but it is what we have.  
So we trust.  [We gather together at the table and share in our Lord’s meal.]  We come together in prayer and thanksgiving, trusting that God will meet our needs.  We read the scripture, looking for understanding and hope.  We believe that the bread of life is indeed what we really need, no matter what we think.  The bread of life is a mysterious thing, but like the confused, hungry, frustrated people gathered before Jesus that day, we can only respond with, “Give us this bread always.”  May you always have as much as you need.  Amen.
