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Oil & Wine  Eighteenth Sunday in Ordinary Time  2 August 2009
• Ex 16:2-4, 12-15  • Ps 78 (77):3-4, 23-25, 54  • Eph 4:17, 20-24  • John 6:24-35

Last Sunday we heard how the crowds were quite ready and anxious to accept Jesus as someone who would fill their empty stomachs, but filling the hungers of their hearts and lives wasn’t on their agenda. They are intrigued as to how Jesus crossed the lake, because they had seen the disciples go off in the boat without him, yet here he was! Perhaps they had missed another miracle – and miracles are what they are after. In John’s gospel, but not in the lectionary readings, is the incident of Jesus walking on the waters and coming to his terrified disciples in the middle of a storm (John 6:16-21). In this ‘exodus time’ of the annual celebration of Passover, John intends such an event to be pregnant with the memory of God who acts upon the waters for the sake of Israel’s freedom. Jesus names himself to his disciples as “ I AM,” the divine name revealed to Moses. Safely on the other shore, Jesus proceeds to speak of the hunger and thirst that no earthly food can satisfy.  
In her poem, “Metho Drinker,” Judith Wright describes the desperate loneliness of the man who, under the dead leaves of winter, has nothing to give him hope, and takes the fiery drink as his death-dealing companion. But it is not only the poor and marginalised who hunger for what is death-dealing. As Benedict XVI reminds the church in his latest encyclical, Charity in truth, success, power, materialism, all forms of  human and environmental abuse, or simply boredom, can stuff up our lives and make them unable to hunger for and be satisfied with loving, generous and humane living (cf. par. 51).
The crowd raises trivial questions about when Jesus arrived at this place, but he has no illusions about their real motives. They probably think it’s time for the next meal! It is not as if Jesus has ignored their physical hunger. We heard last Sunday how he responded to it with compassion, so he cannot be charged with ‘spiritualising’ the good news to the point of ignoring basic human needs, but now Jesus tries firstly to refocus them on their hearts rather than on their stomachs – but mindsets are always difficult to change! Jesus’ miracles are extraordinary signs that heal the situations of needy people: the sick, the hungry, the dying. But preoccupation with the here-and-now benefits of these signs can divert the people from recognising their ultimate significance for eternal life. Just as an important person would put his seal on a document that he sent by a messenger, so God has put his ‘seal’ on Jesus who proclaims the word with the divine authority of God. But the people prefer to bypass Jesus and ask what they themselves can do to perform useful miracles.  
Another refocusing is in order, so Jesus tells the crowd that the real miracle is faith in him as the one whom God has sent. But the people would like to be in charge of even their faith, not recognising it as God’s gift in and through Jesus. Fixated on their physical hunger, they argumentatively retreat into the past and the sign of the manna in the desert, quoting the text rather imprecisely. Jesus again corrects and reinterprets their memories. It was not Moses who gave them the bread from heaven (the manna), but Jesus’ Father (cf. Ex 16:4, 15). Like the crowds, our memories can be selective and manipulative, for our own ends. Still wanting to be in control, the people ask Jesus to give them bread form heaven that will always be available to them. He does not dismiss their memory of the manna, the nourishment of the Mosaic teaching, the continual search for wisdom, but these were also gifts for a time with significance beyond the physical, beyond the validation of Moses as their useful leader. They were also intended to reveal the spiritual, the eternal, and the compassion of God. 
Now the time has come for Jesus to speak directly to the crowds, to identify himself as “the bread of life” who will feed the hungry and quench the thirsts of all those who come to him, ourselves included, and not only this Jewish crowd at the lakeside. Humanly speaking, to accept a person as the bread of life is less secure, more ambiguous than accepting a heaped plate of food! But the adventure of faith with which we accept Jesus offers nourishment for eternal life. 
The accompanying reading from the Book of Exodus is obviously an appropriate companion for the gospel and an account of the feeding with manna that God corrects of its romanticism.  Both Exodus and the gospel proclaim the “the mystery of the divine plan of salvation is not played out in the glory and splendour of the intensity of prayer and ecstatic visions, but in the bumbling awkwardness of the very real environment of the broken human condition.” (Seamus Mulholland OFM). The wilderness community is on the brink of rebellion, and their petulance has triggered a selective memory of what life was really like under their Egyptian oppressors. Their impoverished diet as slaves becomes eating to their hearts’ content of the fleshpots of Egypt, and wilderness freedom is reduced to empty stomachs! They are on the edge of refusing to be grateful for God’s choice of them as privileged sons and daughters.  In response to their grumbling, God promises to send them bread form heaven and the extra bonus of quails which will fly over the camp to provide meat. There will be no need to hoard or barter for bread like slaves. It will be an act of God’s providential ordering of creation, for the ‘bread’ was probably the secretion of the tamarisk tree that hardened into a flaky white substance when the morning dew evaporated. The Hebrews were not familiar with this, and so the people ask “Man hu?” (Hebrew for “What is it?”). For our encouragement, the reading witnesses to God’s unfailing love that is ready to provide for his people, even when they are whingeing and rebellious.
In the verses from Ps 78 (77) that we pray in response to the Exodus reading, history becomes poetry and memory becomes prayer that is much more reliable than the memory of the wilderness generation of the first reading, or the lakeside crowd of the gospel. It seems to have been composed for use at a liturgical festival where the history of God’s dealings with Israel were recited. Remembering and telling are essential for the passing on of religious tradition, but the verses we pray today are focused on the generous gifts of manna and land, and omit those that recite the people’s failure – a rather optimistic editing by the compilers of the lectionary! But the last word is God’s word of forgiveness and abundant love which in due time will feed and sustain us in the Word made flesh.
In John Boyne’s book, The Boy in the Striped Pyjamas: A fable (and recently made into a film of the same name), a poignant moment comes when Shmuel, the eight year old Jewish prisoner in Auschwitz, passes through the barbedwire fence a set of prisoner’s clothes (the ‘striped pyjamas’) which he is wearing under his own so that he can smuggle these to Bruno, the nine year old son of the commandant of the death camp. The two children have formed a secret and dangerous friendship, and Bruno has begged Shmuel to get the clothes for him so that he can put them on and, so disguised, can burrow under the barbwire fence and explore the camp with Shmuel. Although forbidden by his Gestapo father to have anything to do with the camp, Bruno is desperate for friendship, and wants not just to learn about Shmuel’s life but to learn Shmuel.  The consequences of burying his ordinary clothes and clothing himself in the striped pyjamas is reverently, although almost unbearably, the climax of their friendship.  In the Letter to the Ephesians, Paul recalls for the members of that church the moment of their baptism, of their commitment to friendship with Christ as “putting on Christ,” burying the “old self” so that they can learn not just about Christ but learn Christ, and his goodness and holiness, and so become his truth, his way of life – a new self created by God’s love and ready for the new creation. Clothing is an indicator of personality, social status and belonging, as any young person can tell us! At baptism we were clothed in the white garment as a sign of our new personhood in Christ and the Christian dignity that is bestowed upon us. We have all grown out of the material garment, but the ongoing challenge is to grow into the radical and spiritual transformation that it symbolised.
Again and again in his Rule, Benedict shows how he detests grumblers, because he is very aware of the pervasive, destructive (although often subtle) affect that they have on a community. In “What are the tools of good works?” (RB 4), there is an interesting sequence of three attitudes that are indicative of the wrong way of handling monastic tools, namely: loafing, grumbling and running down the reputation of others (RB 4. 38-40). These seem to be related in cause and effect and the damage they can do. Grumbling can permeate even the most everyday situations: in kitchen service, in dissatisfaction with the amount of wine served or the quality of the goods distributed (cf. RB 34.6; 35.13; 40.8). Taken to extremes, grumbling can also be one of the links in the chain that drags a monk towards excommunication from the table and oratory (RB 23.1), the two significant gathering places for the community. We probably all know how difficult it is to cope with the person who seems to have an inbuilt and persistent negativity towards any words and actions of others, despite how neutral or well-meaning these may be. “God loves a cheerful giver,” says Benedict, echoing Paul (cf. 2 Cor 9:7; RB 5.16), and from today’s lectionary reading we can easily believe that God found it as demanding on his compassion to put up at times with the Exodus generation, or as Jesus did with the persistent negativity of some of the crowds, as we do with contemporary grumblers in our midst! 
