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One Bread
“For the bread of God is that which comes down from heaven and gives life to the world.”

In the name of God, the Source of Life, the Word of Love, and the Spirit of Truth. Amen.

Today is the second Sunday of what I have come to think of as simply “the bread weeks.” Every three years in our cycle of scripture readings, we spend five weeks in the late summer working our way slowly through the sixth chapter of the Gospel of John. The chapter begins, as we heard last week, with John’s telling of the feeding of the multitude: the only miracle (or “sign” as John calls it) to appear in all four of the gospels. The rest of the chapter, in John’s classic style, is a series of dialogues and discourses that interpret the meaning of that sign, centered on the idea of Jesus as the Bread of Life.

As you might imagine, this chapter has played a major role in our understanding of the sacrament we call the Holy Eucharist, or Communion. Ordinarily, I would be delighted by this opportunity to preach a multi-week sermon series all about the Eucharist. But, as I hardly need remind you, these are not ordinary times. Indeed, one of the most painful disruptions the pandemic has caused to our common life as a church is the inability to share the Eucharist in the ways that we are used to.

When in-person worship was suspended last spring, we all went for months without receiving the sacrament in the form of bread and wine at all. Gradually, some options for receiving it  physically became possible: monthly outdoor communion services, then prepackaged communion kits to receive at home, then resuming communion visits, and now the opportunity for some of us to gather weekly in person.

Yet there are those in our community who, for one reason or another, have not physically received communion since last March. Others have received a few times, but not as often as they are used to. Even for those of us who gather here in person, communion is not the same, as we continue to refrain from sharing the chalice of wine. The Episcopal Church holds to the traditional teaching that the full spiritual benefits of communion are given to us when we receive only bread or only wine (what is known as “receiving in one kind.”) We also believe that the same grace is given in the act of making a spiritual communion, as many of you will do today. Yet is it still difficult, especially in such uncertain times, not to be able to lean on the patterns and rituals that are familiar to us.

The classic definition of a sacrament is “an outward and visible sign of an inward and spiritual grace.” In the absence of the outward and visible sign of bread and wine shared in community, we have had to dig a lot deeper to connect with the inward and spiritual grace: being nourished by the Bread of Life and united in community with one another.

One way that we have been able to experience spiritual nourishment and connection is through music. Thanks to the faithful labors of our joint virtual choir with St. Mary Magdalene Church, our Musical Director Dr. Ildar Khannanov and their Musical Director James Fitzpatrick, and the wonders of an online program called Soundtrap, we have continued to share the songs that feed us throughout the pandemic—with many of you singing along at home and now humming along in person. And so for each of these “bread weeks,” I am going to spend some time reflecting on one of the songs that we are singing (or humming, or hearing) that day. And yes, most of them have something to do with bread.

Today, that song is our offertory hymn, “One Bread, One Body.” Composed by a Jesuit priest named Father John B. Foley, “One Bread, One Body” is among the most popular hymns about the Eucharist to be written in the second half of the 20th century. It was first published in 1978, and its folk style is in keeping with the guitar masses that were prevalent in the Roman Catholic Church at that time. The melody is simple, and the refrain is easily memorized. The words are all drawn from scripture and the writings of the early church. They focus on a theme of unity in diversity, and specifically finding that unity in the Eucharist. The refrain is: “One bread, one body, one Lord of all, one cup of blessing which we bless. And we, though many, throughout the earth, we are one body in this one Lord.” Part of what I appreciate about this hymn is the way that it brings together the two different meanings of the “one body”: the Body of Christ received in the bread and wine, and the Body of Christ that is the church community itself.

Father Foley wrote this about his hymn not too long ago:

"One Bread” has been so popular, I think, because it expresses the unity of Christians through the ages and throughout the world. This unity is founded, of course, on Jesus’ directive to eat his body and drink his blood — a startling concept, but a deep symbol of unity.

Which brings us back to the Gospel of John, where that directive to eat the body and drink the blood is found most explicitly here in this sixth chapter. That is my foreshadowing, and that is where I will leave you hanging until next week.
Amen.
� https://www.umcdiscipleship.org/resources/history-of-hymns-one-bread-one-body
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