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Bread of Heaven

“I am the living bread that came down from heaven. Whoever eats of this bread will live forever.”

In the name of God, the Source of Life, the Word of Love, and the Spirit of Truth. Amen.
This month, in our scripture readings, we are working our way steadily through the sixth chapter of the Gospel of John, in what I think of as “the bread weeks.” Jesus has fed the multitude with five barley loaves and two fish, and he now tells them in a variety of ways that he is “the Bread of Life”: “the bread that comes down from heaven.”
In today’s passage, as in last week’s, Jesus discusses the story of the Exodus: the escape of the Hebrew people from slavery in Egypt and their long journey through the wilderness of Sinai to reach the promised land. Jesus compares himself to the manna that God sent to sustain the people in the wilderness: a miraculous substance that appeared on the ground each morning and could be used to make bread for them to eat. Just as the manna sustained physical life, so, Jesus says, feeding on him will sustain eternal life.

As I spoke about last Sunday, we typically connect these texts with the sacrament of Holy Eucharist, or Communion, but it would be strange for me to make that my focus in this current time. That is even more true this week, as we make our return to fully remote worship, where the physical sacrament is not available to be shared. So instead, I am using these weeks to talk about another kind of spiritual nourishment: the music that connects us in community even at a distance.

Today, the piece of music we are looking at is our closing hymn: “Guide me, O thou great Jehovah.” This is by far the most enduringly popular hymn in the Welsh hymn-singing tradition, which is known for its vivid texts and rousing tunes, sung in full-throated, four-part harmony. The original text was written in the 1700’s by William Williams, a Welsh clergyman in the Anglican tradition who later joined the Methodist movement. Peter Williams (no relation to William Williams) was also an Anglican priest who became Methodist, and he translated the Welsh text into English. The tune to which we sing these words came along much later. A coal-miner and industrial clerk named John Hughes wrote this tune in the early 1900s and called it “Cwm Rhondda”, after the Rhondda Valley in Wales.

In much the same way that Jesus makes a connection between himself and the manna in the wilderness, this hymn text draws on the imagery of Exodus to describe the gifts and challenges of the spiritual journey. The first verse begins as a prayer for God’s guidance and support while traveling through a harsh landscape. The singer is identified with the phrase, “pilgrim through this barren land.” A pilgrim is, of course, a person on a spiritual journey, usually moving toward a particular goal or destination. The “barren land” may in one sense refer to a particularly challenging time in one’s life. Many of us would resonate with that idea right now, with the surge of the Delta variant causing so much anxiety and suffering. Yet in another sense, the barren land through which we are traveling as pilgrims is the whole of our earthly existence.
In the difficult landscape of the world we inhabit, we certainly need God’s guidance. We also need nourishment, and so the hymn next prays, “bread of heaven, bread of heaven feed me now and evermore.” This bread is the manna from Exodus, and it is also Jesus. It is the spiritual food that sustains us, that keeps us going on the journey.
Verse 2 begins with another image straight from Exodus: “Open now the crystal fountain, whence the healing stream doth flow.” This refers to the clean, life-giving water that pours from a rock in the Exodus story, assuaging the people’s thirst, and, like the manna, enabling them to continue the journey. The “healing stream” may also be an indirect reference to the water and blood that is said to have flowed from Jesus’ side after his death on the cross. This verse continues with another request for guidance and protection, this time in the form of the “fire and cloudy pillar” that leads the people throughout the journey of Exodus.

The last verse moves to focusing on the final stages of our journey through life and our transition into the heavenly realm. At the end of the Exodus story, which we don’t actually get until the Book of Joshua, the people cross the Jordan River into the “promised land” of Canaan. In this hymn, as is common in Christian imagery, the Jordan River becomes a symbol of moving through death into eternal life. The text recalls that in Jesus, death and hell have been conquered, enabling the pilgrim to make this journey safely and without fear. The hymn concludes with the words “songs of praises, songs of praises, I will ever give to thee,” anticipating the singer joining the heavenly chorus in everlasting praise of God.

This hymn has long been a personal favorite of mine. It is hopeful and encouraging and a lot of fun to sing. Yet it has one weakness: there is no reference at all to community. Typical of the early Methodist movement, which emphasized individual spiritual experiences, the language of this hymn is entirely in the first person: always “I” and never “we.” Yet the people in Exodus did not travel as individuals. They traveled as a community. And the same is absolutely true for us. Even though we may sometimes feel lonely or isolated, none of us makes the spiritual journey alone.

As we raise our voices in song from wherever we are, let us also lift one another up, encouraging one another with the assurance that we are traveling this road together. Amen.
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