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 I want to take you on a trip this morning, a trip to Italy. A newly married couple is on their 
honeymoon, staying in a hotel on the shore of Lake Como. At their wedding reception, a guest asked 
where they were going on their honeymoon and when they said, “Lake Como” the friend seemed 
delighted and said that they had to visit the special restaurant on a secret island, Isola Comacina, and 
she wrote the name on a cocktail napkin which they managed not to lose along the way from 
Massachusetts to Italy. They showed that napkin to the concierge at the hotel and he arranged for a 
boat to pick them up and take them to the island in the early evening. It was about a twenty-minute 
ride across the lake and when they arrived they were directed to a table overlooking the water down 
below. A waiter arrived and offered them bread, still warm from the oven, explaining, “This is the 
friendly bread. You must break it together.” That whole meal became a kind of communion for them 
and in all the many different meals they have shared across twenty-seven years since then, they have 
never forgotten that meal.  
 Carl Steiner was the treasurer in the first church I served. He’d played basketball for the 
University of Maryland and worked in finance at General Motors. He was a little bit like a treasurer 
we all know in that he paid all bills on time and was so obviously honest that every church member 
knew their money was safe. Carl liked to bake bread—loaves of French bread—baguettes—and he 
would rise early on Communion Sundays to make bread, so that when we arrived at church and I 
picked up the bread at the table it was often still warm, and the smell of fresh bread filled the church. 

Some realtors suggest that when you are trying to sell a house, you should first bake bread 
before inviting any potential buyers in, and let the smell of fresh bread fill the house, reminding them 
of all the ways a good home can alleviate their hunger. 
 Last week we read about Jesus feeding the five thousand. With his blessing, there was food 
enough to go around and more to spare. The people were so excited about this miracle that they 
wanted to make Jesus king—so he left and together with the disciples they landed in Capernaum. In 
the morning, when the crowds discovered that Jesus had gone, they followed and found him there in 
Capernaum. They were still hungry and wanted some more of that bread, maybe the same way that 
people at Calvary always want a little more of Jenn’s cake. But you’ve discovered here, what Jesus 
hopes the crowds will discover, that wonderful as that cake may be, wonderful as that bread may be, 
what we really want, what we really need is something much deeper. 
 The crowds come searching for Jesus because they are still hungry and he explains that the 
bread they are looking for will not assuage their hunger. It will not quench their thirst. Jesus explains, 
“Do not work for the food that perishes, but for the food that endures for eternal life. Look for the 
friendly bread. They respond remembering the manna in the wilderness with Moses and Jesus reminds 
them that manna was a gift from God who continues to give the true bread from heaven. They said 
to him, “Sir, give us this bread always.” Jesus said to them, “I am the bread of life. Whoever comes to 
me will never be hungry, and whoever believes in me will never be thirsty.” It is not just by chance 
that they remember manna in the wilderness.  

As J. Harold McKeithen explains, “It all went back to one of the most fundamental and 
formative events in the experience of God’s people, an event in which the Israelites learned something 
of profound importance about their God, our God. That event was the unexpected gift of bread in 
the wilderness, the gift of life in a place of death. They were out there in what appeared to be the God-
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forsaken desert without any food, and they thought they were going to die. They wished that they 
were either back in Egypt from which they had set out or that they were ahead in the Promised Land 
to which they were going. In either of those places they would at least have food. 

“In the desert between Egypt and the Promised Land the Israelites…were where you are when 
you have moved from your old home and are not at home, yet, in your new one. 

“They were where you are when you have come to the end of a close relationship and, as yet, 
have found no new friend or companion or spouse upon whom to lean. 

“They were in that dry-mouth, sweaty- palm, heart-thumping time between the beginning and 
the end of a combat patrol, between the beginning and the end of the final exams, between the end 
of one career and the beginning of another, between the beginning and the end of some family crisis. 

“It sort of makes you feel like one of them, doesn't it? Threatened? In danger? Uncertain? 
Worried? Scared to death? Sure you are going to give out...break down...die? Oh God! Why did I ever 
leave? Why did I ever decide to do this? Why did I ever agree to take this on? The desert, with no 
oasis in sight, is an awful place to be. 

“It was not, of course, the desert and the threat that made the event memorable. Deserts are 
ever-recurring features on the road which all of us travel. What made it memorable was that it turned 
out God was in that God-forsaken place...with care and in power. 

“…It made an impression on them. It gave rise to a fundamental conviction that never went 
away. It never went away because God kept reinforcing it in their subsequent history. It was a 
conviction that you can look for God in the places where God seems most absent; a conviction that, 
where death seems to reign, God brings life; a conviction that somewhere, sometime, when you least 
expect it. Someone will come up to you in one of your desert places and say, ‘Smile. I’ve been here all 
the time.’”1 

We come to this table today, carrying all our wilderness places. We bring our fears and our 
hurts, and all the feelings that our experiences too often seem God-forsaken. Here at this table we are 
reminded that God is especially present in those desert places, providing all the food we need. Here 
in the space between the oppression of Egypt and the joy of the Promised Land, here whatever 
wilderness we may know, Jesus proclaims, “I am the bread of life. Whoever comes to me will never 
be hungry, and whoever believes in me will never be thirsty.” Here at this table we can discover that 
God is present, even when it doesn’t seem that way. God is present and bringing new life. Here at this 
table, breathe deeply and discover the smell of fresh baked bread. Here at the table we discover the 
friendly bread. We get to break it together. “May this bread and cup awaken in you—or reawaken in 
you—expectations of new life from the hand of a loving God.”2 
 
Let us pray: Dear God, it is so easy to forget—to forget all the ways that you are present in our 
wilderness places, surprising us and giving us all that we need. In all the fear and confusion and pain 
we face today, open our eyes that we might discover your presence with us, to calm our fears and fill 
our deepest hungers. In Christ’s name we pray. Amen. 

 
 
  
 

 
1 J. Harold McKeithen, Desert Food, Lectionary Homiletics, August 6, 2000. © 2000.  
2 Ibid. 


