TASTE

Sermon for the Fourth Sunday of Lent, March 14, 2010

Readings: Joshua 5:9-12; Psalm 32; 2 Corinthians 5:16-21; Luke 15:1-3, 11b-32
Sermon text: Gracious Father, whose blessed Son Jesus Christ came down from heaven to be the true bread which gives life to the world: Evermore give us this bread, that he may live in us, and we in him; who lives and reigns with you and the Holy Spirit, one God, now and for ever. Amen.   “Collect for the Fourth Sunday of Advent,” Book of Common Prayer
“Taste and see the goodness of the Lord”—so goes the hymn we will sing during Holy Communion. Tasting here means experiencing for oneself—and thus beginning to see, really see, what perhaps has always been visible, but never realized, because never made real and tangible and part of ourselves. 

Because it is possible to taste and see the goodness and love of God. For us, for you. Right now.

The text for this morning, the fourth of five sermons on the senses, physical and spiritual, is taken from the opening collect, or summary prayer, for this Sunday. It is a prayer for the presence of God in our lives—in a particular metaphor, for the gift of the Son of God as the bread of life. The reference is to the gospel of John: “I am the bread of life, the living bread that came down from heaven. Whoever eats of this bread will live forever; and the bread that I will give for the life of the world is my life.” (John 6:51). 

Jesus as the bread of life is also a reference to the Last Supper. On the night before he gave his life, in the last supper with his disciples he took the bread, broke and blessed and it, and said, “This is my body which is given for you, Do this in remembrance of me” (Luke 22:19). We remember these words every time we make the Great Thanksgiving Eucharistic prayer and consecrate the elements of bread and wine—asking the Holy Spirit to come and sanctify them so that they “may be for the people the holy food and drink of new and unending life in him”—that (in the words of one of the older forms) “he may dwell in us and we in him, very members incorporate in the mystical body of the Son.”

We are what we eat, after all. Therefore prepare to receive during Holy Communion the holy food and drink of new and unending life—prepare to taste God. And the best part is that even now the children are baking it with Amy—and will bring their bread in as part of the offering.

But you may be finding the idea hard to swallow. Can this really be the body and blood of Christ?  Theories of transubstantiation, consubstantiation, real or only symbolic presence—all these debates and definitions cloud the issue and confuse the mind. But the real question is simple and straightforward: are you open to experiencing the presence and power of God in your life. Not everyone is, or not at all times in their lives. Sometimes the heart needs to be healed and our way of life changed. And if we are not ready or willing then we are just fooling around with the sacred, and as anyone who has seen the end of The Raiders of the Lost Ark knows, that is a dangerous thing to do. 

“Examine yourselves, and only then eat of the bread and drink of the cup,” advises St Paul in his first letter to the Corinthians. “For all who eat and drink without tasting (discerning) the body, eat and drink judgment against themselves. For this reason many of you are weak and ill, and some have died” (1 Cor. 11:27-30).

At this point I think we all may be tempted to use the old line from Wayne’s World: “I’m not worthy!” I take things on face value, I have doubts. I live in the material world, of popular culture (note the allusions), technological magic (this text has hyperlinks), and disenchanted nature (do you really believe in life after death?). Could this really be the body and blood of Christ? What does this means? How is all of this supposed to work in the real world, the one in which I live and breathe and eat fast food, the world in which New Year’s resolutions about eating locally grown and healthy food are kept about as well as Lenten vows to pray daily and read the Bible from cover to cover—and not eat sweets?

Here is where the good news is really good. If Jesus is the word of God and the bread of life—then what he tells us about the nature of God can be trusted. And listen to what he says in the parable of the prodigal son, today’s gospel reading. In this parable, God is like the father who allows his children free will and an inheritance of abundance. But it seems we tend to go in one of two ways. The older son is dutiful and obedient. He does his chores and waits his turn. But he never really feels loved and honored (he never really tastes and sees the goodness of the Lord). And his heart is somewhat bitter as a result. He resents it when the younger son, having returned from his dissolute and wasteful youth, is welcomed back with a loving embrace and a great feast. This sounds familiar, doesn’t it? Aren’t we all prone to resentment and envy? But at what cost to our enjoyment of the many blessings we have.

The younger son is the hero, or anti-hero of the story. Like a hero he goes on a quest. He leaves home to find his fortune. He takes a chance on life. But like many unheroic normal people, his appetites and weaknesses get the better of him. He wastes his inheritance and is reduced to poverty and near starvation. He ends up working for gentiles—tending their pigs—and, in near starvation and close to despair, he envies the pigs their slops. That’s when he hits the bottom and wakes up. He realizes what a mess he has made of his life—and figures a menial job back among kin is better than starving among strangers. He turns around and heads home. Those who have been to an AA meeting, who have joined the program, recognize themselves in this story.

That recognition is the decisive turning point—not the embrace of the father. You see we often refuse to turn around even though he sense in our hearts that we ought to. We know what is good and bad, we feel the call of a higher standard of conduct, we long for a sense of peace and power, and we see some people have this, and attribute it to their relationship with God. We want, in a word, to be loved. But pride, doubt, or feelings of guilt and unworthiness get in the way.

My friends, sometimes it has to be a crisis in our life to turn us to God—but it doesn’t have to be. God is ready any time. You can turn to God tight now. This is the moral of the story. The Father is ready at any time to welcome back the prodigal child. You may have wandered away from God, stopped praying, believing, hoping. But you can try again, you can come back. The porch light is on and the door is open. In fact you don’t even have to get that far. The Father sees the son a far way off. He goes to him then, he embraces him—he calls for the feast. You can begin enjoying the fruit of a better life almost immediately. If nothing else, it is a great relief to be on the way home. You can almost taste the heavenly banquet.

The son is overwhelmed when he reaches home but the father is overjoyed—he who was lost in now found, he was dead but now lives. Bring out the best robe, prepare the fatted calf!

The older son has trouble with such a welcome and restoration—as if without cost—and wonders bitterly why he has never been given even a little goat! But look, says the father, all I have is yours—you can enjoy it now, you don’t have to wait until all the chores are done, all the boxes checked off before feeling entitled. Have peace and thankfulness in your heart, have compassion on those not as strong, or more susceptible to temptation. Love your brother as yourself.

God is ready with open arms. The feast is being prepared. This a theme throughout scripture—from Isaiah’s feast on the holy mountain, through the many episodes of Jesus enjoying a good meal, to the vision of John of Patmos of the marriage feast of the bride and bridegroom, God and the people. 

Turn around. Come home. Find peace.
Taste and see. God is good. 

The rest of the worldly diet—all the things we need and want—will find their order and true value when we have eaten of the true bread from heaven.
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