Bread used to be very simple. With the exception of those fascinating cottage loaves which I could never work out how you were supposed to cut into slices, the only question the baker ever asked when I went to buy a loaf for my Mum was “large or small?” True, he could also have asked “brown or white” but back then the only people I knew who eat brown bread from choice were our grandparents. A loaf was a loaf. Soft on the inside, crusty on the outside and the shape of a loaf tin!
Now bread takes up a whole aisle in the supermarket. White superfine, wholemeal, granary, rye; sun-dried tomato, cheese topped, poppy-seeded, boule, ciabatta, pitta, narn… Bread in some form or other is the staple diet of many cultures.
And bread has become the staple of the Gospel readings for the past few weeks. Remember it all began with the account of the miraculous feeding of the five thousand. Jesus had drawn his disciples away from the work that they had been engaged in and had bid them come away to a place where they could find solitude and stillness and focus, but the crowds had arrived ahead of them, hungry for His attention, and all thought of seclusion and privacy vanishes.
The feeding of the crowd is recorded, with hardly a variation of detail, in all four Gospels. It was certainly a remarkable occurrence, guaranteed to draw Jesus mass public following; yet John uses it in a vastly different way than do the three synoptics. In John’s Gospel the Feeding of the Five Thousand, although indisputably miraculous, becomes the scene-setter for a series of public discourses from the Teacher. 
According to John 6 verse 14, immediately following the great picnic, this is a pivotal point in Jesus ministry:-
When the people saw the sign that He had done, they began to say, ‘this is indeed the prophet who is to come into the world.
The crowds followed Jesus, even taking to boats when He crossed the Lake; but according to Jesus what they were expecting from Him was just more of the same free bread. Jesus could apparently easily alleviate physical hunger yet what He was most anxious to feed was their spiritual hunger.
Listen to the closing verses from each of the last three week’s Gospel passages.

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.’

I am the living bread that came down from Heaven. Whoever eats of this bread will live for ever; and the bread that I will give for the life of the world is my flesh.

This is the bread that came down from Heaven, not like that which your ancestors ate and yet still died. But the one who eats this bread will live for ever.

One of the legendary signs of God’s patronage for His chosen people was the manna which had fallen every night of the forty years or so when they journeyed in the wilderness searching for the Promised Land. Not the most sumptuous, deliciously tempting food, not even occasionally flavoured with herbs or honey, but nutritious and reliable, regular and life-sustaining. The manna which lay scattered on the ground each morning was predicted and overseen by Moses, the great patriarch, but it was not Moses that gave it; manna was from Heaven.

Ever the Evangelist, John was at great pains to carefully underline the words of Jesus in order to emphasise both the old and the new order of things; the Jews had been God’s chosen ones, succeeding generations born of the ancient line of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob, their lives defined by God’s Law, proclaimed through Moses and God’s purpose, proclaimed through the Prophets.
Jesus had come to the Earth, not to negate all that had gone before, but to build on it, expand and enlarge it. It was surely not accident that Jesus had been born into that chosen line. The Manna had fed the people and kept them alive for as long as it was needed, but despite its divine origin, it was temporal. The manna had gone, and so had those who had fed on it.
Jesus announced Himself the Bread of Life; very obviously not bread to be consumed and digested as the manna had been, not bread like that distributed among the five thousand, which satisfied hunger for a day but needed to be replaced the next day and the next and the next by new bread.

The bread that I will give for the life of the world is my flesh.

You know, there are different opinions on what happens when the Bread and Wine are consecrated in the Eucharist. The concept of transubstantiation, that 

one substance is changed into another totally different one – bread into flesh or wine into blood - has caused consternation and difficulty almost from the start and there are few, I think, who hold to that belief in our critical society.
Many would find consubstantiation equally difficult to accept; this the idea that two elements might co-exist in one substance. Body AND bread; wine AND blood?  Even this is difficult to grasp, yet isn’t the entire basis of our faith just that? That Jesus Christ was, is, both God and Man, in one Being?
The bread, be it Warburtons, bap or little wafer, and the wine – red, white or amber - are not changed in their physical substance or condition, whatever that be. Believe me, at times when some helpful person has shot excess sacramental wafers back into the jar of  untouched ones, I’ve wished I could somehow sort consecrated from unconsecrated elements, but truly there is no possible way that I could, for there is no discernable physical distinctiveness. 

Yet the fact that I am so concerned when consecrated wine has been poured back into the bottle, or wafers put back in the packet, or when a wafer drops or wine spills onto the carpet as we distribute Communion shows how firmly convinced I am that something has happened, that God has somehow imperceptibly changed those elements when the words of consecration are spoken. This IS my body. This IS my blood. Do this in remembrance of me.

Listen again. 

The bread that I will give for the life of the world is my flesh.

We struggle to grasp how bread can become, or even represent body, but perhaps that’s because we are thinking just exactly the wrong way round. Body will become bread. The bread that I will give, says Christ, the basic essential is my flesh, my body, broken for you. 
Human minds cannot begin to really understand the true meaning of these Holy Mysteries. Certainly consecration is much more then just blessing, and Holy Communion much more than just a memorial of something that happened thousands of years ago. The Much More is the gift of the Almighty God who loves us so much, that He gave His only begotten Son to be crucified for OUR and so many other sakes.
We cannot understand, but we need only to trust and believe. Trust and believe that Jesus became Man in order to experience and know every thought and emotion that you and I can ever experience; Trust and believe that no matter how imperfect our efforts and no matter how limited our understanding, He will accept lovingly whatever we commit to Him; Trust and believe, that whenever we come to the Lord’s Table in response to His bidding, He will transform not only ordinary bead and wine, but ordinary lives by His infinite grace and mercy.
Next time I go to the supermarket I’ll try very hard not to get frustrated by so many different labels and shapes and sizes and types of bread, but instead to be amazed at the diversity, the ingenuity, to be assailed by the sensation of the smells and the flavours which come from the most basic of our foods. I might even stop in the middle of the aisle and extrapolate and be aware for a moment of the diversity of humankind which those shelves around me represent.
If you ever come across a headline to the effect, woman mesmerised by Hovis, it might well be me!
