Real bread doesn't leave you hungry
'Do not work for the food that perishes.' 'I am the bread of life, he who comes to me shall not hunger.' (Jn 6.27, 35). Yesterday the crowds followed Jesus round the other side of Lake Galilee. They were impressed by the way he was able to cure people of illnesses, and now they were to be even more impressed when he fed them all, 5,000 of them, out of thin air. Surely he was the fulfilment of God's promises of a redeemer! He was the one to give them their freedom. They would have crowned him king at that moment. But Jesus lost them, with that mysterious ability of his to slip through people's fingers when he wanted to. Next day they found him back near Capernaum, but he was not interested in them. They were only after him because he could give healing to the sick, freedom to the oppressed, food to the hungry. But that was not the heart of what he was about. 'Do not work for the food that perishes. Don't come to me merely for that. I myself am the bread of life, the bread that does not grow stale. He who comes to me shall not hunger.'
Note what is going on here. It is not that these people are seeking something wrong, something God does not want to give them. Health, freedom, and food are good things. They are among the good things God means his creatures to enjoy, part of the goodness of creation.
The right person
Nor are the people going to the wrong person to fulfil these needs. It is not that they are trying to get evil spirits to heal them. It is not that they are asking the zealot company commander with the biggest muscles and the loudest mouth to lead them in a revolution against the Romans. It is not that they are doing the opposite and joining the collaborators, the tax-collectors, in order to make sure that they have enough bread to eat. They 
 are coming to the right person for healing and freedom and food.
The things they want are good, and they are coming to the right person for them. But they have fallen into a trap all the same. They are more interested in these good things than in the one they are coming to himself, more interested in the by-products of what Jesus means than in Jesus himself. They are more concerned about the bread Jesus can give than about Jesus himself. And that is why he said, 'Don't work for the food that perishes', '/'m the bread of life.' I believe that as Christians we can be in danger of making the same mistake. The danger is that we are so concerned with the by-products of Christianity, the things that being a Christian can bring us, that we cease to keep Jesus himself at the centre. There are various of these by-products that can beguile us in this way.
Live ministry
We may begin with the specific challenge of John 6 regarding health, freedom, and food. This challenge applies wherever healing, liberation, and food are the obvious needs of the people we are called to minister to. 15 years ago there was no charismatic movement and no political theology and no Tear Fund, and many of us lived as if God did not care about health or about freedom or about food. But then we began to realise that he does. We saw that there was a live healing ministry in the New Testament church which could not be written off as belonging merely to the age of the apostles, and that health is God's concern. Liberation is God's concern, too; we began to see that Old Testament passages about redemption from slavery are not to be hermeneutically castrated by being re-interpreted typologically as merely a foreshadowing of spiritual redemption in Christ: they reveal God's concern for the national, political
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freedom of the oppressed. And food is God's concern, too: so that we began to see that if man as man is made in God's image and if man as man is given the world to steward and given its produce as his food, then this produce belongs equally to all men and is not to be monopolized by the West or the wealthy or the successful. And so the charismatic movement and liberation theology and Tear Fund grew and keep reminding us that God is concerned with healing and political liberation and bread.
But usually, in the past, when the church has got a vision for these, it has failed to keep that vision in focus and in proportion. It has failed to keep in mind the fact that these things, important though they are, are nevertheless food that perishes. They are not ultimate realities. I think it is clear that history is repeating itself in our time, and people who are concerned for healing or liberation or food are in danger of losing their concern for bringing people the bread of life. We must not labour merely to bring people the food that perishes. The one who is the bread of life reaches and renews the parts that other food cannot reach.
In that sense, Jesus's words are worth taking quite literal note of. But most of us in the West are not physically hungry people, in danger of seeing him only as the one who can feed our stomachs. So what is the equivalent danger for us?
Feeding the mind
I know that my own besetting temptation here is the danger of seeing Jesus as the one who can feed my mind. In other words, the food that perishes is theology. I think theology is great and that the Bible is the most exciting book. I look forward to heaven partly because then there wilj be more time to grapple with lots of the theological issues that I have not got time to get my mind round now. When I am under pressure, the way I relax is to curl up in the corner with the latest SCM book. But that enthusiasm of mine is a great spiritual danger. Because theology can have very little to do with what Christianity is about. Christianity is about my feeding on the bread of life. Theology is about analysing the chemical constituents of bread, the biological function of yeast, and the management problems of bakeries. 18
 And the Lord has given me a picture of my doing that and having a great time, but not noticing a little boy sitting on a wall outside the baker's. His mother has just bought a crusty loaf, and while her back is turned he has sunk his teeth into it and is savouring the fresh white bread itself. Who knows more about bread—the analyst or the consumer? Who knows more about Jesus, the theologian or the believer? St Thomas Aquinas is supposed to have commented on his theology, 'It reminds me of straw'. Theology is no more than food that perishes, compared with the bread of life.
Self assessment
But relatively few Christians fall for this substitute (in a sense, would that more did!). So what other substitutes are there? Personal growth is one. If you do not replace food for the spirit by food for the body or food for the mind, is it food for the psyche that is the important thing? It is a good idea to try to assess one's personal growth. To ask questions such as, 'Where have I got to?', 'What are my needs?', 'Where are my growth points?', is part of coming to a realistic estimate of oneself, as Paul urges us to in Romans 12. We ought to be growing as people. But how important is that to us? How self-centred are we? Consider all those books about growing in self-awareness and coming to accept yourself as you are and discovering the real you—how far is it all food that perishes? Recently I received an invitation from a Christian agency to an exercise in 'Life and Career Assessment' through which I would be able to 'Gather information about my strengths, abilities, personality and values; express what I want in my life (work, family, recreation) over the next year or so . . .; make a detailed plan to work towards what I want'. How self-centred would this be?
Growth towards obedience
We come to Jesus and we believe that he can free us from personal hurts and oddities and inadequacies, and bring out the potential in us—and he can. But how does that relate to him being the bread of life? It is not the same thing. On the contrary, it is food that perishes if it becomes an end in itself. Growth towards maturity is only the real thing if it is part of a spiritual matur-
 ing which shows itself in a life of deeper trust in Christ and costly obedience to him, of concern for other people and desire to witness to them, and so on. What the world calls growth, that self-centred realization of my potential and outgrowing of my felt inadequacies—that is food that perishes. Jesus can help us with it, but it is not the bread of life. Our concern with gifts and creativity can also be a subtle form of coming to Jesus for food that perishes. I am concerned to use my gifts as a member of the body of Christ. But where do I put the emphasis in that sentence? Is it 7 want to make my contribution, to do my thing'? Our desire to express our gifts can often be quite self-centred. It is just my desire to be myself. It is just food for the psyche, food that perishes. It is not the bread of life.
Recognition
There are two more ersatz substitutes for the bread of life that I want to mention. One is recognition, status, other people's esteem. If I lacked the conviction that in some areas of life I make a contribution that people value and that if I were not here someone would be sorry, I could not carry on. All of us need some recognition. We need value to be placed on us. Some of us need it more than others. Among the reasons why some of us get involved in various forms of ministry (like writing!) is a desire for esteem, for power, for recognition, for position. Of course, we are led into ministry by the Lord's call. But what do we get out of it? We come to Jesus, and by giving us a part in his mission and his ministry he can give us a way of achieving a certain status and position, a way of making a name for ourselves. But it is food that perishes. If we treat it as the real thing, we miss the bread of life. Jesus gives us our position, our status. He recognises us, he values us. Fancy letting that fact be overlaid by concern for ersatz substitutes.
Withdrawal symptoms
One final substitute is other people: our community or our personal relationships. One of the valuable results of the renewal movement is a new warmth of love and caring that often comes to characterize our relationships as believers. But our relationship with each other can become a substitute for our relationship with Christ.
 I note in our college chapel how unwillingly at the end of the Peace people seem to turn from greeting one another to praising the Lord, so that the next hymn has commonly well started before people are singing it. I note the way many people find a let-down when they leave college, and wonder whether people experience such withdrawal symptoms because the community had taken the Lord's place for them? Why is the word community so important to Christians today? For social workers, community is a supreme value. But once I heard Dr Tony Watson, our sociology lecturer, talking about a sociological investigation of what exactly the word community meant. The conclusion was that it did not actually mean anything. It was just a warm word which had nice associations, a word with value-status. Has it become a supreme value for us, as it might be for a social worker? I am clear in theory on the principle that our relationships with each other are a means whereby we learn of Christ from each other, experience the love of Christ from each other, and bring the peace of Christ to each other. But I suspect that it is easy to slip from finding Christ through each other to simply finding each other. If we do that, we substitute bread that perishes for real bread, bread of life.
Danger
Those, then, are some of the ersatz substitutes we can be satisfied with. An item in one of the papers the other week suggested that the people who make the sliced bread sold by the million loaves all over the country ought to be prosecuted, not for going on strike but for going back to work, because their product is not 'real' bread, it is like slices of polythene or polystyrene. But that is what we Christians are ever in danger of settling for. The fulfilment of material needs, theology, personal growth, other people's esteem, and personal relationships are all good things which God wants his people to enjoy. But they are not the bread of life, and they easily become substitutes for it. 'Jesus said to them, "I am the bread of life. He who comes to me will not hunger".'
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