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It is very good to be here in Oxford, where my most recent connection is that for most of the 1980’s I was Vicar of Blackbird Leys – just a few minutes away from here by car, but in another sense a very long way away indeed.

These days I spend a good deal of time travelling, visiting churches around the Anglican Communion which have grown out of the missionary work of USPG through its three hundred year history.

One connection with this place is the College which we built in Barbados in the early eighteenth century, the gift of the Governor General, Christopher Codrington.   He left us his sugar plantations, and also the slaves to work them.   He is the same man who endowed All Souls Library, just across the way.   So we share that horrific legacy, although today Codrington is a thriving Theological College training priests for the whole of the Caribbean *

But I want to begin by taking you somewhere else – to the mission church of St Andreas, in the Latin American country of Peru.
It has grown up in one of the countless shanty towns in the northern part of the capital city, Lima.
The huts stretch all the way up the steep hillsides, too rocky for anything to grow.

And at the top they’ve built a church, so far only wooden poles and matting for walls and ceiling.

On Saturday nights they make bread, great big drums of it, cooked on an open fire.

And on Sunday they feed all the children who come.

When I was there, about a hundred of them, many in evident need of medical care.

You don’t need to attend church to be fed.

But many do stay for what happens next, as they take some of that same bread, and do what Jesus did with it – taking, blessing, breaking, giving – in what we call the Eucharist.

Then the adults sit down and do what academics call “liberation theology” but for them it’s about life itself:

talk about your situation

read the Bible

work out together what you can do  for change.

And so they – children and adults - find bread in the wilderness.

The ancient people of God were a fractious and troublesome lot as they journeyed from Egypt towards the Promised Land.  

As we heard in the first lesson they moaned to Moses about everything.

They complained that they had nothing to eat.

And so, as they wandered through the wilderness, God gave them the “manna from heaven”.  

They didn’t know what it was: “manna” means, literally, “What is it?”.

It came as just enough for each day.

It kept them alive.

And so they found bread in the wilderness.

Christians have taken that same image and applied it to what we believe, and to Jesus himself.

In the Gospel reading we heard the words of Jesus

“I am the bread of life.   Whoever comes to me shall not hunger, and he who believes in me shall never thirst”.

No wonder they say to him, “Lord, give us this bread always”.
It was with this kind of faith that the first missionaries went out from Europe.

They did so utterly convinced that they carried the truth.

No doubt, alongside all the good they did, they also did a lot of damage - 

although I have to say that on all my travels the overwhelming response to that history has been positive and warm.

Bishop Charles Mackenzie was our first missionary in what’s now Malawi.

Disease was rife: he and half of his party did not survive the first year.

Such people were clear that the Gospel they were preaching was about the whole of life.

Today we would say that their mission was “holistic” or “integral”.

Not for them the northern secularist culture, with its divisions between material and spiritual, which we now seek to impose on the rest of the world

so that Aid agencies say to some of our partner churches: sorry, we can’t help you, because you also preach the Gospel.

The missionaries built churches, but they also built schools and hospitals.

For them faith was about how you lived, and they expected the same from their converts.

From beginnings like these the Anglican Communion has emerged.

The missionaries may have started churches but it is the local people who made them grow.

And the task – the “mission” – remains the same:  my own agency sometimes describes it as joining in what God is doing so that people may “grow spiritually, thrive physically, and have a voice in an unjust world”

Perhaps that’s where the image of “bread” is at its most helpful.

It reminds us that Christianity is a materialistic religion.

It’s about bodies and minds as much as souls.
When in this Easter period the Risen Christ sees the disciples on the Sea of Galilee, the first thing he says to them is “Come and EAT”.

And yet, when he was in his own wilderness, at the beginning of his ministry, Jesus refused to turn stones into bread – lest we be tempted to think that we can live by bread alone.  

Where is the wilderness in our world today?

One of the blasphemies we need to confront is that twenty five thousand children will die today simply because they have no bread.  Forget swine flu – this is the real pandemic.
Sometimes the cause is natural disaster.

More often it’s the greed and power-lust of both the local elites and people like us who will not let go the injustices from which we profit.

I am haunted by that Last Judgement question, “Lord, when did we see you hungry?”.

One thing I’ve noticed, on visits to Myanmar and Sri Lanka, to Pakistan and Peru, is that the smaller the church, the more active and courageous it is on such issues of justice.
Well, that’s their wilderness.  But the wilderness isn’t just out there.   It is here as well.

In his novel ‘The Body’, Hanif Kureishi writes:

But where to find consolation?  Who will teach us the wisdom we require?  Who has it and could pass it on?  Does it even exist?  There was religion once, now replaced by ‘Spirituality’, or, for a lot of us, politics - of the ‘fraternal’ kind; there was culture, now there is shopping.

That’s why the current economic crisis is so devastating.   We put our faith in something which we knew could only bring superficial happiness, but at least that was some temporary respite from the real things we needed to face.    But now even that has been put at risk.   We have discovered that money isn’t actually a commodity (like bread) but much more to do with values, and confidence, and relationships:  rather like faith!

Where then might we find bread in this wilderness?   I finish by offering you three thoughts.

The first is to do with “Enough”.

The people of Israel had to learn that their “manna” which came from heaven was just enough for that day, and no more.

We know that the eco-system cannot survive even more people wanting more than enough
To do so not only destroys the future but belittles the present, because the more we demand, the less it is worth.

In his novel “Stark”, Ben Elton writes:   
This must be one of the principal blights on the horizon of the super-rich: the fact that luxury and quality is finite.    The earth has only so much bounty to offer and inventing ever larger and more notional prices for that bounty does not change its real value.

The second thing is about living as “Gift”

We will not escape the wilderness until we relearn a mature dependence on the earth, on each other, and on God.

What the people of Israel found so difficult, and why the challenge of Jesus was too much for most of his hearers, was this call to live by trust, to open our hands to what God wants to give.

Iris Murdoch wrote in “Henry and Cato”

The spiritual life is a long, strange business and you’re got to be quiet and docile enough to go on learning.  You’re doing the strong man wrestling act, you’re still at the heroic stage, you want to do everything yourself.

Whether you’re a hungry child in a feeding camp, or at the altar rail in the Eucharist, you need to lift up your hands to be fed.

“Enough”.   “Gift”.   And the third word is “Journey”

As the People of Israel came to realise, what God gives is “Bread for the Journey”.

And for much of the time we will not know the outcome.

There is much room for questioning:  remember that “manna” means “what is it?” 

Christians do God no service by pretending in total answers, inerrant books or dominating institutions.

In T S Eliot’s “The Cocktail Party” Reilly says

The [other way] is unknown, and so requires faith – 

The kind of faith that issues from despair…

But the way leads towards possession

Of what you have sought for in the wrong place.

So the journey may be long and the destination by no means certain.

There may be many wildernesses through which we will be forced to wander.

But the one who says “I am the bread of life” promises that “Whoever comes to me shall not hunger, and he who believes in me shall never thirst”.

And so, on this journey, we pray:  “Lord, give us this bread always”.   Amen.

* Christopher Codrington was born in Barbados in 1668. At the time, Barbados was the centre of Britain's slave islands, its sugar plantations disgorging unprecedented wealth based on the labour of enslaved Africans.    Codrington was educated at Christ Church College Oxford before becoming a Fellow of All Souls. He was a great book collector, but embarked on a military career in Europe before returning to replace his father in the Caribbean as governor-general. In the last years of his life he devoted himself to his plantation. When he died in 1710, he bequeathed his books and a huge legacy of £10,000 to All Souls, £6,000 to build the library.

