The Rt Revd Dr Eleanor Sanderson, Bishop of Hull, reflects on John 6.51-58 for the Twelfth Sunday after Trinity, 18th August.
In this week's gospel, we continue and return to the image of Jesus as the living bread, the bread of life. Here, in particular, we're invited to understand Jesus as the living bread, the bread of life, in comparison and in contrast to the bread that the first covenant people of God received in the wilderness, the manna from heaven. And whenever we do that, we're invited to have that sharpness of our perception on the journey of life and death that characterised that Exodus journey. In essence, it was a journey from death to life, it is a new Exodus, one that Jesus re-embodies in his ministry and in his life.
But throughout that time, the giving of the commandments, the understanding of what it would be to be a people of the living God was this refrain: choose life or choose death. This contrasts starkly between life and death. And so, John re-enlivens that contrast for us, but in a new sense with Christ. But he does so in the context of Jesus's community, which was vulnerable in a different way.
We know that the feeding of the multitude results in many people flocking to Jesus because they are hungry and because they need bread, in very simple terms, in places of poverty and economic vulnerability. And so, the hunger for life is very real, and Jesus connects with that. But Jesus expands and enlivens what true life is in a different way.
And I want us to notice in this gospel the way that life in particular is spoken of in this gospel. We begin by Jesus saying, “I am the living bread. Whoever eats this bread will live forever. This bread is my flesh, which I give for the life of the world.”
And as this gospel passage concludes, “Just as the living father sent me, I live because of the father, so the one who feeds on me will live because of me.” This invitation into life and this gift of life is so clearly given and connected in Christ's self. The imagery that Jesus uses here of the bread and the blood is deeply shocking. It’s deeply shocking, particularly for a religious community with very strict guidelines around food that is clean and unclean.
For Jesus to speak in this way is very shocking. And that might not shock us in this cultural context, because we may be used to it and it may be familiar to us, but there may be different aspects that confront us in this passage. But above all, what I want to invite us to dwell on this week is the comfort and the clarity that we get from Jesus as our living bread, the life that connects us to God, the God that is life, and the life that we find in him.
All of us walk through the valley of the shadow of death, all of us. And in so much of our cultural context we hide ourselves from some of the vulnerabilities that threaten life - our actual physical life - and yet we all walk through that valley continually, with friends and with loved ones. And the gift of life in Christ is such an incredible gift, so intimately and so passionately given by Christ and shared here for the whole world; the sacrificial giving of Christ’s self which I give for the life of the world. 
So I want us to also compare and bring together this part of John's Gospel with the very final part, in John 17, when John is praying his high priestly prayer at that time before he gives himself in as ultimate passion. In John 17, “Now this is eternal life, that they know you, the only true God, and Jesus Christ, whom you have sent.”
So as we sit with the Scripture this week, I invite us to sit with it in its simplest; the gift of life given to us, the gift to know God, the gift to know Jesus, Jesus’s living presence, Jesus’s living word, the living relationship that we are invited into. Life is always new and always changing and always full of vitality. So may we come to know Jesus more deeply as we dwell with this Scripture, and his invitation to eat with him, and to eat of him in his self-giving love. Amen.

