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This sermon is based on the work of Henri Nouwen in his book Life of the Beloved. In that book Nouwen focuses on four words: taken, blessed, broken, given. He says that these four words give a summary of the movement of the Spirit in our life. As Christians we are taken, blessed, broken and given. That means that we too are like bread. We invite God and allow God to take us, bless us, break us up and pass us around. 
 
We may have difficulty believing this and living this way. But our job is to follow Jesus, to live our lives consistent with his life. Our job is to continue the ministry of Jesus. In our text today Jesus said, “I am the bread of life.” If Jesus applies this image of bread to himself, then we as his followers also apply the image to ourselves. We too are “bread for the world.” In this metaphor we too are taken, blessed, broken, given. At first thought, this may sound like audacious hyperbole and grandiose talk. But let’s ponder it some more.
 
These four words, of course, come from the four actions Jesus made when he served his disciples the Last Supper. He took bread, blessed it, broke it, and gave it. As someone said, Jesus was inviting us to pay attention to the verbs: took, blessed, broke, gave---all action words.
 
In a few minutes we will celebrate the Lord’s Supper, and we too will hold a piece of bread and say, “Jesus took bread. He blessed it, broke it, and gave it.” 
 
In our journey with God, we are like this bread. We are first taken. The word may sound a bit cold and brittle, so Nouwen suggests a warmer word “chosen.”
 
We know how it feels not to be chosen. We still carry fourth grade feelings about the times on the playground when the kids were choosing sides for a softball game, and you and I were chosen last. It’s an uneasy feeling when the others are chosen first. With God we are all chosen—at the same time. We are claimed by God; we are set apart as God’s child. We know that God loves us, that God’s hand is on our shoulder. 

We may try to get away. But God keeps coming after us with a gentle grace. We are taken. We are chosen.
 
We are also blessed. All of us long for the blessing. We’ve all known some people who have clearly received the blessing, and we know others who are still looking for the blessing. In Latin, to bless is the word “benediction,” which means speaking (dictio) well (bene) or saying good things of someone. We all need affirmation and deep encouragement. But blessing is more than simple praise or appreciation. 

To give a blessing is to affirm a person’s worth and dignity and identity—to affirm, as Nouwen says, “a person’s Belovedness.”
 
Nouwen worked for various years in the L’Arche Community in Toronto, a community of mentally and physically disabled people. He tells the story of a severely handicapped girl named Janet who said to him one day just before he led worship, “Henri, can you give me a blessing?” He then made a quick gesture, a sign of the cross in the air near her. She said, “No, that doesn’t work. I want a real blessing.” After the service with about 30 people in a circle, Henri said, “Janet has asked me for a blessing.” He was trying to figure out a way to give her what she needed, when she stood up and walked straight toward him. 
 
He was wearing his white robe with ample sleeves. Janet immediately put her arms around Henri and put her head against his chest. And he then wrapped his sleeves around her until she was enfolded in his robe. And he said, “Janet, I want you to know that you are God’s beloved daughter. You are precious in God’s eyes. You are deeply loved by God.” When he said these words, Janet raised her head and a broad smile came over her face. She went back to her seat. Then another handicapped woman raised her hand and said, “I want a blessing too.” 

(pp. 57-58, Life of the Beloved)
 
We all want the blessing. God gives us the blessing, often through someone who affirms us, encourages us, loves us, without reservation. We are blessed.
 
The third movement in our lives is that we are broken. We find it harder to deal with our brokenness, but we know that we all have our broken places—our disappointments, wounds, pain, sadness, grief. We are human beings, and we all have our sufferings. In many ways church is a community of the broken. We gather to support one another, to confide in one another, to be honest about our brokenness, and to allow our wounds to become a source of healing for others. We are to be, as Nouwen says, “wounded healers.” We might try to deny our wounds, but the way to health comes by allowing the pain to deepen until our pain is not an enemy but a friend. 

Then our brokenness becomes a way we connect with other people. We are broken.
 
And we are given. In the spiritual life, we live by the words of the children’s song “Magic Penny.” “Love is something if you give it away, give it away, give it away. Love is something if you give it away, you end up having more.” 
 
When we accept our chosenness, and receive in God’s blessing, then we can bear our brokenness, and we can move away from our self-centeredness and focus on the other person. When we give, we turn our attention to the other person. We do something for the other person; and in the process we are strengthened by giving. When we give love away, we end up having more.
 
In this church our deacons are caregivers, and they have told us in various ways, “When we give, we end up receiving.”
 
Our job is to give our life away. Our job is to see our lives as bread---taken, blessed, broken and given. We do not exist for ourselves; we are given to be bread for one another and bread for the world. In the process of giving to others, we find strength, and we discover joy, deep down joy.
 
So may it be for us.
 
Amen.
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