
Eighteenth Sunday in Ordinary Time – Year B 

The bread of life is the theme running through this Sunday’s readings, but, as these Scripture extracts 

clearly point out, the bread is a metaphor for spiritual nourishment. 

Exodus 16:2-4, 12-15  The reading from Exodus describes the children of Israel under Moses’ 

leadership complaining because they are short of food. They are six weeks out from their departure 

from Egypt and recall that they had plenty of food back there, but here in the desert they run the risk of 

starving. The account tells us that God responded to their complaint and planned to provide flocks of 

quails for meat and the delicate powdery substance as a kind of bread. When they saw the flaky 

substance on the ground they asked, ‘What is it?’ which in Hebrew is man hu? We are used to using 

the Greek translation and calling it manna. The curious thing is the biblical manna nourished the Israelite 

people during all forty years of their desert wandering. 

The manna is presented as having an ethereal quality that truly fits the epithet ‘bread from heaven.’ 

Its regularity and abundance are meant to confirm that the manna’s occurrence is miraculous. Today’s 

psalm (78:24-25) reinforces this idea by calling it ‘grain from heaven’ and ‘bread of angels.’ It is not 

the normal bread from the earth, ‘work of human hands.’ So, in Jewish tradition manna has been 

primarily associated with spiritual nourishment, however that may take place. The regime that regulates 

a fixed allotment of manna to each person ensures a fair and equal distribution. All that aside, though, 

we can see that the writer’s intention is to point out that the people’s precarious situation makes them 

conscious of their total dependence on God’s generosity. 

Psalm 77/78  The choice of this psalm for today is obvious with its direct allusions to the 

manna in the desert. But the whole tone of the song is a critique of Israel’s self-absorption and lack of 

trust in the Lord. It recalls the times they rebelled against God in the wilderness and how hard their 

heart was against the divine Presence. 

Ephesians 4:17, 20-24  In the first section of this fourth chapter the writer has been urging the 

Ephesian community to stand firm in being guided by the values of Jesus Christ. For him this is the 

only way to grow to maturity and so be fully alive, becoming all that we can be. He warns the Ephesians 

to be wary of being tossed about by false notions and popular trending ideas that cannot stand up to 

scrutiny. Put this advice in today’s world and here is a warning against merely swallowing, without 

mature examination, whatever is circulating on social media, popular news channels and chat shows. 

Christians have exchanged their old self for the new self - embracing the noble principles 

of Jesus Christ 

The thrust of today’s extract is to underpin the fact that Christians have embarked on a new life in 

Christ. Highly critical of non-believers, the author (and here is a literal translation of the Greek) 

describes them  going about in the emptiness of their mind with darkened understanding being alienated 

from God on account of their ignorance. Christians, by contrast, have exchanged their old self for the 

new self that has embraced the noble principles of Christ.  

Paul used the metaphor of clothing where Christians have put on Christ like an outer garment 

(Galatians 3:27) so that they are totally enveloped by the attitudes and priorities of Jesus and, at the 

same time, they project these principles to others in the way they speak and conduct themselves. It 

should be obvious by the attitudes I live by and the values I embrace that I am a follower of Jesus Christ. 

John 6:24-35  This extract from John 6 is part of a very carefully constructed presentation of 

what constitutes the bread of life. As always, John is using the language of Jewish mysticism. After the 

crowd had been fed, Jesus begins to teach them about the meaning of the food they had just eaten. With 

a little barb he observes that they have not followed him because of the signs he performed but because 

their hunger has been satisfied. He then advises them not to be satisfied with food that gratifies 

temporary hunger when they can access food that ‘endures to eternal life.’ 

Notice that in the gospel of John Jesus performs seven ‘signs,’ whereas Matthew, Mark and Luke 

refer to his extraordinary actions as ‘deeds of power.’ John’s reasoning is that signs always point beyond 

themselves and rather than simply impress the witnesses, they invite them to delve more deeply into 

their meaning, looking well beyond the physical reality to their spiritual import. So far, the people who 



were fed by the loaves and fish have come to realise that there is such a thing as a free lunch if they 

stick with Jesus. But Jesus intends to bring them along much further. 

The food he is speaking of will satisfy the deepest human hunger to be whole and fully 

alive 

At this point he raises the level of his discourse to speak of spiritual nourishment and John presents 

Jesus comparing the food he has to offer with the manna their ancestors ate in the wilderness under the 

leadership of Moses. Their forebears ate manna but the physical hunger returned. The food he is 

speaking of will satisfy the deepest human hunger to be whole and fully alive. This is the true bread 

from heaven. 

John then has the crowd ask to be given this bread always – and they still miss the point by interpreting 

Jesus literally as if her were talking about physical bread. Remember the Samaritan woman at the well 

who asked Jesus for the water of life he was speaking about? She wanted it so she would never have to 

keep coming to the well – also missing the point, thinking that Jesus was referring to physical water, 

like the water in her village well. In reply to the crowd Jesus drops his first bombshell by saying he 

himself is the bread of life. We, the reader, being attuned to his meaning know that coming to him and 

committing to him is the key to nourishment for life. He is only spiritual food for those who come ready 

to commit to his values and his way of life. But, as Jesus so often pointed out, his way of life is governed 

by an intense relationship with God marked by a relationship of honour and love for those we encounter 

in life’s journey. As the rabbis of old maintained: we honour God by honouring the one who stands 

before us. 

Our bread of life can be found in the eucharist (=gratitude) of daily life 

So what can we take away from his words in today’s gospel reading, particularly in our current climate 

of the Covid pandemic? If I am reflecting on Jesus’ words and thinking, ‘But right now I can’t get to 

Mass and receive the bread of life,’ I would be missing the full implication of what he is getting at, 

namely, union with him. When he said, ‘I have come that they may have life and have it to the full,’ he 

was talking about enabling us to be fully human, to be what we can be. This is quality life, living in 

union with Christ, meeting him in our family, in the individuals we live and work with – especially 

those we may be in lockdown with. Our ‘bread of life’ is found not only in the sacramental Eucharist 

but in the eucharist (=gratitude) of daily life where we rub shoulders with Christ in the person of the 

other.  

It is worth taking a few moments in a time of crisis to actually make a list, on paper or in prayer, of 

the things we are deeply grateful for. Look into the eyes of a companion or loved one and see Christ 

there, eager to offer us living water and the bread of life. Let’s look for good things in others we may 

not have noticed before. Let’s be creative in finding Christ, our spiritual nourishment, in the life and 

creation all around us. Read a gospel and find the bread of life there. 

I came across a metaphor of American author Tahereh Mafi that struck me as a powerful parallel to 

Jesus’ metaphor of the bread of life: ‘I’m oxygen and he’s dying to breathe.’ 

 

It is impossible to be negative while we are giving thanks.   

Donald Curtis (20th century American movie and TV actor) 

Success depends upon staying power. The reason for failure in most cases is lack or perseverance. 

James R. Miller (19th century American pastor and author) 

 

A man was watching a football game when his wife returned from the mall, loaded with bags. 

‘I thought you were only going window-shopping,’ he said. 

‘Yes, I bought the curtains for the kitchen window, but I also got a few things that match them: a can 

opener, coffee maker, blender…’ 

Laurie Woods 


