St. Mary of the Angels   Sunday  OT 19 B    8/8/21
I Kings 19:4-8;  Ephesians 4:30-5:2;  John 6:41-51

My Brothers and Sisters,

The 2020 Olympics has come, or is about to come, to a close now. To be honest, I did not watch a single moment of it.  But I did check the results each day – and read some of the stories behind them.

Three particular athletes and their triumphs stood out for me and gave me the most joy:

1) Jamaican sprinter, Elaine Thompson-Herah  with her record breaking 100 meters and another gold in the 200 meters.

2) Norwegian Karsten Warholm, who beat American Rai Benjamin in the 400 meter hurdles in what is being called, “The Greatest Race of All Time”.

3) Simone Biles coming back to win a bronze medal after withdrawing from 4 events to attend to her mental health.

The first two joys are as much about their countries, Jamaica and Norway, -- both countries dear to me -- as they are about the outstanding performances of the two athletes.

But, the third is something special about a special person.

Though small in stature, she was already a giant among the athletes.  

So much publicity surrounded her even before the Olympics began.

There were great expectations.
Then, suddenly, she stopped.

She called it the “twisties” – a frightening disconnect between mind and body.

Most people “got it”, understood her decision and applauded.

She needed time out.  Her inner resources were exhausted.

Later, when she came back to win the bronze, it was enough, and more than enough.

Again, everyone applauded.

I wonder what “food” she received to carry her through the “twisties”, to bring her back to life, and move her forward on her journey?

“Twisties” may be a new name, but the reality is both ancient and rather common.  

It applies to any time when it is so difficult – almost impossible – to do simple, ordinary things.

In golf they call it, the “yips” or, the “staggers”.

In baseball, the “monster” or the “creature”.

For writers, it is “writer’s block”.

For me, once, it was “burnout”.

I suspect that many people experience the “twisties” as depression – the inability to take the next step.
Is this what happened to Elijah, the greatest of the Old Testament prophets?

He had the amazing power to raise the dead to life, to draw down both rain and fire. Single handedly, he challenged 450 prophets of Baal – and won.
He was the best!

Now, we see him crawling along the ground – exhausted, weary --  just wanting to curl up, sleep and die.  The “twisties” have got him.
But God sent an angel to Elijah. 
[I wonder if God sent an angel to Simone as well?]

God sent an angel to me in my burnout – a fellow Jesuit to guide me.

Elijah’s angel brought food, hearth cakes.

Yes, it took a second helping to get him going.

But he did get going– walked for forty days and forty nights.

The “twisties” were over.

This past week, I directed on a six day – Sunday to Saturday – retreat at Ipswich.

I met people who were very, very tired.

Some were on the front line during the pandemic.

No “twisties” but they saw the “twisties” in others.

They themselves came because they were tired, weary, and needed to be fed – fed by God.

When the Israelites wandered for forty years in the desert, God fed them with manna and quail – not tasty, but sufficient for survival.

When Elijah was crawling through the desert, an angel fed him with hearth cakes – probably not tasty, but powerful enough to energize Elijah for forty days and forty nights.

In the desert of the pandemic – and in every desert of life and in every “twisty” of life, Jesus gives us his word and his body as the bread of life.  

Jesus knows what we need more than we do, just as God knew what the Israelites needed more than they did.
The Israelites failed to appreciate the gift. They grumbled and they died.
Do we appreciate the gift of God’s word and the gift of Jesus’ body to feed and nourish us on our own journey, which, in recent years, --because of politics and pandemic -- has been a journey in the desert.

The Eucharist, we know, means Thanksgiving.

May we listen to God’s word and receive the sacrament of Jesus’ body as our food for life. The ‘twisties” may disconnect body, mind and spirit.  The Eucharist unites, heals and makes whole. 
If only we knew the power of Jesus in us as the Bread of Life!  He has promised that “Whoever eats this bread will live forever.”  That is what we want, isn’t it? – to live forever in the peace and power of God.  
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