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“The Spiritual Milk We Long For” 

May 10, 2020 

Scripture:  I Peter 2:2-10; John 14:1-14 

Let me tell you a little bit about the community that the letter of I Peter is addressing.  It’s 

in Asia Minor, which is today the southern part of Turkey.  They are people who probably went 

there or live there as gentiles and were attracted to the message of the gospel possibly through 

Paul or some other missionary.  I Peter probably is not written by Peter the Apostle but is a 

follower of his, someone writing in his name many years later to a community that has 

developed and is living in this society but sounds like it’s under a fair amount of difficulty, 

pressure.  Maybe not from the government; they may not be being persecuted by the government 

but they may be ostracized, shunned by their neighbors, or having difficulty doing business in 

their community.  Perhaps they even had rifts with their own relatives because they’ve attached 

themselves to this community and to this movement.   

So you can imagine that it’s not easy for this community, and I Peter is a letter that tries 

to encourage them and give them a sense of hope and, I guess, value; and that portion of the 

letter reads sort of like a pep talk.  You are a holy nation.  God’s own people.  Once you were no 

people.  Once you were desperate and isolated from one another, and look what God has done 

with you to bring you together and create out of you a community.  God’s own people.   

Nonetheless, it couldn’t have been easy. And it may have to do with a lack of results for 

them.  Perhaps when they looked around at their lives they didn’t feel like they were a holy 

nation or a royal priesthood.  They may have felt as if they were sort of losing, that they were not 

really suited for this kind of life, and it must have been hard to sort of hang in there and keep at 

this faith, to hold onto it when it seemed like it wasn’t really getting them anywhere.  So there 

was a temptation, I’m sure, to give it up, to abandon these practices, to stop meeting together and 

to give up on all the teachings that they have learned and just melt back into society, just become 

one of the crowd again.  Well that’s a temptation I guess we all can relate to, to a certain degree.   

Lately, I’ve been aware of some recent pew research reports, I’m sure some of you have 

heard about them, indicating that a belief in God in our country has diminished considerably over 

the last 10 years or so.  People are saying more and more that they really don’t attach themselves 

to any religion at all.  In fact, they really have given up on a belief in God altogether, and I have 

to wonder what the basis of that might be.  And I suspect it has to do with what they see of the 

church a lot of times and what the church professes, because too often what we claim about God 

isn’t how we live in society or with one other.  We proclaim a God who is full of mercy and 

abounding and steadfast love, yet too often people associate judgmentalism and intolerance with 

the church.  People who have no sense of mercy but only seem to want retribution and to 

somehow pay back people they feel have wronged them.  And that’s a problem and it’s 

understandable that people would reject that.  It’s understandable that people would reject an 

idea of God as always looking for us to slip up, to make a mistake, just looking for an 

opportunity to bring down the hammer on us.  What kind of a God is that?  Who would really be 

interested in that kind of a God when we are surrounded by so many people in the world who 

feel exactly the same way?  We profess a God, as I’ve said, who is full of mercy, abounding in 

steadfast love.  That’s the description we find in scripture over and over and yet we have trouble 

behaving in a way that’s consistent with that claim.  
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Our beliefs often have a tendency to belie our behavior.  We don’t act in the way we say 

we’re called, and people see that.  The world can tell.  So in some ways we are our own worst 

enemy in today’s society.  We seem to have lost our hold on those more basic claims that are 

being made through the writer of I Peter, the claims we hear made through the prophets in 

Hebrew scripture, the claims that Jesus makes about himself, about his ministry, about who we 

are called to be in relationship to him.   

You see, we may have it a little backward.  You see, it used to be the church believed or 

felt that people had to be sort of instructed in a set of beliefs before they could really belong in 

the church.  Today, we find that people gain their understanding more through participating in 

the life of the church, so belonging seems to come before believing in the modern world.  And I 

think that makes a lot of sense.  It seems to me that, along with the Franciscan tradition that I’ve 

learned through Richard Rohr, the Franciscan priest and spiritual writer, we don’t believe 

ourselves into different behaviors; we behave ourselves into different beliefs.  So the ways that 

we interact with one another shape us and if we are intolerant with one another, if we are 

judgmental toward one another, that will become our understanding of God.  That will form the 

core of our beliefs.  And yet, I believe that we‘re meant for something else.   

Jesus, when he is with his disciples in those last moments there in the upper room (in that 

portion of John’s gospel known as the farewell discourse) Jesus is trying to convey to them what 

they can expect and what kind of life they’re going to have once he has left them.  And he tells 

them that they know the way, they know where he’s going.  And they’re a little skeptical of that.  

They’ve never been taught that.  They don’t know what he’s talking about.  And he tells them I 

am the way, the truth, the life.  I am the way.  Now too often the church has used that claim as a 

sort of way to exclude others.  If you don’t accept Jesus as Lord and Savior, then you aren’t 

included in God’s circle of favor.   

But I don’t think that’s exactly what Jesus has in mind.  I don’t think he’s saying that 

people are expected to sign on a dotted line   He’s talking about behavior.  I am the way.  And 

what is the way of Jesus?  It’s compassion, humility, sacrifice--that’s the way.  So that’s the 

behavior we’re called to express in the world--to walk in the way of compassion, in the way of 

humility, in the way of sacrifice.  And when we do that, we discover truth about ourselves.   That 

we are united with God, that God lives within us, and we able to express that existence of God in 

the world through action, through the ways that we care for one another, through the ways we 

invite others to experience the joy of life with God.  And this is what brings us a sense of 

abundance.  We discover abundant life when we walk in this way, when we live our truth, when 

we experience the life Christ gives.   

This is what the writer of I Peter I think is finally trying to help this community 

understand, trying to help them realize that they are not alone in this endeavor, that they are part 

of God’s own presence in the world, that they have been called to share with the world.  And so 

he wants them to really want that, to really long for it.  This is what he calls the spiritual milk-- 

that is, a way of living in the world that offers an alternative to judgmentalism and intolerance, 

an alternative to violence and coercion, but a way of living in the world that is inviting, that 

enters into a relationship, that expresses compassion, and finally, leads others into the presence 

of God.  That’s what nourishes us like infants, like newborns.  We are called to long for that milk 

that can give us the nourishment we need.  We live it every day.  We live it even now even under 

these circumstances while we are separated from one another.   
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I’m looking around at your various pictures and it’s so nice to see faces in these pews.  I 

miss seeing people here.  And yet, I know that we are continuing to be connected to one another, 

we’re continuing to care for one another, to reach out to each other, to express God’s love and 

compassion for each other.  That’s the milk that nourishes our spirits, and I long for it.  I long for 

it every day, and I’m sure you do too.   

So friends, I encourage you to keep living this way of compassion, to keep living on the 

path of humility, and to keep sharing this abundant life God gives us.  Friends, let that nourish 

your spirits. And do not lose heart but trust--trust in God, trust in Christ who lives in you to give 

you life.   

Amen.  

 


