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O taste and see that the Lord is good.  
With these words the Psalmist seems to be tempting listeners to use resources other than the intellect to gain a deeper understanding of the goodness of God.  O Israel, taste and see, the psalmist says; taste and see that the one who brought you out of Egypt, the one who carried you across the desert, the one who gave you the Torah and the Temple is oh so very good. 

And you might be wondering, as I did, why of all the actions that might have been suggested, the Psalmist settles on taste.  Why taste?  Well while I do not know the mind of the Psalmist, I can imagine he or she chose this particular action because to gain access to something’s full flavor, to truly taste, one must be intimately involved.  

Take for example the jelly beans you have in your hand – or Andrew, since I know you do not like candy; you have marshmallows – but for everyone else, consider your Jelly Bellys.  If you want to taste them, you have to get intimate with them.  For you see, no matter how closely you inspect them with your eyes, no matter how aggressively you research the combination of their ingredients, you cannot taste them; you cannot know their delectable flavor or benefit from the brief burst of energy they will deliver unless you are willing to do at least four things.  
The first thing you must do is get up close and personal with your Jelly Belly.  If you want to taste and see you must place one in your mouth and on your tongue.  If you are so inclined to test this theory, I invite you to break open your sachet of sweet things and conduct this experiment along with me.  

But I warn you, you must follow my instructions explicitly.  This is at least a four step process and we must engage in a preparatory step to begin with.  The preparatory step is, I need you to hold you nose.  I know it’s strange, but just trust me here.  Hold your nose and now, the formal step one; place one Jelly Belly in your mouth.  Because you are not taking in air, you cannot taste your Jelly Belly.  So even though you have completed step one, you are not yet able to taste and see.  Step two; release your nose, but do not chew!  Release your nose and take in breath, and now you will be able to savor the taste of your bean.  

Step three.  To further your experience of tasting and to continue to test out whether a thing is good or not, you must chew.  Please chew now.  As you chew you break the bean into smaller and smaller bits, and as you do so you release the essence of your bean, you make way for the full potential of its flavor, and you provide your body with access to pieces it can actually swallow.  
And now, step four.  Once you have broken the bean down into pieces your body can handle, the step that is necessary to transfer the energy of the bean into your being is, swallow.
Oh taste and see that the Jelly Belly is good.  Tasting is a process and it is not always an easy process.  But to taste and to see that something is good is worth the steps and the trouble.  And so the Psalmist advises those who listen to his words, to her words, to taste and to see that the Lord is good.  Yes, the Psalmist seems to be saying, those who follow these steps, those who fear and seek the Lord, will lack no good thing.  Yes taste and see!  But how does one go about tasting God?

There are clues elsewhere in the Biblical text.  Ezekiel tells us
 that God can be tasted because God’s word can be eaten.  Yes, the Psalmist and Ezekiel may well be on the same page; for we can taste and see how good God is as we taste and take in God’s word.  
We can taste and see the sweetness of God’s word when we read in Lamentations, “Morning by morning new mercies I see, great is they faithfulness Lord unto me”.
  We can taste and savor God’s love for us when we hear, the Gospel writer say, “For God so loved the world that he gave his only son, that whosoever shall believe will not perish but have everlasting life.”
  Yes, we can taste and sense God’s presence as the writer of the letter to the Hebrews reminds us our God will never leave or forsake us.
  
The Psalmist invites us to taste and to see that indeed God is good.  But if we are to truly and deeply taste of God’s word, then we cannot forget the lessons learned in our experience with the noble jelly bean.  For tasting God’s word bears uncanny similarities to tasting Jelly Bellys.  No matter how closely we inspect the word of God with our eyes, no matter how aggressively we research the meaning and nuances of its phrases, we cannot taste it; we cannot know its delectable flavor, we cannot benefit from the life giving energy it will provide until we do at least four things.  

Just like with jelly beans (or marshmallows) we have to get intimate with God’s word.  We have to place it on our tongues.  We have to speak God’s word, read it out loud; repeat those verses memorized in childhood.  And once we have become accustomed to placing God’s word on our tongues; then to derive the full benefit we must breathe in the power of the Holy Spirit.  For without the guidance of the Spirit, we are hopeless and hapless in our efforts to understand God’s word.
  
Step three we must break God’s word into small bites; we must chew on it.  Yesterday at a Council Retreat we read from the story of King Solomon.
  We read together a text so ancient one might wonder what a 21st century church Council could mine from its meaning.  But it was oh so sweet as we put in on our tongues, oh so powerful as we broke it into bites and learned from our elder brother Solomon how we might lead, how we might humble ourselves before God, how we might grow stronger and better and closer to God.  And as your Council and pastoral staff we took into our being the very word of God as a source of energy, a source of nourishment, a source of hope and a source of life.

Yes, oh taste and see that the Lord is very, very good?
Jesus also invited those around him to taste and see.  In our Gospel text he invites those who have followed him to taste and see in a brand new way.  Taste something new; see something different, Jesus seems to say.  Taste something more than the 630+ laws of the Torah; taste and see in a new way.

But what if Jesus asked you, asked us, to taste something new that we did not appeal?  What if this morning I had asked you to taste Jelly Bellys with flavors like ear wax, or chicken beak, or toe lint?  What if some of Jesus’ words were not as sweet or as easy to swallow as jelly beans or Biblical words of comfort and care?  
That is the challenge that faced those who followed Jesus in this morning’s Gospel text.  Jesus had asked them to taste that which was offensive and detestable; he had asked them to taste and to eat what no self respecting Jew would even touch.  Jesus had asked those who followed him to eat of his flesh and to drink of his blood.  Eat flesh and drink blood?  Can’t you hear those gathered around him say, “Do we look like cannibals?”  Eat flesh and drink blood, the laws of Moses call for Jews to avoid blood at all cost;
 the laws of Moses prohibits such an act!”  
Who is this Jesus and what was he calling them to do?  

Now bear with me for just a moment, for this is important.  When Jesus asks his listeners to eat his flesh and drink his blood he is in essence saying take all of me.  The phrase flesh and blood is an idiom, a phrase, that encompasses the entirety of his human nature; his human being.  Jesus is asking his followers to taste and to take in the easy and the hard.  He is asking them to accept the whole of his gospel.  He is asking them to taste not just his justice and righteousness; but his holiness and his call to obedience.  Jesus asks that they taste not just his love and presence; but his judgment and discipline.  Jesus says, take in all of me.

And this word was too hard for some in John’s day.  
What about us today?  If each of us had been given an entire bag of Jelly Bellys most of us would have gone through it and selected certain colors and flavors; rejecting the ones that did not suit our tastes.  But Jesus says, taste my flesh and blood, take in all of me.

Take in the part of my gospel that says feed the hungry, and take in the part that says be holy as I am holy.  Take in the part that says love your neighbor as yourself; and take in the part that says you are the Temple of the living God
 and anyone who defiles this Temple, including you, is subject to the anger of God.  Jesus says take in my grace and mercy and take in my call to go and make disciples in all the world.  Take, eat my flesh and drink my blood; taste all of me and see that all of me is good.

And so, beloved of God, on this first Sunday, the choir sang the perfect song.  We have gathered.  We have gathered because the table it set.  This table has been lovingly laid by hands that know we are not a perfect people.  It has been expertly set by hands that seek to welcome us; hands that reach out and invite all who are curious, all of us who will try, all who come with tentative steps and all who come with tender steps.  The table is set; set with all of Christ’s flavors, all of the gospel, all of the teachings, all of the body and all of the blood of our Lord, and Savior, our Master, and King.  The table is set and Christ asks that we come, that we gather, and that we eat and drink in all of him.  The Psalmist is right, taste and see that the Lord is good, 100% good.  Come the table of plenty, the table of welcome, the table of his body and his blood is set for you and for me.   Come, taste and see.
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