
“I Smell Bread” 
 

I am the living bread that came down from heaven.   
Whoever eats of this bread will live forever;  

and the bread that I will give for the life of the world is my flesh. 
(John 6:51) 
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Mention the 4077th and most of us likely recognize a unique artifact of American culture created 
by one of the most successful shows in television history, M*A*S*H. The 4077th was a Mobile 
Army Surgical Hospital during the Korean War, home to an assortment of military doctors and 
nurses with names like Hawkeye and Trapper, Hot Lips and Radar, Klinger and Father Mulcahy.  
 
I think I’ll never forget the night of the season finale. Can it really have been 36 years ago! On 
Monday, February 28, 1983, 125 million viewers tuned in, making it the most watched episode in 
television history up to that time, surpassing the record set by “Who Shot J. R.?”  So much 
fanfare preceded the show that CBS sold thirty-second commercial spots for what today would 
be the equivalent of $1.1 million, unbelievably surpassing that year’s Super Bowl. I recall the 
night not merely for the content of the story as the 4077th was being broken down -- the episode 
titled “Goodbye, Farewell, and Amen!” -- but as a cultural event enjoyed at our home in West 
Helena while entertaining church friends, the house filled with the aroma of a meal’s preparation. 
 
M*A*S*H used dark humor (a mix of drama and comedy described as “dramedy”), in seeking to 
shed light on humanity’s struggle to make sense of the madness of war. While a delightful show 
prompting much laughter, it had a decidedly uncomfortable edge. Uncomfortable because, in the 
midst of the laughter, death lurked, ever so near.  
 
One of America’s favorite characters was Major Charles Emerson Winchester III, whose name 
says it all. Major Winchester was of high Bostonian upbringing, his champagne and caviar 
lifestyle leaving him to seem out of place and distant, arrogant and rude. Surely if anyone might 
have arrived in Korea thinking themselves shielded from the horror of suffering, it would be 
Major Winchester. Yet, in the face of such suffering, he found himself no different.   
 
In one episode, as Major Winchester struggles to find answers to the senselessness of the 
violence and death he saw around him, he suffers an emotional breakdown and, in despair, goes 
AWOL from the 4077th. He wasn’t running away from war, but toward it, to the battalion aid 
station where the wounded are first taken from the battle. Perhaps there, he imagines, closer yet 
to the war, he will discover the answer he seeks. Colonel Potter finds Major Winchester, and is 
ordering him to return to the 4077th when a medical corpsman interrupts the conversation, calling 
the surgeon over to a critically wounded soldier.   



 
Confirming the soldier’s impending death with a glance, Winchester takes the man’s hand and 
hears him whisper, “I’m dying.” All of his characteristic snobbishness fled as Major Winchester 
tenderly said, “Can you see anything? Can you feel anything? I have to know.”  
 
That’s when the soldier whispered his last words, “I smell bread.”  
 
What Major Winchester craved was an epiphany, a shaft of light managing somehow to escape 
the drear darkness of the battlefield. He craved a word, at last, of some hope that might convey 
meaning into what seemed sheer meaninglessness, more and more meaningless with each 
wounded and mangled soldier he was called upon to save in surgery.  
 
Did he find the epiphany he sought in this unexpected moment of a dying soldier’s last words? 
These three words can hardly be equated to a thoughtful collegiate dissertation in philosophy, nor 
even a thought-provoking sermon of biblical and spiritual insight on death and dying. 
 
Yet, somehow these three simple words, “I smell bread,” invited this seeker of meaning into a 
moment as common as walking into the home where a meal is being prepared. In the face of 
death, Major Winchester was invited to imagine an aroma far different than that he had so often 
experienced in the M*A*S*H unit. The scent of bread beckoned him into the mystery of one 
entering a place where a feast is being prepared.   
 
The aroma of bread suggests everything the battlefield is not -- warmth, companionship, joy. The 
scent of bread is the overture of peace, the removal of rancor. As the dying soldier smells bread, 
is he not gifted with a sense of expectation, not of cold darkness, but of warmth, light, and life? If 
death lurked, never far away, in this aroma is an intimation of life in the midst of death.  
 
Many of our longest-lingering and most precious memories cluster around moments of breaking 
bread among families and friends. The scent of bread can open our senses to more, much more, 
than physical hunger. I speak of a hunger for relationship, which is why we recall moments 
recent or long ago, at home or far away, a favorite restaurant or a friend’s backyard. Whatever the 
scene, breaking bread together is the essence of community.   
  
When I lead pilgrims to the Holy Land, early on our first morning in the Galilee David Aarons 
(my guide since 1997) and I lead them on a short walk into the Valley of Winds and Doves. 
Early, before we enter the chaos of tourism with motor coaches vying for a spot in a mass of 
tourists, we walk alone down the yet pristine path Jesus would surely have walked as he made his 
way from Nazareth to the Galilee to begin his ministry. Our most recent trip, in March, offered 
the most spectacular experience of the Valley of Winds and Doves, as we were surrounded with 
blankets of wildflowers sparkling with the morning dew.  After singing “Morning Has Broken” I 
thought to lead them also in “Joyful, Joyful, We Adore Thee.” As we stood in that flowered valley 
and heard the babbling brook running by and the birds singing, Mount Arbel towering above us, 
and the Sea of Galilee awaiting our exploration, I pointed out how the words seem to have been 
composed for that very moment: 

 



Field and forest, vale and mountain, 
Flow’ry meadow, flashing sea, 

Singing bird and flowing fountain 
Call us to rejoice in Thee. 

 
Then, having sung, David and I took the bread of welcome, salted it, and offered the Hebrew 
blessing and passed it among the pilgrims as we welcomed them home. 
 
One prepares for such a journey to the Holy Land without the thought that they are going home. 
The destination seems so distant, a crossing of eight time zones. The natural impulse is to think, 
“I’m going AWAY from HOME.”  
 
Yet, once there, one finds oneself, strangely, mysteriously . . . HOME. The stories emerging from 
these places are not told and learned for the first time, but remembered. Each site conjures 
memories of parents and teachers and churches long past. “Our leaders aren’t exaggerating. I 
really do feel that I’ve arrived at HOME! I am exploring my spiritual geography.”   
 
We arrive here as tourists but soon find ourselves, having traveled far, to have come home. Early 
on that first morning in the Galilee, in the aroma of bread, there is a flash, a moment of 
recognition. “I am home!”   
 
In John 6 Jesus describes himself as the Bread of Life while at the synagogue in Capernaum, a 
place we would be later that morning. John 6 is a passage with a decidedly uncomfortable edge, 
for death lurks, never far away. Why would Jesus follow such a joyful moment as the feeding of 
the multitudes with such talk of death, saying, “Those who eat my flesh and drink my blood have 
everlasting life?”  Uncomfortable words! Here is the aroma of bread in the midst of death.   
 
Bishop Will Willimon tells of conducting a workshop on the meaning of the sacraments. When 
the subject turned to Holy Communion, not wishing to begin in a doctrinal way, he asked the 
participants of the workshop, “What is the most memorable meal you ever ate?” One told of a 
meal in a fancy French restaurant in Toronto, another of a bistro in San Francisco. Then one man 
stood to say, “The best meal I ever had was in World War 2, the morning after the night of a 
terrible battle. Somehow I had escaped being wounded, but I was cold and hungry. I staggered 
up to a woman from the Red Cross in a little trailer in a muddy field. She was handing out stale 
doughnuts and cold coffee. When she handed me mine, she smiled. After that horrible night, I’d 
have to say that was about the best meal I ever had. I felt I had made it safely home.” 
 
Later this month our nation will celebrate Memorial Day, honoring those fallen ones who didn’t 
make it home, who fell in the service of freedom for their country. Among our families and 
communities there will be many celebrations and, midst the fireworks and speeches will no doubt 
be detected the smell of bread.  
 
A French proverb says, “A good meal ought always to begin . . . with hunger.” This reminds me 
of Jesus saying of that final Passover Meal on the night he would be betrayed, “I have hungered 
with a great hunger to share this Passover with you.”   



Yes, but as the disciples gathered in the Upper Room death lurked near. Jesus knew this, taking 
the bread and declaring it his body broken, followed by the cup which he declared to be his blood 
shed for the forgiveness of sins.  
 
Yes, death lurked, uncomfortably near, so that when Jesus said, “This do in remembrance of me,” 
he forever placed the aroma of bread in the nostrils of the dying.  
 
May this table and its aroma be an intimation of life in the midst of our dying. May you ever 
smell the bread, and know that here, in this place, you are home.  
 
Come, taste, and see, that the Lord is good!  
 
 
 
 
 


