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      I’m hoping we have some trivia buffs here today. I admit that I like random bits of sometimes trivial information! I have some bread trivia for us today. Did you know it takes 9 seconds for a combine to harvest enough wheat to make about 70 loaves of bread? Did you know that Americans consume, on average, 53 pounds of bread per year, not including gluten free. Believe it or not in 1997, Kansas wheat farmers produced enough wheat to make 36.5 billion loaves of bread, - enough to provide each person on earth with 6 loaves each! Here’s an interesting one - assuming a sandwich was eaten for breakfast, lunch, and dinner, it would take 168 days for one person to eat the amount of bread produced from one bushel of wheat. And this one is a mind blower - a family of four could live 10 years off the bread produced by one acre of wheat and with all this bread, about 690 million people, that’s one in nine people in the world, still struggle with hunger every day.

Today we’re on the final stretch of our sermon series on the Lord’s Prayer and we have come to the place where the words of the prayer ask, “give us this day our daily bread.” As we’ve made our way through this prayer we have highlighted that the Lord’s Prayer is not a ritual prayer, but it’s a way of life prayer modeled by Jesus. The prayer begins with an intimate address to our God who has come close and Jesus uses the term “daddy” to speak to God. This prayer to the God who has come close remembers that God not only is present to us, but also dwells in the heavens where there is no more division between people and nations and no one is ever alone again. The Lord’s Prayer continues with the words “Hallowed be thy name.” With these words the prayer seeks for God’s name to be made holy in us.  “Thy kingdom come” affirms the longing of the faithful for the kingdom of God to come to full fruition and “thy will be done,” asks for God’s will of peace, justice, and compassion to happen by grace even through you and me. “On earth as it is in heaven,” reminds us that the Christian life is an earthy one. As we are engaged in this world with our minds also attuned to the reign of God, we seek to model a heavenly culture in the here and now. That culture is one in which we put others needs before our own, we work to make sure the hungry and fed, and all people are treated justly. And today, we arrive at the part of the prayer that seems a bit trivial after we’ve prayed for God’s kingdom to come and will to be done. Jesus said, “pray then in this way…give us this day our daily bread.”

I remember praying the Lord’s Prayer as a young person. I think I naturally took it literally. In my young mind, the connection was always to the loaf of sliced bread that we had in the kitchen. We likely have different bread images  that come to mind when we pray this part of the prayer. Some of us may think of the bread on a communion table – maybe the little chicklet pieces of bread or wafers,  or maybe the hearty loaf that we break together. Maybe we’re bagel or biscuit lovers and that’s the primary image of bread in our mind. A simple understanding of God’s provision is not a wrong interpretation here, yet there is so much more in this bread request. I was reminded recently that there is debate on the correct translation of one of the Greek words here. The word is epiousios. This particular word is used only once in the entire Bible in this phrase. This same word also has only occurred in one other place in all of Greek literature… and wouldn't you know, it was in a shopping list. There is some consensus that it means “Give us this day our bread for the day,” or “our bread for the coming day.” If that’s the correct interpretation then if we pray the prayer in the morning we’re asking for bread for that day and if we pray the prayer at night we’re asking for God’s provision for the day that is to come. Give us this day our bread for the day!

Now there are two obvious and common meanings of bread in this prayer.  First it is a request for physical bread. Jesus’ audience knew something about God’s provision of bread and it went all the way back to the Exodus story. You may know the details of that story or you’ve seen it in a Moses movie. The Israelites were slaves in Egypt and through Moses, God set them free. While in the wilderness they complained about the food problem and God provided manna. Each morning they would find the manna - a white flaky substance on the ground and could gather about a half gallon per person per day. If they tried to gather more and keep it over night, it spoiled so they had to trust God each day for their provisions. When the people asked Moses what this manna was he said, “It is the bread which the Lord has given you to eat.”  Jesus said, “pray then in this way…Our Father who art in heaven…give us this day our daily bread.”  Yes this prayer is for physical bread. Enough for the day, this is not a prayer for lots of stuff.  If anything this prayer tells us that God is not in the business of granting requests for fancy cars, luxury boats and big houses even though some TV preachers say so.  There are times when we desperately need the basics of shelter and transportation and we ask for God’s help.  There’s also nothing wrong with reaching upward and inward and to find our God given potential to succeed.  But this prayer is a prayer asking for provision for the day.  This prayer tells us to ask for “today bread” - what we need for the day. Oh, we can get those others things through hard work, talent, and good business practices, and we can be very thankful for them, because we know it all belongs to God anyway. And we can be generous and give it away too. But if we follow Jesus’ lead with this prayer, all we ask from God is bread for the day - enough for the day, because we know that without God there would be nothing.  

A minister once told a story about getting ready to do a wedding. As the music began, a single mother entered the church building. She was carrying an infant and told someone she needed some baby formula for her child. Someone found the minster and he came out. He told the woman he had to do this wedding and he could help her after it was over. But she said her baby was hungry and he needed milk now! The minister then understood her immediate need and so he went back into the sanctuary. The mothers and the grandmothers were already seated.  He then got everyone’s attention and asked them to put the wedding on hold just for a minute. He then left the sanctuary, hurried down the church's pantry and found some milk for that hungry infant. Bread for the day. Immediate bread. When we pray “give us this day our daily bread,” we’re asking for God’s help and nourishment, to make it though the day. Give us this day…Physical bread.  

The second common meaning of bread in this prayer is spiritual bread. Fourth century church leader Augustine of Hippo encouraged Christians to take communion daily because this prayer was also for the spiritual bread of heaven - the presence of God that we all need each day. This part of the prayer is also a prayer for spiritual nourishment… the nourishment that comes sometimes through engaging and discussing the scriptures…  the spiritual food that comes in our relationships with others that challenges us in our faith whether it’s a small group, a mission team, or a committee on which we serve. Maybe our nourishment comes from weekly worship as we sing and pray and lift up our hearts and lives to God. This part of the prayer is a prayer for the living presence of Christ to be our sustenance. In John’s gospel we do read that Jesus said, “I am the Bread of Life.” On the first Sunday of the month we celebrate this at the communion table. We say that at this table in this bread and cup we meet Christ anew. Yes in communion we share real, physical bread and real, physical juice, but they are more than that. The sacrament of communion is more than just something we do. God is present. At the table, the bread points to Christ, the Bread of Life. The cup points to the One whose life was poured out for you and for me. Give us this day…Spiritual bread.  

Someone has told a story about a man who went to a soup kitchen one day to help serve the hungry and homeless men, women, and children of the city. After everyone had gone through the line there was plenty left over. This particular man went over to one of the homeless men and asked him if he wanted seconds.  The man said, “no thanks, more food won’t solve what my problems are.”  Spiritual bread. Preacher and author Frederick Buechner once said, “some kinds of emptiness are so great that not even the Blue Plate special can touch them.” Jesus said, “Pray then in this way...Give us this day our daily bread.”  When we pray this prayer we are saying “Give us this day, the spiritual bread that we need Lord. We know we need it God and You are the only One that can fill that emptiness.” When we pray this prayer we’re asking God for the spiritual bread that lasts forever.   

Physical bread. Spiritual bread. And there’s a third way of understanding the meaning of bread here. Global bread.  This is a fairly new term for me and I like it.  Remember the prayer says, “give US this day OUR daily bread.” This is not just a prayer for my bread or your bread. We are asking God for OUR daily bread. Like the beginning of the prayer, here again we’re smack in the middle of the whole human family. This prayer teaches us to pray for all God’s children across the globe who need bread - physical and spiritual. It’s been said that there is too much “mutual disregard” in our world today. It’s easy to get the kind of tunnel vision that only sees where we’re going and what we need to get there.  If we pray this prayer for OUR daily bread then we are affirming that we are not content to have too much while others of God’s children have too little. And so we pray, and we find ways to effectively give out of our physical and spiritual abundance so that others can have daily bread too.    

In the spring of 2006, I had the opportunity to go to Israel with a clergy group from Candler School of Theology at Emory. While there, our group stopped by the traditional spot of the post resurrection story of Jesus fixing breakfast for the disciples on the seashore. Nobody knows the exact spot for sure, but to stand there and walk up to the water was a real physical, spiritual and global experience for me. We stayed for a while. We were all imagining the physical scene of Jesus cooking fish over a fire right there. You could almost hear the crackle of the flames. It was a spiritual scene too because that story tells us that the risen Christ would be the disciples’ spiritual sustenance from then on. There was a global feel to that day too, because we were far away from home with people from all over the world and we were all thinking and praying about Jesus the bread of life.        

Jesus said, “pray then in this way, Our Father who art in heaven hallowed be thy name. Thy kingdom come thy will be done on earth as it is in heaven. Give us this day our daily bread.” Give us this day…physical bread. When we pray this prayer we are saying “God I trust you with this day. I know everything belongs to you and I depend on you for what I need today. Give us this day…spiritual bread.  When we pray this prayer we are also saying “Lord I look to you to fill the emptiness in my being that nothing else can fill. As I make my way through the wilderness of life today, I pray that Jesus the bread of life will “fill me till I want no more.” Give us this day…global bread. When we pray this prayer we also affirm that God loves all creation - the prosperous and the poverty stricken. We proclaim that God seeks for all to be fed and know of God’s grace and love. And when we pray this prayer we let God know that we are not content to have too much while others don’t have enough. When we pray this prayer we are asking God to provide for the day, to spiritually sustain us, and to help us give out of our spiritual and physical abundance so that all the world might receive God’s daily bread that fills us as the old hymn says...“til we want no more.”     


