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Once upon a time there was a man who had the good fortune to possess a goose which laid a golden egg every day. Lucky as he was, he soon began to want more, sooner. Imagining that the goose must be filled with gold, he cut it open to get all the gold at once. But all he got ….sad story that it is…. was a dead goose.  The moral of the story? Much wants more and ultimately, loses all.

We come now to what seems like the simplest of all the petitions of this beautiful prayer, “Give us this day our daily bread.”  Realizing that this is a Sunday morning, I’m going to follow this petition with a question. Did you have breakfast this morning? If you did….great, and if you didn’t, was it because you didn’t have any access to food? Or….are you just not a “breakfast person,” even though doctors say breakfast is the most important meal of the day? Is there anyone here who isn’t planning on lunch? Or dinner tonight? And I would have to think that being here with a few hundred Lutherans who thank God even for milk duds and popcorn in the theater, we KNOW where our food comes from! From GOD!
Now that we’ve settled that part of “daily bread,” here’s the next question. Did any of you have DOG FOOD for breakfast? Or CAT FOOD? I certainly doubt it….but there’s a reason for the question. Most of us have, or have had a dog or a cat or a bird or some other pet. We take care of our pets, protect them, keep them warm or cool, weather depending, and make sure they have plenty of the right kind of food. And for this, our pets…….(if they’re smart enough).. love us.

But does BARFY understand that you have to have a job to buy his food? Does FLUFFY understand that there is a factory that produces it, that people work there and get paid money, that other factories produce the bags and cans that contain the food, and that railroads or trucks carry their food to the story? Do they understand grocery store marketing and the sales campaigns that drive you to buy a particular brand for them, based on our perceptions of the taste?? Not a chance! All they….and our own children…. know is that you care enough about them to feed them….and love them. They may not even realize that without all these other things all working together to provide “daily bread,” they would die. 

The actual, literal meaning of “daily bread” means one day’s worth of bread. What the Greek is saying is “Give us tomorrow’s bread, today.” There seems to be a very obvious connection here to the people of Israel during the Exodus from Egypt under Moses’ leadership. They lived for YEARS in the Sinai desert on a daily diet of manna…..a sticky, almost cotton-candy like bread substance that God made appear all over the desert every morning. There was enough for each family for each day. They may not have loved it any more than we would like oatmeal 3 meals a day every day, but it was there. They could count on it. 
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But if someone tried to pick up TWO days worth (maybe so they could sleep in the next day?), it would spoil; EXCEPT the day before the Sabbath (the day of REST), when they were instructed to pick up two days worth, which then would NOT spoil! Again, God urged them to see beyond the manna and realize their absolute dependence on HIM. 
Far too often, we too fail to realize that there is a “big picture” connected with Daily Bread.  That’s why Luther, in his Large Catechism, urges us to pull back the lens and understand that Daily Bread is everything necessary to support our daily lives. It’s not, Luther writes, just the “flour bin or the bread oven,” but we also pray for the distant fields, farmers, the rain, the soil, and the entire system that provides us with all that we need to support us on a day to day basis. That’s why we’ve replaced the “normal” creeds today with Luther’s explanation of the first article…..to increase our understanding of our absolute reliance upon God not just for our “bread,” but also for our ”clothing and shoes, wife and children, house and home, land, animals and all that I have.”  And we HAVE a lot of stuff!
Let’s do a show of hands on this. Have you ever walked out of your closet and said, “I don’t have anything to wear?”  Be honest!!! When you said that, was it because the closet was EMPTY? That there was NOTHING in it? No way! Maybe the laundry basket is full or we don’t want to violate the “don’t wear the same outfit twice in a season” rule…..or maybe we’re bored with our clothing, but we HAVE clothes, don’t we? I truly don’t believe I see anyone here wearing a wooden barrel or wrapped in a blanket this morning!

Same thing in the kitchen. Do you ever look in your cupboard or your refrigerator, slam the door shut and say, “There’s nothing in here to EAT!”  Is that really true? NOTHING? No prunes? No canned peas? No Ritz Crackers? No tuna fish? EVERYBODY has at least a can of TUNA FISH, right?
No, unfortunately not everybody has “daily bread.” Close your eyes a moment and bring up an image of “starving children” on the screen of your mind. It doesn’t take long….  And when the image comes, it’s not pretty. In fact, it’s painful. It’s an image we want to erase from our minds and hide from our children, and quite often we do. Yet this is exactly what the BIG PICTURE behind the 4th Petition encourages us to remember. 
WHY are there people starving like this? Why are there people who suffer? One of the greatest chunks of the phrase “daily bread” involves our prayer for good, honest, and uprightly moral GOVERNMENT. Nothing is “good” in this life, Luther argues, unless we live in peace and security. When there is war and civil unrest, where there are struggles produced by immoral or uncaring governments, people suffer, starve, and ultimately die. History proves this over and over again. 
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Examples abound.  In Jesus’ time, were people starving? No they weren’t, because it was a time of peace. Even though the Jews didn’t LIKE the rule of the Romans, “Pax Romana” enabled everyone to have “daily bread.”  Even though Jesus fed thousands in several miracles, it was only because they had followed Him out into the wilderness to hear Him talk. Directly, He only had to give them one meal. He turned water into wine because all the rest of the wine had already been consumed at the wedding.  But in 70 AD, when the Jews revolted against the Romans and the Roman army surrounded Jerusalem, people were reduced to eating dogs, rats, and each other.

Even people living in desert countries like the Sudan can eke out a living, until war pushes them away from their homes and into huge camps, where starvation and disease are inevitable. North Koreans are starving not because their land can’t raise enough food, but because their resources are taken away from them.
The cause of all this is our chief enemy, the devil, who will not rest until he has ruined each and every life on earth. He isn’t satisfied with only obstructing our relationship with our Creator and our Savior and destroying us spiritually. He also works to weaken and ultimately destroy us physically. 
This quote from Martin Luther’s Large Catechism is crystal clear: (The devil) is sorry if anyone has a morsel of bread from God and eats it in peace. If it were in his power and God did not prevent it, we would not keep a straw in the field, a penny in the house, or even our life for an hour. This is especially true of those who are Christians. (Large Catechism 81)

What is Jesus trying to teach us in this part of His lesson on prayer? TWO things:

a. We realize that everything we have ultimately comes from God, even though we have to work for it….the work, as God promised to Adam in Genesis 3 is the result of our fallen, sinful nature. Now that we are not in Eden anymore, we have to do it the hard way…..but it still comes from God.

b. When we DO receive physical blessings, we acknowledge that they have come from God with the giving of thanks. How often have you said, “O give thanks unto the Lord, for He is good and His mercy endures forever!”  I hope that comes with every blessing.

A few more thoughts on this Petition. First, why the word “daily,” when most of us could live for weeks on what’s in our cupboards and freezers? It may be easy to understand when we don’t know where the next Happy Meal is coming from, but truth be told, for those who are affluent (and compared to the rest of the world, we ARE hugely wealthy), it’s good to realize every SINGLE DAY that all we have comes from God. If not, we may end up thinking it all depends on us. 
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Now in part that’s true…..those who work the hardest often end up with the most….but we don’t want that to go to our heads, in case the devil use our own plenty to take us away from our dependence on God’s love. If we start thinking we DESERVE all these material blessings, we just might start thinking we DESERVE forgiveness of sins and heaven as well…… so a daily reminder that all gifts come from God is important for our spiritual perspective. It also serves as to reinforce God’s desire that we are good stewards of ALL the gifts He gives us.
Finally, let me close with a very practical issue: what about those who do NOT have enough food. We know they aren’t just in foreign countries, they can be right next door to us. Scripture clearly divides this category into TWO groups. First, there are those who, for reasons of age or health or illness or disability CANNOT work. In this case, Scripture encourages us….even REQUIRES us to share. Listen to the disciple John: If anyone has material possessions and sees his brother in need and has no pity on him, how can the love of God be in him? (1 John 3:17) (see also 1 Tim 5:8 and Hebrews 13:16)

Lastly, we all know there have always been those who choose NOT to work but instead to live off the handouts of others. It happened in Thessalonica when St. Paul was there, and these are his words, “If a man does not work, neither shall he eat.” (2 Thess 3:10-12). I don’t find “tough love” any easier to administer than anyone else, but St. Paul’s words seem to bear up the old adage that a “hand up is better than a hand out.” 
Mother Theresa, the Roman Catholic sister who spend most of her life living among the poorest of the poor in Calcutta, India, poverty we can only begin to imagine, put it all into context for us when she said this: “You’ll never know that Jesus is all you need….until Jesus is all that you’ve got.” 
And TO that, the people of God say AMEN.
