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It is good to be back after having been gone last month.  I didn’t realize quite how long we had been gone until one of the greeters at the first service this morning asked me if I wanted to sign the guest register.  I just get no respect.  

I did enjoy the opportunity to study the “Three R’s,” not Reading Writing and ‘Rithmetic but Rest, Relaxation and Reflection.  I did quite a bit of reflecting; reflecting on our call and challenge as a church, on my call to ministry.  As a part of that reflection we had an opportunity to worship in other churches, and I always enjoy that.  We heard good preaching at all of those churches.  Some was better than others, but it was all good because it was the proclamation of God’s word.  The bread of life was shared.  Suzanne was kind and said that none of the preachers were as good as I, but bless her heart, she has to say that.  
I will say that the month flew by.  It might not have been the fastest month in history, but it was in the top five, probably.  The month of July flew by faster than – well, when you see kids leaving the building on the last day of school, it was faster than that.  It was faster even than when you see teachers leaving the building on the last day of school.  

It is good to be back.  I learned something during the time, something important that I was reminded, really, something that I knew already.  We are fortunate to be a part of the church, to be a part of a community of faith, to be called to be the body of Christ.  It is as important, or more important, than anything else we do in our lives, so we can be grateful for that.  I learned another important lesson about our church that I want to share with you later.  

First, I’m grateful for our scripture today.  There are important lessons about living our faith.  Jesus, in this scripture, is talking to people immediately after the feeding of the five thousand.  You might have noticed in the scriptures he said, “You came to me not because you want the truth but because you ate your fill of the loaves.”  He had fed the five thousand, so people came to him because he was some kind of miracle worker.  Jesus said, “That’s not the best reason to come to me.  I have another kind of bread to give to you.”  
Now bread is important to all of us.  It’s called “the staff of life.”  I enjoy even just getting a loaf of Wonder Bread.  There’s nothing better than opening up a fresh loaf of Wonder Bread and putting some butter and honey on it.  Well, maybe one thing’s better, to have a hot roll that melts the butter.  We can go to some restaurants and get breadsticks.  We all love bread, and we love another kind of bread.  We call money bread, don’t we?  “Gimme some dough,” some “do re mi.”  

Jesus, in this scripture, is brutally honest.  I saw an example of this when we were in Indianapolis this past week.  Two things happened.  A man was standing by the side of the road with one of those “will work for food” signs.  A woman stopped and rolled down her window to give him some money.  When she did that, he reached through the window and jerked open the door.  He had a knife.  He got in the car with her and in the struggle she was cut, but she was able to escape from the car.  He stole her car.  By the time we had left, they still had not found the man, so we were reminded of how dangerous that can be.  
When we were walking in Indianapolis downtown, we saw several homeless persons with other kinds of signs asking for money.  But I saw one homeless man who was the most honest man in Indianapolis.  From quite a distance, maybe as far from here to the back of the sanctuary, I was able to read the words on his sign.  “Why lie?”  As we got closer, underneath those words were written the words, “What I really want is beer.”  Now, I didn’t give him any money.  I probably should have given him a dollar just for his honesty, but the last thing he needed, I knew, was another beer.  
In this scripture, Jesus is brutally honest with the people who came to him that day, but also with us.  What he’s saying is this.  “What you really want is food to fill your belly or another kind of bread to fill your pocketbooks or wallets, and you want that more than the bread that will fill your soul.”  Because of this we settle for any kind of stale bread in our lives.  
Think about how many things in our lives become stale.  Sometimes we hear people talk about how they hate their jobs because their jobs are so boring.  They can’t stand the thought of going to work again because their jobs have become stale.  One look at the divorce statistics tell us that many marriages become stale.  Family relationships become stale.  We read and hear about some family members who don’t speak to each other for years.  Stale – things have become stale.  
That can happen especially, and maybe moreso, in the area of religion.  A popular restaurant has the slogan “No Rules, Just Right.”  We could apply that to some churches.  Some churches say, “Anything goes! God will forgive us no matter what we do.”  That’s stale.  But other churches, just the opposite, are all about rules.  There is no room for grace, and that’s stale.  Some churches single out certain groups or individuals for their wrath and, hopefully, for God’s judgment.  That’s stale.  That doesn’t work.  We are called to do and be something better with our faith.  
Some people will wander into a sanctuary half asleep, never expecting to meet the living Christ during that worship service.  Their faith has become stale.  Has that ever happened to you in your faith?  
Jesus, when he was talking about the works of faith, said that the work of God is to believe in Christ as the Son of God.  Now think about that.  You know that’s true.  There are times in your life when something has happened that has challenged your faith, and you know what hard work it can be to believe in Christ.  There are some things, interestingly enough, what I call marks of faith, that not only help us to strengthen our faith but they are expressions of our faith.  Did you hear the Psalm that Howard read today?  David wrote, “Restore to me the joy of your salvation.”  Joy is a mark of faith in God.  Also in that scripture, David said, “Create in me a clean heart, O God.”  It’s not “anything goes,” there are rules.  There is a way to live following God’s will.  That is a mark of faith.  Service is a mark of faith.  Loving God, loving neighbor - that is a mark of our faith.  And certainly, sharing the bread of life that we have received is a mark of our faith.  Finally, gratitude is a mark of faith.  “How can I say thanks, for the many things you have done for me?”
I mentioned earlier that I learned something last month that I had not realized before.  Interestingly enough, it happened at one of Tulsa’s finest dining establishments.  Suzanne and I were eating in a place called Arnold’s Hamburger Stand.  I don’t know if you’ve ever seen it.  It’s out in the west part of Tulsa.  Right around the corner from Arnold’s is a nationally known hamburger chain.  I will promise you that if you have your choice of a hamburger from Arnold’s or from the national chain you’ll choose Arnold’s every time.  Bigger is not always better.  
This is about our niche, our calling as a church.  One Sunday we visited in a church here in Tulsa, what might be called a mega church.  There were hundreds of people in that worship service, but do you know what?  I noticed something interesting as I looked around that huge sanctuary.  Everyone looked exactly the same.  Everyone was the same color.  Do you notice when the children come up here during the children’s sermon – red, brown, black, white  - a rainbow of colors, of how I believe not only the church is supposed to be but how the kingdom of God, in fact, is.  
As humans we can find, it seems, nearly anything to divide us:  religious differences, political affiliation, race, gender, sexual orientation, even a favorite sports team.  We come to this sanctuary and say, “We are one in Christ.  We are a member of the family of God and we believe that all persons are God’s children.”  Our niche, our calling, our challenge as a church is to share the bread of life here, where we are, in downtown Tulsa, with our neighbors in the downtown area:  rich, poor, black, white, red, brown.  That is our calling, and that is what the church is called to be.  
Earlier I said it’s good to be back and I mean that, because one of the things I reflected on while I was gone was this.  In the first chapter of Philippians, Paul is writing to the persons he calls the saints of the church at Philippi.  He said, “When I think of you my heart is filled with joy, and I thank God upon every remembrance of you.”  No matter where we were when I was on sabbatical last month - here in town, in St. Louis, in Chicago and Indianapolis - I gave thanks for you, the body of Christ.  Our scripture says that Jesus is the bread of life.  If that’s true and we believe it is, then we believe also that the body of Christ, the body of Jesus, the church is also the bread of life, which is another way of saying, “You are the bread of life.”  What you share in the living of your faith is the bread of life to those who are so hungry for bread that never gets stale. 

May it be so for each of us this day.  Amen
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