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Bread of Heaven. Down to Earth

This week there was a lot of discussion about how much of a spotlight the Republican National
Convention should or shouldn’t put on Mitt Romney’s faith. Shout about it from the rooftops, or hide it
under a bushel? The conventional wisdom is that it shouldn’t matter one way or the other what religion
he practices or how he practices it, and yet . . . somehow, it does matter.

Ever since the Enlightenment, we have become accustomed to thinking in a way that divides life
into the sacred and the secular. Religion is what you do at church, or what you do in your devotional
time, or what you do when you are feeling “inspired.” But then comes along a devout leader like
Romney, whose faith is clearly a bigger part of his life than just Sunday morning, and we don’t know
what to do with him. Americans prefer their leaders to be mildly religious, just enough to assure us of
their morality but not enough to worry us that they might be fanatics.

It's easy to live quite comfortably with that sacred and secular division in our own lives, to fill up
our spiritual tank on Sunday morning but not see the connections between our faith and what we do the
rest of the week. As we think about the meaning of work on Labor Day, as we begin a new school year,
let’s ask ourselves: Do we carry our faith with us to work, to school, to the grocery store parking lot?
Does how we conduct ourselves during the week have any relation to what we say we believe?

The parable of the leaven challenges the notion that we can divide the sacred from the profane.
In today’s passage, Jesus says, “The kingdom of heaven is like . . .” Wait, stop there Jesus, say no more, |
know what the kingdom of heaven is like, it’s like pearly gates and angels playing harps and white wispy
clouds. It is not of this world.” No, says, Jesus, it’s like “yeast that a woman took and mixed in with
three measures of flour until all of it was leavened.” Not exactly what | had in mind.

The kingdom of heaven is like a woman making bread? What an ordinary activity. It calls to
mind a comforting domestic scene, perhaps of getting ready for a family dinner or for company coming
over.

But Jesus’ original listeners would have heard this parable differently. Each of them was
familiar with the daily ritual of preparing dough for baking. They would have understood that three

measures of flour is about 50 pounds of flour, enough for over a hundred loaves of bread, much more



than you would make for a family meal. The baker in this parable is baking a huge batch, enough for the
whole village.

They also might have been uncomfortable with this positive spin on leaven. Leaven, or yeast,
has universally negative associations in Hebrew scripture. Leaven stood for spoilage, corruption. In his
letters Paul said “a little leaven leavens the whole lump,” the same way we would say “one bad apple

|”

spoils the whole barrel.” Unleavened bread was always used for religious ceremonies, during the feast
of unleavened bread the housewife had to scrub her house clean of any traces of leaven. So this
parable makes sacred something that is normally profane; it assigns spiritual value to something that
has been regarded as irreligious.

In this parable Jesus invites us to see our daily work, whether it is baking bread, going to school,
running an office, or running for president, as the place where the kingdom of heaven may be revealed.
There is no division here between the sacred and secular. We can either embrace our daily activities
and see what we are doing as valuable to God, as an opportunity for the kingdom of heaven to make
itself known, or keep seeking the holy outside of our actual lives, outside of the moments that occupy
most of our days. The yeast spreads throughout the dough, leavening the whole batch. The kingdom of
heaven, if we allow it, will spread into everything we do, at work, at school, at home.

What does it look like when followers of Jesus mix the leaven of the gospel into the flour of
their everyday lives and activities? What does it look like when we integrate what we say we believe on
Sunday with what we do on Friday night? A few years ago ESPN: The Magazine reported a story that
reveals one example. | found this account in Kenda Creasy Dean’s book Almost Christian, and | am
qguoting her telling of it.

“Grapevine, Texas—one of Money Magazine’s top 100 “best places to live” in 2007 —is almost
90% white, has a $90,000 median family income, and award-winning schools like Faith Christian School.
Like most towns in Texas, Grapevine takes its high school football seriously. Faith’s football team, for
example, has seventy players, eleven coaches, the latest equipment, and hordes of involved parents. In
November 2008, the Faith Lions were 7-2 going into the game with the Gainesville State Tornados.

Gainesville State, on the other hand, headed into the game 0-8, having scored only two
touchdowns all year. Gainesville’s fourteen players wore seven-year old pads and dilapidated helmets
and were escorted by twelve security guards who took off the players’ handcuffs before the game.
Gainesville State, a maximum security prison north of Dallas, gets its students by court order. Many
Tornados have convictions for drugs, assaults, and robberies. Many of their families have disowned

them. They play every game on the road.



Before the game, Faith’s head coach Kris Hogan had an idea. What if, just for one night, half of
the Faith fans cheered for the kids on the opposing team? “Here is the message | want you to send,”
Hogan wrote in an email to Faith’s faithful. “You are just as valuable as any other person on Planet
Earth.” The Faith fans agreed.

When the Gainesville Tornados took the field, they crashed through a banner made by Faith
fans that read “Go Tornados!” The Gainesville players were surprised to find themselves running
through a forty-foot spirit line made up of cheering fans. From their benches at the side of the field, the
Gainesville team heard two hundred fans on the bleachers behind them, cheering for them by name, led
by real cheerleaders (Hogan had recruited the JV squad to cheer for the opposing team). “I thought
maybe they were confused,” said Alex, a Gainesville lineman. Another lineman, Gerald, said: “We can
tell people are a little afraid of us when we come to the games. . . . But these people, they were yellin’
for us! By our names!” Gainesville’s quarterback Isaiah shook his head in disbelief. “I never thought I'd
hear people cheering for us to hit their kids. . . . But they wanted us to!”

At the end of the game (Faith won, 33-14), the losing team practically danced off the field with
their fingers pointing #1 in the air. They gave Gainesville’s head coach Mark Williams what ESPN
sportswriter Rick Reilly described as the first Gatorade bath in history for a 0-9 coach. When the teams
gathered in the middle of the field to pray, Isaiah surprised everybody by asking to lead. (“We had no
idea what the kid was going to say,” remembers Coach Hogan.) This was Isaiah’s prayer: “Lord, | don’t
know how this happened, so | don’t know how to say thank You, but | never would’ve known there was
so many people in the world that cared about us.”

As guards escorted the Tornadoes back to their bus, each player received a bag filled with
burgers, fries, candy, a Bible, and an encouraging letter from a Faith player. Before he stepped onto the
bus, Williams turned and grabbed Hogan by the shoulders: “You’ll never know what your people did for
these kids tonight. You'll never, ever know.” The Gainesville players crowded onto one side of the bus,
peering out the windows at an unbelievable sight—people they had never met before smiling at them,
waving goodbye, as the bus drove into the night.”

End of story--and yet not. These ordinary Christians had asked themselves, how are we going to
play this game differently because we are Christians? Or using Jesus’ metaphor, how are we going to
allow the yeast of the gospel to leaven the dough of our everyday lives? They decided not to just bake a
loaf of bread and share it among themselves, but to make a huge batch and offer it to the whole village.

And the results of their generosity of spirit kept growing, like a batch of dough rising out of control.



The following November, when the Gainesville Tornados returned to play the Faith Lions, they
received an even warmer reception from the Faith fans, 4000 of whom were there to greet them. But
just as important, several other high schools on the game roster, having read about what Faith did,
replicated the gesture when the Tornados played at their schools. Game after game their initial act of
extraordinary hospitality was multiplied. As sportswriter David Thomas said, “If a Texas high school
football field can be a place where unconditional love can be offered—and received—then any place
can.”

Then any place can, even the team you play on, the classroom where you teach, the office
where you work, the street where you live. When Jesus was asked by the Pharisees when the kingdom
of God was coming, he answered, “The kingdom of God is not coming with things that can be observed,
nor will they say, “Look, here it is!” or “There it is!” for in fact, the kingdom of God is among you.” Right

here among us, in the midst of our Mondays through Saturdays. If we let a pinch of that leaven into the

dough of our lives, it will spread into everything we do. May it be so.



