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I was at my local Walgreens about six years ago, picking up a prescription, some shampoo, a birthday card and the like. I finished my shopping and took my place in the checkout line. It was about five people deep. A quick glance up the line confirmed that most of the shoppers had only a few items in their baskets. So I wasn’t worried I’d be standing in line a long time. 
Not so the man in front of me. He fidgeted, kept looking over his shoulder, sighed occasionally, and swayed to and fro. Until it was his turn. He plopped his basket on top of the counter, and the cashier began scanning his purchases. What an odd mix I thought, as he continued to look over his shoulder, and rock back and forth nervously. A bag of chips, a magazine, some gum, and possibly a can of shaving cream. As the cashier scanned the last item, the man pointed to the display behind her and mumbled something, which must have been a request for cigarettes. She pulled two packs of Camels from the rack and scanned them as well.

“That’ll be $14.79,” she said brightly. The man rummaged around in his back pocket, found his wallet and started counting out the bills. One… Two… Seven… Eight… Nine… Ten… Eleven…Twelve….Thirteen Then he went to his left front pocket, pulled out a wad of change and dumped it all out on the counter. The cashier started counting the pennies and nickels, but she wasn’t happy…. Another dollar and forty-two cents in coins. The man rummaged some more in his pocket, as if he might have missed something. The cashier looked perturbed, put out her hand and announced, “That’s still 37 cents….” Without missing a beat, the man turned to me as if we were together – as if the solution were obvious and I should have thought of it…  “You got 37 cents?” he asked. To my surprise, I dug in my purse, pulled out my wallet and counted out the 37 cents. I gave it to the cashier, she completed the transaction and handed him a receipt. He grabbed his bag and off he went. 
No thank you. No eye contact. No gesture of gratitude. Nothing.
I was puzzled by my response. That I gave him the money and didn’t say, “No, I don’t have 37 cents.” Because it bothered me: If he had put the cigarettes back, he would have had enough to cover his other purchases. And did I really want to be helping someone buy cigarettes? It wasn’t like it was a prescription or a loaf of bread. Or even a harmless indulgence. 
As I recounted this story to some friends a couple of days later, they asked why I thought I had given him the money. Clearly I was still processing the transaction, and I was doing so with a fair amount of energy, which my friends let me know they found highly amusing…. 
I said I’d just led a retreat on how we as Christians ought to treat each other, and based on church documents from the 2nd and 3rd centuries, that included non-judging…. I thought I ought to at least try to practice what I’d preached. As you can imagine, my friends were now howling with laughter….
My story begs the question: What is essential?

It’s hard to know, isn’t it:, what is essential…. A couple of years ago, before the economy tanked, consumer research indicated that we, a First World developed nation, were clear as to what we consider essential. In 2006, the Pew Research Center asked 2,000 adults whether a broad array of everyday products were a necessity, or a luxury they could do without. Then they compared the list of essentials in 2006 to the list compiled in 1996. 

Topping the list of things we can’t live without is a car, followed by a washer and dryer, air conditioning, a TV set and a microwave. I guess that’s not so surprising. But here’s what I found fascinating: 51% of respondents said a home computer is a necessity, and 49% said a cell phone is essential. A decade ago, just 26% of adults considered the home computer a necessity, and back in 1983, when computers were still a novelty, only 4% felt that way. Cell phones were still so exotic in 1996 that they weren’t even placed on the survey. 
You know what else made the list of things we can’t live without, though they came in toward the bottom of the list? Cable and satellite TV, high-speed internet, a flat screen TV and the iPod. Note that cigarettes did not make the list.
Oh, and one other thing that’s interesting about this report: The number of items we say we can’t live without grew dramatically from 1996 to 2006.
So where does that leave us in 2009? I have a colleague who says, “Never waste a good crisis.” And we’re in quite an economic crisis, aren’t we. Unemployment is real and frightening. We’re not just worried whether we’ll have money to pay the bills, we’re concerned about the emotional and spiritual toll it will take if we lose our job, or our partner does. We’re worried about credit, and debt, and the rising cost of food. Retirement, Social Security and Medicare. I could go on and on. Increasingly, we’re feeling some urgency to figure out what is essential, because we will likely have to give up what isn’t.

Yes, we’re in an economic crisis. But I would say, we were in crisis long before the economy nose-dived. A crisis of overdoing, overworking and overscheduling. A crisis of new, better, more. Only we didn’t notice. We’ve been so busy striving and pushing ourselves, we didn’t notice that we weren’t happy. We didn’t see that doing-doing-doing didn’t bring peace of mind, or security. Neither did it bring us closer to our loved ones. If anything, our lives of multitasking, achieving and acquiring have left us unhappy, unfulfilled, disconnected and, sadly, wanting more. Wanting more than we truly need or could ever use or enjoy. And mistaking luxuries for necessities. While much of the world has no bread and struggles to survive.
Our crazy-busy way of living has been masking a deep spiritual malaise. It has become the white noise that prevents us from hearing God, and tending to our loved ones. Overworking and overscheduling have become a barrier to self-reflection, and identifying what is essential – what is enough.   

Perhaps the current economy is crisis-enough. Perhaps it is a wake-up call to discovering what is necessary. What it is that we need. And what it is that we truly hunger for. 
Our scripture readings this morning are a good place to start. The passage we read from John comes a few verses after the miraculous feeding of 5,000 with only two fish and five loaves of bread. A day after the feeding, a crowd has found Jesus on the other side of the Sea of Galilee, and a conversation ensues about people eating their fill, and the difference between food that perishes and food that endures for eternal life. Jesus tells those gathered that the true bread, the bread of God, comes from heaven and gives life to the world. This is the bread that is essential to body and soul.
By referencing food that perishes, Jesus is helping the crowd recall their history, the exodus and God’s saving gift of nourishment for a hungry people. Jesus links the miracle of feeding the 5,000 with the story of manna, which we also heard this morning. 
And then Jesus says, “I am the bread of life. Whoever comes to me will never be hungry, and who ever believes in me will never be thirsty.”
This is the first occurrence of I AM statements from Jesus, which are unique to the Gospel of John. Later in the gospel, Jesus goes on to say I am the living bread that came down from heaven. I am the light of the world. I am the gate for the sheep. I am the good shepherd. I am the true vine, and my Father is the vinegrower.

The I AM statements are powerful claims. For two reasons. First, saying I AM is further invitation to recall the exodus and God’s self-revelation to Moses. I’m talking about the time prior to the exodus when the Israelites were still in Egypt, and Moses saw the burning bush. God said, “I have observed the misery of my people, and I want you, Moses, to go to Pharaoh and bring them out of Egypt.” Moses argued that no one would believe him, that God would want him to do this, and he needed evidence. “When they ask me,” Moses said, “‘Who is this God that has sent you? What is this God’s name?’ What should I say?” 
Do you remember God’s response? God said, “I am who I am. Tell them I AM has sent you.” 
By using I AM statements, Jesus not only reminds us of God’s self-revelation of I AM WHO I AM. Jesus invites us to recall what God has done for us throughout history and consider who he, Jesus is, in relation to God – and to believe in him.  
A second reason why the I AM statements are powerful… In saying I am the light of the world, I am the true vine, I am the good shepherd, Jesus identifies himself with common symbols from his day and time – and declares that our spiritual needs and human longings are met in him. Jesus is saying I am the ordinary. I am what you find necessary to live on a day-to-day basis…. It seems obvious then that he would say I am the bread of life. Bread is the staff of life for thousands of people around the world. So fundamental was it to the Israelites’ survival and self-understanding, bread became a metaphor for God’s word, wisdom and the law. Taking that metaphor a step further, we can understand bread of life as Jesus’ teaching. And of course, bread is one of the two key elements we use when celebrating communion.  
By saying “I am the bread of life,” Jesus is communicating that he is a gift from heaven, a gift given by God to nourish us with the actual food we need as human beings. Our daily bread is a gift that nourishes body and soul with God’s life-giving word. 
By saying “Whoever comes to me will never be hungry, and whoever believes in me will never be thirsty,” Jesus is saying that, if we accept this gift from God, if we receive Jesus and his teaching, our thirst for God will be quenched. Our hunger and innate longing for God will be satisfied. 

Just last week, Chicago Tribune columnist Mary Schmich asked readers to name what they can’t live without. “What would you never sell, though desperate for money?” she asked. “Which of your belongings would you forfeit to buy food? And what would you refuse to let go, even if you were hungry? Every day the economy squeezes harder, these questions become less rhetorical.” Her question prompted one reader to respond that he’d sell his 2001 VW Jetta and keep the 1996 Volvo for ferrying his golf clubs to the public golf course. Another reader said she’d sell her CDs and books but never her shoes. Schmich said that, in difficult financial times, her mother had refused to sell her childhood piano.
If I were to respond to Schmich, high on my list of things I can’t live without would be my family – my husband, and my daughters. My friends, too. My ministry as a spiritual director, retreat leader and teacher would make the list. Along with forgiveness, grace, the freedom to love. And a necklace my favorite grandmother gave me. 
For me, they are the bread of life, and in them, I see the face of God. They are what is essential to me. They are enough. 
What about you? What would you never let go? What satisfies your deepest hunger? Julian of Norwich, the great 14th century English mystic, may have said it best: Ultimately, what is essential, what we hunger for is God. The great I AM. And I AM is enough. Julian prays…
O God, out of your goodness, give me yourself, for you are enough for me. I can ask nothing less that would be fully to your glory. And if I do ask anything less, I will always be in need, since it is only in you that I have all! Our Lord often said to me: “I am It! I am the One! I am what is highest! I am what you serve! I am what you long for! I am what you want! I am what you intend! I am everything that is! I am what the Holy Church preaches and teaches you! I am the One who showed myself to you here!”

The bread of life – is it enough? Jesus – is he enough? What about the Holy Spirit? Hope? This community of faith? 
In good times, and bad, may God be simply enough. Amen.
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