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I found an interesting article this past week at the CNN website which seemed so apropos for this morning’s sermon.  It was entitled “An Inconvenient Challenge: Eat ‘Real Food’ For a Month” and it described how 900 persons have already signed up for the challenge to eat “real food,” that is food that is unprocessed for the next 28 days.  The participants are urged to purge their pantry of all refined oils, white flour, sugar, low- and skimmed-milk products, margarine, processed cheeses, refined salt, and dried pastas.  Leading the effort is Jennifer McGruther who is neither a chef nor a nutritionist but rather a full-time real estate office manager and mother from Crested Butte, Colorado who became a believer in nutrition and traditional foods only a few years ago.  She reminded everyone that REAL health comes from REAL food, and REAL food never comes from a box.  Throughout the month, people will be encouraged to eat more fruits and vegetables in addition to being taught how to render lard to avoid refined oils, sprout grain, cultivate yogurt, and make cheese instead of using premade convenience products from the store.

But the real challenge is so much more than making a shift in their diet, it is trying to find food that is unprocessed in the FIRST PLACE.  The families who took up McGruther’s challenge were stunned by the lack of choices without processed foods.  “I thought we ate healthy,” said Kassandra Mier, a challenge participant.  “I didn’t think it’d be a problem.  It was tougher than I thought.  Trying to have a breakfast that didn’t have anything processed was time-consuming.”  The upside, however, was that her children had such hearty breakfasts, they rarely asked for snacks.  The bottom line, according to Nina Planck, the author of Real food: What to Eat and Why, is that real food costs more and takes more time to prepare because it is WORTH so much more.  Cutting out processed foods is more expensive because grass-fed beef and fresh produce from farmer’s markets cost more.  “It’s a common complaint about real roods,” she says, “but it all boils down to priorities.”  

Our scripture lesson this morning is ALSO about “REAL” food, but not so much physical food as SPIRITUAL sustenance.  Jesus says in the fourth of his eight Beatitudes, “Blessed are those who hunger and thirst for righteousness, for they shall be filled.”  Of course, this is not to diminish the importance of physical food for without it, all talk of “spiritual” food is futile.  Just as a junkie will stop at nothing to get his next fix, so will starving or thirsty persons stop at nothing to satisfy this most basic of all needs.  We saw that evidenced recently when only a few days after the terrible earthquake in Haiti, when there was no food or water available anywhere, looting broke out by persons who were in such desperate need of ANYTHING they could find- for themselves and for their families.  Next to the supreme desire for food, all other values become meaningless, and I think this was why Jesus often fed the crowds when he preached, because he knew that before his truths could even begin to fill their hearts and their minds, their bellies needed to be filled FIRST.  


Still, Jesus told them there were OTHER hungers and thirsts that needed to be recognized AS WELL, that man could not live by bread alone.  There is more than just physical food that we as human beings are in constant need of, only we’re not quite sure what it is or where to find it.  In the movie The Matrix, Neo, the main character, works as a respectable programmer by day and a computer hacker by night.  He lives and thinks that the world he lives in is real but it is actually an illusion, a virtual reality called the Matrix created to imprison his mind while his body is used as a battery to generate energy for feeding the machines.  But he is blissfully unaware of it.

One day, a man named Morpheus entered the Matrix to rescue him and lead Neo to himself: “Let me tell you why you are here.  It’s because you know something.  What you know you can’t explain but you feel it.  You’ve felt it your entire life.  There is something wrong with the world.  You don’t know what it is, but it’s there, like a splinter in your mind driving you mad.”


Like Neo, we too have a splinter but it’s located not in our head but in our HEART, and it tells us there is something wrong with us and with the world and we’re not quite sure what it is.  We are a people of endless appetites and we are ALWAYS hungry and thirsty for something, REGARDLESS how much we have to eat and drink.  We’re all still prisoners to our wants without ever finding satisfaction for them.  As Isaiah said, “We spend our money for that which is not bread and our labor for that which satisfies not.”(55:2)  The paradox is that the more we spend, the less we have; the more we buy, the less we enjoy them.  We’re on a constant search for more, always hungering and thirsting for “the next best thing.”  We have bigger houses but smaller families while experiencing more divorces; more toys and conveniences, but less time to enjoy them; more medicine, but less physical and emotional health.  We’re hungry for happiness and in our search for it, we try to fill that hole with every amusement and diversion we can think of.  We’re hungry for love and so we settle for one-night stands and thereby mistake sex for love.  We’re hungry for knowledge and yet the more degrees we collect, the less we seem to understand ourselves or what’s really important in life.  Pure and simple, the food we’ve been eating is JUNK FOOD and there is no real nourishment to be found in any one of them!  
C.S. Lewis once said, “If I find in myself a desire which no experience in this world can satisfy, the most probable explanation is that I was made for another world…Probably, earthly pleasures were never meant to satisfy it, but only to arouse it, to suggest the REAL thing.”  Well the craving we experience that cannot be satisfied by anything offered by this world is the constant beckon of God to remind us that we were made for another world, that we were made for God HIMSELF.  The Bible writers knew of this futility and they addressed it again and again throughout both the Old and New Testaments.  They spoke of how while we were created in the image of God, we are NOT God and that we could never find wholeness and health in our inward being unless we first lived in right relationship with God and in a life of justice and generosity to our fellow brothers and sisters.  THIS is the concept of righteousness that Jesus spoke of in this beatitude- living in right relationship with our Creator and with one another.  As St. Augustine said most eloquently over fifteen hundred years ago, “You have made us for yourself, and our souls are restless until they rest in you.”  He was just echoing what the Psalmist had said in Psalm 42: “As a deer longs for flowing streams, so my soul longs for you, O God.  My soul thirsts for God, for the living God”; and again in Psalm 63: “O God, you are my God, earnestly I seek you; my soul thirst for you, my body longs for you, in a dry and weary land where there is not water.”  The prophet Isaiah had even said as much, “Your name and renown are the desire of our hearts.  My soul yearns for you in the night; in the morning my spirit longs for you.”  


Jesus was clear that the food and drink he came to offer would satiate, not merely for a few hours or a few days but for a whole ETERNITY.  He said this about our “holy hunger”: “…whoever drinks the water I give him will never thirst.  Indeed, the water I give him will become in him a spring of water welling up to eternal life”; and “I am the bread of life.  He who comes to me will never go hungry, and he who believes in me will never be thirsty”; and again, “If anyone is thirsty, let him come to me and drink.  Whoever believes in me, as the Scripture has said, streams of living water will flow from out of him.”  

To hunger and thirst for God is at the very root of our being.  It’s the way God made us.  When there is no hunger for the presence of God, it then is an indicator that something is terribly wrong with us spiritually, and not even the most inspired of Christian worship services will be able to shake us from our lethargy.  Years ago, Clovis Chappell, one of America’s greatest preachers, stated the problem this way:
“…consider the vast number of people who frankly have no taste for the spiritual.  The most inspiring service ever held would scarcely awaken their interest.  The best sermon ever preached would bore them.  The very thought of worship is repellent.  The Bible, throbbing with ‘thoughts that breathe and words that burn,’ is to them the deadest of dead books.  The great hymns of the Church, that for centuries have thrilled the hungry hearts of devout men and women and have served as stairways by which they have climbed into the presence of God, leave them dull and listless and uninterested.  The one who has lost all appetite for his daily bread is to be pitied, but how infinitely greater is the tragedy when we lose all desire for the Bread of Life!”


But of course, this wouldn’t describe US, would it!  After all, we’re FIRST PRESBYTERIAN CHURCH.  We’re the oldest church in the community with what many people say is the most beautiful sanctuary containing the finest organ around!  Every Sunday, we sit in the same pews to sing the same songs and pray the same prayers and to make the same offerings to God.  Shouldn’t THAT show just how serious we are about God?  Well the fact is that we can spend years listening to sermons, reading scripture, and teaching Sunday school classes, and STILL fail to enjoy an intimate relationship with the living God.  We could pass any theological exam or answer any Bible trivia question, and still not hunger and thirst to know God personally, to be filled with his presence and be changed into his likeness.  It is what one of my college professors used to call “majoring in the minors and minoring in the majors,” something we Christians are very good at.  No wonder religion often seems no more than a meaningless exercise, an empty ritual.  Believe me, the problem is not always with the minister, because he’s too slow or his sermons are too long, nor is it necessarily with the service itself, because it always seems the same or the music’s too darn depressing.  Rather, the answer may often lie closer to HOME- with OURSELVES, because we’ve “lost our first love,” because we come to church for anything else BUT cultivating our personal relationship with the Risen Christ!  If doing business with God is NOT our primary reason for being here, then everything ELSE we do--from serving on committees to singing in the choir, from attending Bible studies to taking up the collection during our Sunday services—is nothing more than ecclesiastical window dressing, the equivalent of JUNK FOOD in our spiritual diet.  Jesus did not say, “Blessed is the one who serves on Session or Deacons,” or “Blessed is the one who helps direct Vacation Bible School or hands out food at our community breakfasts.”  He said, “Blessed is the one who HUNGERS AND THIRSTS FOR RIGHTEOUSNESS” for ONLY these shall be filled.  

So the question for us is this- DO we hunger and thirst for God and his goodness?  DO we have a sincere longing to know him more and to serve him better?  Do we yearn for God’s love and justice to be made known to all throughout the world?  Or have we lost our appetite because we’ve fed on that which is neither “fish, nor flesh, nor good red meat,” on that which is neither adequately filling nor any good for us?  What IS our priority?  Did not Jesus himself say, “Seek ye first the kingdom of God and his righteousness and all these things shall be added unto you.”  


There is a story of a young man who comes to Buddha seeking the true way of life, the path of righteousness.  Buddha led him down to the river.  The young man assumed he was going to undergo some purification rite, a baptism of sorts.  They walked out into the river for some distance and suddenly the Buddha grabbed the man and held his head under water.  Finally, in a last gasp, the fellow wrenched himself loose and his head came up out of the water.  Quietly Buddha asked him, “When you thought you were drowning, what did you desire most?”  The young man gasped, “Air.”  Buddha replied, “When you want righteousness as much as you wanted air, then you will get it.”  The prophet Jeremiah said as much himself when he said to the people of God, “You shall seek the Lord and find him when you search for him with all your heart.”(29:13)  


Arguably, the greatest preacher of the 19th century is regarded to be the British Baptist minister Charles Haddon Spurgeon who led the Metropolitan Tabernacle in London for some thirty-eight years.  In the introduction to his sermon on September 8th, 1889 which was based on this morning’s text, “Blessed are they which do hunger and thirst after righteousness,” he had this to say:

“Of this hunger and thirst I am going to speak this morning.  I feel so unfit for the effort that I must correct myself, and say that I hunger and thirst to preach to you, but that is all the power I have.  Oh, that I, too, may be filled for your sakes!  May the Spirit of the Lord fulfill my intense desire to minister to you from this beatitude of our Lord Jesus, ‘Blessed are they which do hunger and thirst after righteousness: for they shall be filled.’”


Spurgeon was expressing here his own sense of inadequacy before this beatitude, one I NO LESS share this morning.  After all, can we EVER in all honesty say that we hunger or thirst ENOUGH for God and his goodness- certainly NONE of us can!  But then, the fact we are even here, present in this sanctuary, is to acknowledge just how incomplete our lives really are, that we need to draw still CLOSER to him, that our theme song every day must be “I need thee every hour.”  Yes, our ministry and mission is to be a blessing to others even as WE have been blessed; to share God’s love and to bring God’s righteousness and goodness and justice to the REST of the world, ESPECIALLY to those who are most in need of it- to the poor, the hungry, the thirsty, the imprisoned, the naked, the homeless, the ill, and the orphaned.  But it must FIRST begin with our hunger and thirst for God HIMSELF- THAT’S where it all starts.  God initiates that spiritual hunger and thirst in the FIRST PLACE so that he might satisfy it for us, for there is nothing in all the world God enjoys more than filling his children with every good thing!  He has put eternity in our hearts and our deepest hunger and thirst can only be satisfied by him, in an ever-growing relationship with him- a relationship that cannot be fed by more “consuming” but only by more “COMMUNING.”  Let us pray…

Gracious God, our Heavenly Father, may our soul ache at the mention of your name and our heart leap at every rumor of your coming.  May we not be satisfied with mere spiritual dainties but ravenously hungry for you in all your fullness.  May our hungering and thirsting for you fill us with a passionate and relentless drive to hear your voice and obey your command that we might spread the good news of your love wherever we might be.  In Christ’s name we pray.  Amen.
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