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When David asked me to participate in this sermon series, it didn’t take long for me to 
pick my passage – my meal from the Bible.  As the owner of a whole wheat bread bakery, it is 
fair to say I am all about making our daily bread.   

 
If you consider the Lord’s Prayer as a whole, this is the only petition offered up 

requesting something to keep our human bodies alive.  “Give us this day our daily bread!”  
In our time together today, I’d like to share some stories about how I have lived into a ministry 
of baking for the community, creating a good internal culture for my colleagues, and bonding 
everyone with hospitality and generosity. 
 

Our internal community consists of 16 full time and part time employees who range in 
age from 15 to 82.  The adults in our group have been together for from three to 18 years, with 
the average being around 8 years.  We are steadfast in supporting one another on the job.  
Everyone is comfortable asking for help when they need it – and lending a hand to ease the load 
of a colleague.  Our young adult community is made up of mostly high school students who are 
having their first or second job experience with us.  They are a micro-culture that shifts as some 
graduate and go off to college, and others join in.  My favorite day at the bakery is Saturday! It is 
when I get to work side-by-side with the young adults. And next week we will welcome a second 
generation young person into our fold.  Olivia will be following in her mother’s footsteps 
working at the bakery after school. 

 
A year or so after the bakery opened, a rabbi from Mount Zion Temple asked me if I 

could start making challah.  The Jewish New Year was around the corner and she 
enthusiastically said “You make such good bread, I know you will make good challah.”  At that 
time, I owned the business with a husband and wife team, who also owned the Great Harvest in 
Minneapolis.  When I consulted them about the request, Sally, who was Jewish herself, said 
“You can’t make challah because you don’t have enough staff to quickly do all the braiding.”   I 
was disappointed with that answer – and determined to keep thinking it through.  I went to sleep 
that night with challah on my mind. 

 
The next day the rabbi called to see if I was going to start making challah.  I reiterated 

what Sally had said to me, then I paused and said, “But let me tell you about the dream I had last 
night.  I dreamed that people came and helped us braid the bread so we could make challah.”  
She immediately responded by saying, “That would be a great project for the Mount Zion 
Sisterhood.”  Two weeks later, at 7:30am on a Friday morning, 8 people came into the bakery, 
washed their hands, put on aprons and spent 30 minutes helping us braid challah. 
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This tradition continued for over 3 years, with a variety of people joining in.  Even after 
we were big enough to do it on our own, a woman named Jean came every Friday until her 
health failed.  My friendship with Jean gave me a lovely glimpse into Jewish faith and traditions.  
We shared a Passover meal, witnessed her Batmitzvah at age 76, celebrated her 80th birthday and 
honored her at the end of her life.  Since those days, we continue to bake challah for the Mount 
Zion community and it has been a blessing.   
 

We build our external community at the bakery by welcoming the stranger.  Each person 
who enters the bakery is immediately greeted and offered a generous slice of bread, complete 
with butter.  One element of our mission statement is “Give generously to others.”  We do this in 
a variety of ways.  Prior to the recession, for 10 years we hosted a “Baker of the Day” event 
where a non-profit organization took over the bakery for a day and kept all of the money they 
raised.  Through those relationships we saw schools enhance their music programs and build 
playgrounds, we saw neighborhood groups fund park improvements and we helped breast cancer 
survivors with lifestyle changes.  If you have ever done the St. Paul Classic bike ride, or run a 
race in St. Paul, you have seen the “race rolls” we donate to support your nutrition at the finish 
line.  But, in my heart, it is that offer of a free slice – with no expectation attached – that defines 
the best of who we are meant to be.  

 
Now, let me pause for a personal note.  When I left the world of legal marketing in 1994 

to open Great Harvest, I thought I was done hanging out with lawyers.  Little did I know that as a 
consequence of working on the Board of the Grand Avenue Business Association I would meet 
my lawyer husband of now 19 years!     
 

You will often find Brian in the bakery on a Saturday during the holiday season.  He 
enjoys the  hospitality of the breadboard, offering free slices to all.  He likes to tell people I let 
him do everything except handle the money!  I am happy to have him here with me today and 
would love to have you see who he is.   

 
In the summer of 2000, I was looking for a back of the house production person and 

posted a flyer for the job opening.  A few days later a young couple came in to inquire about the 
job.  They were Somali immigrants who had come to Minnesota from Kenya, by way of a 
refugee camp in Australia.  I soon learned that Ali was in the pharmacy graduate school at The 
University of Minnesota, and his wife, Zadio was interested in the job.  She had worked at a 
bakery in Kenya and was anxious to find a job after having had her first child.  I could tell she 
would be enthusiastic about the work and I hired her. 

 
Within the first week of training, it became apparent that the transition from metric 

measurements to gallons, quarts, pints and cups was not going well.  Rather than give up, I 
moved her to the front of the house and made arrangements for me to continue her training every 
Friday until she could do the job on her own.  She was a wonderful gift to our community.  She 
observed Muslim tradition by covering her hair and wore beautiful flowing skirts.  Her radiance 
and generosity of spirit were visible to everyone she encountered.  We all loved her!  To show 
our support, that first year, our staff joined forces and brought an entire American Thanksgiving 
Dinner to her family’s apartment on Thanksgiving Day.   
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On September 11, 2001 we were all busy baking bread when news from New York 
started seeping into the bakery.  At that time we had a radio in the store, but no computer or 
internet.  By lunchtime we knew that the people behind the attack were Muslim and that they 
were using the word JIHAD to justify what they had done.  Zadio was quietly processing this 
information as it trickled in.  Eventually she spoke.  “JIHAD is not about fighting a war.  That is 
not what we learn from the Koran.  JIHAD is about our peaceful internal struggle as Muslims for 
betterment and self-control.”  We listened and asked questions, she gave us examples and as the 
days passed our community leaned into learning more about her faith and her life as a Muslim. 
Only a few weeks later, on World Communion Sunday the pastor at my church asked if I could 
arrange a buffet of breads from around the world to serve during our coffee fellowship after 
worship.  I told Zadio about it and she immediately volunteered to make the Somali bread, enjera 
for us.  It was a wonderful treat to arrive at her apartment early that day and see the last of the 
dozens of sheets of enjera coming out of the frying pan to be shared with our church.   
After her second child was born, Zadio stayed home with her children for a year and then came 
back to the bakery and worked with me on Saturday mornings for nearly two more years until 
she and her family moved back to Kenya.   
 

In 2004 our lease on Grand Avenue ended.  We had found a new home on Selby Avenue, 
but we were navigating in churning waters.  In order to make the move, we closed the store on 
December 24, 2003.  Then, after celebrating Christmas we began the move on December 27.  In 
a truly heartwarming gesture we had over 20 friends – along with a few hired hands – show up to 
help us.  We tore down our oven, piece by piece and took it over to Selby to rebuild it, piece by 
piece.   

 
On January 8, 2004 we opened the doors to our new store and waited.  A few customers 

came in that first week, but it was at the time when our culture was heavily into the Atkins diet 
and sales were slow.  We were all a little anxious as the month wore on.  Then, on a Thursday 
morning during the third week of January, two things happened within 10 minutes of each other.  
First, two people who were shopping for bread recognized one another as long-missing friends 
and began a joyous conversation.  Second, two people arrived in the store because they had 
arranged to meet for coffee and pastries.  We were building community, two people at a time.  
From that moment on, I became at peace with the process.  Our struggling, newly located 
business was going to survive – we just needed time. 

 
In March, 2006 I got a call from a librarian at Humboldt High School.  Marilyn called to 

tell me she had a student who lived near the bakery.  He needed a job and I needed to hire him. 
She explained that he was a newly arrived refugee from Liberia by way of Ivory Coast. I will 
pause to point out that she did not ask if I had any openings; nor did she seem prepared to take 
no for an answer.  She had already picked up an application for him and helped him fill it out.  
She emailed me the application and said he would be in on Saturday morning for an interview.  
Then she hung up. 

 
In fairness, you must know that Marilyn is the mother of one of my first teen aged 

employees and she is a great fan of our business.  She also has a very warm and empathetic heart 
and knew I had leanings that way as well, so this was not a complete surprise. 
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On Saturday, three young men came into the bakery and asked for me.  I asked which one 
was Melvin, the applicant, and discovered the other two were cousins, there to support him.  
After I coaxed the cousins out the door with big slices of bread, I started getting to know Melvin.  
He came to St. Paul with his sister to join other family members.  He had been born in a field as 
his family was fleeing Liberia and his parents had disappeared during the time he was in the 
refugee camp in Ivory Coast.  Older siblings had raised him from birth.  He was living in an 
apartment nearby with his aunt, who had been here for over 20 years.  Two older sisters and a 
cousin were also living with them. 

 
Though I did not have an opening for another student worker, I hired Melvin and began a 

friendship and a journey that lasted for years.  The first challenge we faced was that Melvin did 
not understand how to count money.  I gathered my teenaged workforce together and said, we 
need to figure out a way for him to succeed – and they did.  They brought in Monopoly money 
and had him practice giving change – they taught him were the buttons were on the cash register 
and the names of all the breads.  By the middle of the summer, he was doing just great. 
He was a sophomore in high school when this all began.  During those high school years we 
navigated some health issues and began the process to get him permanent residency status.  I was 
able to find an immigration lawyer who took Melvin’s case as a pro bono project.  I interviewed 
his aunt and family members to get the paperwork properly completed.  During his senior year of 
high school I helped him with filings for financial aid so he could attend Century College.  It will 
come as no surprise to you that there was more than one affidavit I signed attesting to the fact 
that he had no parents.   
 

After he graduated from high school I helped him get a summer job in Medora, North 
Dakota near Theodore Roosevelt National Park, where he worked on the grounds crew and sent 
me photos of him driving a bobcat tractor!  It was a great adventure for him to be out of the city 
and work in that environment.  When he returned, he started college and happily has completed 
his associate’s degree. 

 
Melvin is one of the most resilient and grateful people I have ever encountered.  After 

sitting on a five gallon bucket for a school desk, and writing in the dust with a stick, he has 
embraced all the opportunities life in the United States has afforded him.  He has grown up to be 
a fine young man and it is nice to think back to the small part we played in making that possible 
for him – and I will always think fondly of the young adults at the bakery who embraced the 
challenge and loved him through it all. 

 
These are some of the things that have had an influence on me over the years, and I hope 

will speak to you in some small way.   
 

Now I am going to talk about what it takes to get our job done!  Here is what it is like to 
bake bread. 

  
We start with kernels of wheat in 60 pound bags and put them in the hopper of a stone 

mill to grind them into flour.  Just listening to the whirring of the mill early in the morning is an 
immense pleasure for me.   
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Once the flour is milled, we build what we call a “sponge” with water, yeast, flour and 
honey.  
 

Let’s pause for a minute and talk about our yeast.  We use pure cake yeast that comes 
from a plant where everyone wears protective clothing so they do not harm the yeast.  Yeast cells 
are egg-shaped bacteria that can only be seen with a microscope.  Each ounce of yeast has 560 
billion yeast cells in it.  So 8 trillion, 960 billion cells in each pound of yeast.  That’s a lot of 
bacteria!  We use many pounds of yeast during the course of a baking day, so we hang out with a 
lot of nice bacteria every day! 

 
We keep our yeast refrigerated until we use it – then we add warm water to start to wake 

it up.  As the yeast begins to dissolve, the flour and honey are its feast. The flour is in effect the 
“daily bread” for the yeast. 

 
This slurry of water, flour and honey activates the yeast and gives it some freedom to 

expand.  An hour or so later, if you look at it, you will understand why we call it a sponge – large 
bubbles have formed on the top of the bowl.     
 

Next we move the sponge over to the mixer to make the dough.  At this time, we also add 
salt.  The role of salt in bread making is two-fold.  Of course it is a flavor component, but more 
importantly it retards – or slows down – the fermentation process.  Basically, the salt makes the 
yeast slow down and behave more consistently. 
 

With the salt comes more flour to build the dough.  None of this would be possible 
without the mechanical action of the mixer.  Just the right amount of flour and the right amount 
of mechanical action yields a gluten structure that will create a perfectly beautiful loaf.   

 
But, we still need more time.  The yeast is slowing down and the carbon dioxide gas it is 

giving off is creating the beautiful interior of the loaf – what we know as the crumb of the bread.  
A couple hours later we shape the loaves, let them rest again and finally put them in the oven to 
bake. 
 

Here is something interesting about lots of bread being baked at once:  it all ends up 
looking the same.  There is no ego in loaves of bread.  There is not a loaf that wants to stand out 
and be recognized as exceptional.  There is also not a jokester loaf that wants to disappoint.  The 
yeast creates consistency in the end result.   

 
When I am working at the bakery with young people who are learning to handle the 

dough, I will always offer two bits of advice that I learned over the years.  First, don’t be hard on 
yourself as you are learning to shape bread.  It is a skill that takes time.  Second, if it doesn’t look 
great, don’t worry about it – the yeast is very forgiving and it will solve the problem for you.   
Now, let me try to pull this together for all of us.   
  

Can we use the elements of bread – the basic ingredients – to create a picture of life with 
daily bread?  I am going to give it a try. 
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We begin with the sturdy stalk of wheat; planted, harvested and ground to flour.  It is the 
work of life on one hand, and it is also the essential nutrients we choose every day to keep us in 
good health. 

   
The water in bread initially marries the ingredients – flour and honey – with the yeast. 

Water is pure, fluid and embracing. Could that water be revealed to us as love between human 
beings -- love that creates opportunities for building relationships, supporting one another and 
dreaming our big dreams together? 
 

The sweetness of honey in bread adds to its taste, but it is also an important preservative.  
It keeps the loaf moist and lasting.  That preserving quality is something we can experience by 
slowing down, taking time to relax, and getting the sleep that is essential and life giving.  I don’t 
know about you, but I can always use a little more honey in my life. 
 

Then there is yeast.  Yeast is what gives bread its life – its opportunity to flourish.  As I 
said before, it is small but mighty!  It accomplishes wonders once it has a task at hand.  Can 
yeast be our human potential?  The thing that makes us at once all the same, and yet all different?  
Can you look at the yeast in your life and think about how it is being fed by the combination of 
wheat, water and the honey? 
 

Finally, the salt.  Remember, I said the salt slows things down.  It tempers the yeast so 
that there is a good and consistent outcome.  Our understanding of God’s work in our lives and 
our inner peace can be constantly challenged if we don’t have some salt in our lives.  With a little 
salt we can be tempered with gratitude and live into the possibility that we are also here to create 
daily bread for the world. 
 

So I close by saying thank you and amen. 
 


