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TEXTS

August 6, 2023

Genesis 32:22-31
Psalm 17:1-7, 15
Isaiah 55:1-5

Psalm 145:8-9, 14-21
Romans 9:1-5
Matthew 14:13-21

What links the texts this week?

We may find ourselves wrestling with the man for a blessing that feels more like crumbs, and we end
up with lasting injury. We may find ourselves begging someone who thinks themselves a god for bet-
ter circumstances. Our Provider is one who offers abundance beyond what we thought we had room
for. God wills that we are not only fed but richly with good food. We look to these texts to remind
us that we are entitled to more than just scraps from a gluttonous tyrant. We are to be filled well
with leftovers to share.

ORDER OF WORSHIP (click here for a text version of the liturgy)

Call to worship

What miracles of God might unfold among us?
We gather in shared hope and possibility

Concerned with exploitation of land and people
We are weary with empire’s greed

In faith, we trust the Spirit is with us
There will be a breaking open

Let the people come together in solidarity of struggle
God will rise among us

Opening prayer

Holy Provider, though your abundance was meant for the flourishing of all life, your resources are hoarded
among the few. Your people are worked to the bone. Left without healthcare or food. Abandoned to
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suffering in isolation and without homes. Do not let us be deceived by crumbs doled out by death-dealing
systems. Teach us of economies built upon redistribution, rest, and repair. Teach us how to care for each
other in these days of struggle. Amen.

Invitation to offering

When we come together, we remember that we are not powerless. That we get to choose - over and
over again - how we will live as community. We do not have to replicate systems of evil. God grants us the
power, the creativity, the agency to live out our values. In faith, let us bring our resources together.

Prayer of dedication

Surprising One, in times of difficulty you turn our attention back to community. You remind us of all
that’s possible when we look out for each other. May these offerings be delivered from barriers to caring
freely for each other. Set-free from greed and excess. Set-free from ideas that turn us against the needs of
others. That all your people may have food, safety, and belonging. Amen.

Benediction

God lifts up the lowly and brings down thrones on high
May we be co-conspirators in this work of love
Resisting the glorification of wealth

Humbling ourselves before the earth and its creatures

Dreaming together of the world we might create anew

The Spirit will be our guide

SERMON PREP

Questions:

* How is your faith community interrupting the government’s grain dole scheme? Is there space
within your communal faith practice to express dissatisfaction with the “bread and circuses” of
today?

* Are your faith leaders aware of local resources and organizations that serve people facing food
or housing insecurity? How can your members be further invited into the sacred work of
feeding those neglected by systems?

* Do your memebers recognize your church as “deserted place” or a space beyond the
empire’s cultural influence? How can your gathering become more hospitable to the empire’s
adversaries and outsiders?
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Application
This week’s sermon commentaries are written by Nichola Torbett (she/her).

Cosmic - There are at least three restaurants in the United States named “Bread and Circuses.” (Just having
a day in the research life of a Liturgy That Matters contributor over here! Those restaurants are in Seattle,
Washington; Sioux Falls, South Dakota; and Towson, Maryland, if you must know.)

The phrase, however, was originally a scathing political commentary on Rome, and in many ways, this week’s
scripture passage is in the tradition of that commentary.

Giving out free bread and meat was a strategy used by Roman emperors to garner and maintain public
support for their rule. That was the “bread” in “bread and circuses;” the “circuses” consisted of spectacular
entertainments such as gladiator and other sports competitions and wild animal shows that distracted the
populace from their suffering.

The emperors administered the so-called “grain dole,” or cura annonae, with one hand while, with the other
hand, facilitating the Roman elite in consolidating the agricultural lands that produced that grain (including in the
regions where Jesus lived, healed and taught) into the hands of a wealthy few, and dispossessing the peasantry of
their land, which is what made them dependent on the dole to begin with.

By feeding the 5,000 men, plus women and children, Jesus is imitating the cura annonae (which was specifically
limited to impoverished male citizens of Rome, though many of them used it to feed women and children) while
simultaneously echoing miraculous feedings from Hebrew tradition that remind his followers that the abundance
of the land and more-than-human world belonged to God and to the people, not to Rome. It's potluck as
pointed, political direct action! (For a fascinating and inspiring read about the role of food in protest, check out
Nourishing Resistance: Stories of Food, Protest, and Mutual Aid, edited by Wren Awry.)

“And all ate and were satisfied.” Warren Carter, in Matthew and the Margins, associates this declaration with

the beatitude announcing that those who hunger and thirst for righteousness will be satisfied. This satisfaction
takes the form, not of an oligarchy-controlled giveaway, but of a radical assertion that the fruits of the land
belong to the poor and hungry to begin with, not to Rome or Rome’s functionaries. Carter also points out that
this miracle-cum-social-commentary is sharpened by Matthew’s placement of this story immediately following
the beheading of John. The prophet is executed, according to Matthew, as part of a showy banquet and
entertainment hosted by Herod—bread and circuses, indeed! The humble wilderness picnic is a very different
kind of meal than John’s head on a platter.

You might invite your folks, this Sunday, to consider the bread and circuses that characterize the American and
global corporate empires. How is the abundance of the earth being stolen from us and then sold back to us, or
“given” in such a way that we are supposed to feel grateful or beholden, such as food stamps, social security, and
unemployment insurance? Who is served, and how, when cities cut social services only to fund sports stadiums?
When a government that is facilitating the poisoning and privatization of our water, for example, gives away
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bottled water, we are not obliged to feel grateful, nor are we fooled into thinking a federal holiday called
“Labor Day” is any substitute for federal labor protections.

The disciples don’t need to direct people to the centers of commerce. There is provision for everyone when
we slip free from the oligarchical mechanisms of the market. May that inform our politics and our potlucks.

Structural - August is high picnic season, but the feeding of the 5,000 was no picnic in the park. The
context of Jesus’ feeding miracle was an environment of food scarcity. The five loaves and two fish scrounged
together by the disciples represented agricultural and natural abundance that, under Roman occupation, were
subject to high taxes and tariffs, to say nothing of the costly requirement of licensure for fishers. A huge
proportion of the country’s fish and produce were exported to Rome or to cities around the Decapolis

for the feasting of the elite, while the peasants and fishers who labored to obtain them often went hungry.
The members of Jesus’ seated crowds were living under what, in contemporary terms, we might call “food
apartheid.”

The term “food apartheid” was coined by contemporary food justice advocate Karen Washington, who
traces the connections between food insecurity and systemic racism.

Members of mostly middle and owning class congregations might associate food apartheid with the famines
and food scarcity in other countries, including in Peru and Bolivia, where farmers can no longer afford the
quinoa they grow because of the demand for the superfood in the United States and other wealthier nations,
or in Mexico, where US corn subsidies drive prices down.

But the concept of food apartheid, according to Yvette R. Blair-Lavallais, was developed to describe the way
that federal racial and economic policies have fostered food insecurity in communities of color within the
United States. In data released in 2021, the United States Department of Agriculture estimated that 10.2%
of US households experience food insecurity; this includes 8% of households headed by white people, 17%
of those headed by Hispanic people, and 20% of those headed by Black people. These disparities can be
traced to the long history of public and corporate economic policies that have advantaged white people
and disadvantaged Black and Brown people, resulting in vastly unequal wealth and incomes: more than two
centuries of labor stolen from African-descended people; the slight of hand regarding 40 acres and a mule;
the Bracero Program that resulted in wage theft from Mexican agricultural workers; the long history of
migrant injustice; redlining and other discriminatory lending practices; early limitations to veterans’ benefits
and social security; the fracturing of families of color through racist policing, judicial, and incarceration
systems (an estimated 40% of single mothers experience food insecurity); and more.

Jesus feeds more than 5,000 people in the middle of a food desert. If that had happened in the United States
today, the vast majority of those people would have been Black or Brown.

According to the McKinsey Chart of the Day on September 9, 2021, one in every five Black households
is situated in a food desert, defined as an area with insufficient access to fresh, unprocessed food. Largely

unregulated supermarket chains use average income levels in each zip code to determine where to locate
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their stores, which means they almost never open in low-income communities of color. This situation is being
exacerbated by the proliferation of Dollar stores in these neighborhoods, where mostly non-perishable,
processed foods at low prices undercut potential profits in the eyes of supermarket execs.

Fast food restaurants, of course, are often plentiful in areas that are otherwise food deserts. Did you know
that that is by design? In 1968, the Nixon administration subsidized fast food chains to open franchises in
predominantly Black neighborhoods. As Max Holleran points out in his article “How Fast Food Chains
Supersized Inequality,” the explicitly stated rationale for this policy was to channel rage at racial injustice in
Watts, Detroit, and other cities into “the entrepreneurial spirit” and a growth of “Black capitalism.”

Of course, Roman-occupied Palestine is not exactly Watts or East Oakland or Pen Lucy in Baltimore, but
Yvette R. Blair-Lavallais nonetheless imagines this feeding in the wilderness as a “pop-up kitchen in a food
desert.” Unlike at many food pantries, those gathered on the grass did not have to fill out forms, show IDs, or
present proof that they were seeking work. They were simply fed from God’s abundance.

Who is hungry in the community served by your church, and how might your church alleviate that hunger?
Blair-Lavallais suggests food pantries (without hoops to jump through, such as the pantry Sara Miles describes
in her book Take This Bread); blessing boxes; and community refrigerators. It might also be possible to
collaborate with your city or town hall and local food growers to subsidize the opening of grassroots, low-
cost farmstands in local food deserts.

May we listen this year as Jesus says, again, “They need not go away; you give them something to eat.”
Interpersonal - “...[H]e withdrew from there in a boat to a deserted place by himself.”

Jesus is trying to get a little alone-time here, and the guy just can’t get a break. He has just received news of
the state-sponsored murder of his mentor and friend, John, called the Baptist, and whether from grief or fear
for his own life, his impulse is to withdraw to a deserted place, to spend some time listening to the still, small
voice that speaks through stones and mountains and muddy waters and the mouths of caves.

The deserted place is, of course, where John did his radical work, inviting us out of the centers of commerce,
where the dominant culture continually recruits us into service of the imperial status quo, and into the
wilderness where it is easier to remember that none of this actually belongs to Rome, least of all our own
lives, minds, and souls. Scripturally, the wilderness is the province of free people who are remembering they
are free.

Problem is, the crowd won't let Jesus get away. They follow him, clamoring, in need of healing.

The scripture tells us he felt compassion for them, but | imagine this was not an uncomplicated reaction. Did
he also feel exasperated? Desperate for a little minute to himself?

But he set about healing and then feeding the people anyway. Solitude and self care are important, and
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sometimes in my own life, I've been reminded that doing service can also be a balm—not when it's expected
or demanded, not when it's an expression of martyrdom, but when it is recognized as yet another route to
freedom, when it is conceived of as mutual aid among peers rather than a top-down conferring of blessing. |
wonder: did the healing Jesus performed also heal him from his devastating grief? Did it embolden him to face
the fear?

Or did it bring the cities and towns to him, with all their pressures to conform to the ways of empire?

| know that for me it can be hard to hold onto whatever semi-liberated point of view I've managed to
cultivate when | get in a crowd of people who don'’t necessarily share it.

Can we carry the wilderness within us, even when we are among people?

After all, a crowd can also be a place of safety for the cover it provides. In addiction recovery circles, we
often encourage one another to “stay in the center of the herd” where we are less vulnerable to being picked
off by the prowling demons that seek our destruction. “The rooms,” as we call the sites of 12-step meetings,
can be sites of safety. In a recent teaching, Nigerian poet philosopher Bayo Akomolafe asked, “Where are the
places where we can fall apart together?” He's talking about the places where we can let go of our fantasies
of inclusion into a project that is fundamentally life-destroying. Where are the cracks, the swamps outside the
plantations, the deserted places where we can dance with new ways of being?

And of course, we are never alone in those places, as if the stones and bugs and fungi are not also alive and in
conversation with us. It's not really the solitude we seek in wilderness, but the liberated perspective.

What would it mean for your church to become a “deserted place” in this sense, a crack in the facade of
business-as-usual where people can engage in mutual healing and a generative falling apart together?

Words for inspiration:

Check out the work of Food Not Bombs, and learn if there is a chapter near you.

© 2023 enfleshed



http://foodnotbombs.net/new_site/

- August 6, 2023 ——

Bibliography

Blair-Lavallais, Yvette R. Scrimpin’ and Scrapin’: The Hardships and Hustle of Women and Food Insecurity in Texas
Through a Womanist Lens. Dallas: Arpege Book, 2022.

Carter, Warren. Matthew and the Margins: A Sociopolitical and Religious Reading. Maryknoll: Orbis, 2000.

Holleran, Max. “How Fast Food Chains Supersized Inequality,” New Republic, 2 August 2017. Accessed 9 July
2023. https://newrepublic.com/article/144168/fast-food-chains-supersized-inequality.

Miles, Sara. Take This Bread: A Radical Conversion. New York: Ballantine: 2008.

USDA Economic Research Service. “Food Security in the US: Key Statistics and Graphics.” Accessed 9
July 2023. https://www.ers.usda.gov/topics/food-nutrition-assistance/food-security-in-the-u-s/key-statistics-
graphics/#:~:text=In%202021%3A.with%20adults%2C%20were%20food%20insecure.

Keep your finger on the pulse of the world

Israel on brink of civil war, warns former head of domestic intelligence service

Hospices in Four States to Receive Extra Scrutiny Over Concerns of Fraud, Waste and Abuse
Border Patrol Is Caging Migrants Outdoors During Deadly Arizona Heatwave

America’s Lost Promise Of Economic Rights

A Scientist Said Her Research Could Help With Repatriation. Instead, It Destroyed Native Remains.

[enfleshed doesn’t necessarily affirm the opinion of each article but they are offered as thought

partners]
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