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Feeding the Hungry

Unitarian Coastal Fellowship

November 20, 2011

© Rev. Sally B. White

Reading:

From the Bible’s New Testament:  James 2:14 [New Revised Standard Version]
“What good is it, my brothers and sisters, if you say you have faith, but do not have works?  Can faith save you?  If a brother or sister is naked and lacks daily food, and one of you says to them, “Go in peace, keep warm and eat your fill,” and yet you do not supply their bodily needs, what is the good of that?  So faith by itself, if it has no works, is dead.”
Message:
Practice what you preach, is what James is saying.  If you know what you think is right, and you see something that is wrong, it’s not enough to wish it different, not even enough just to talk about it.  It’s not enough to say to someone who is cold, “go, keep warm.”  Not enough to say to someone who is hungry, “go, eat your fill.”  Not enough to say to someone who is hurting “go in peace.”

In the words of the song the choir sang this morning, “It’s up to us to be the change.”  It’s up to us to offer clothes, food, comfort.  It’s up to us to pay attention to the reasons for poverty, hunger, homelessness, inequity – pay attention and work to heal them.  It’s up to us, if we believe these things are wrong.  It’s up to us, if we, ourselves, have anything to offer, anything to give.  If we have anything to give.

I read an essay the other day, written by a Unitarian Universalist minister, on the subject of gratitude.  The Rev. Meg Riley wrote about two branches of gratitude [Quest, May 2011, p. 6].  One branch – gratefulness – notices and appreciates and gathers in the gifts, the blessings, the joy that are present all around us, so often unnoticed, so often unappreciated.  This noticing, this paying attention helps us to know and to feel and to celebrate just how blessed we are – simply to wake up in the morning, simply to arrive safely at church, simply to share a smile, simply to see, to hear, to smell, to taste, to be alive in this world.  [In my imagination, gratefulness looks like this: eyes open wide, arms spread wide, gathering in all the richness around us, breathing deep and holding it – and then hugging it to ourselves, filling ourselves with it, savoring it, holding it in (eyes closed, arms wrapped, head drawn in).  Invite the congregation to do this with me.]

But there’s another branch: thanksgiving.  Thanksgiving, in this interpretation, comes when we feel filled up to overflowing; when richness and joy bubble up out of us and overflow back into the world, when our own cup runneth over.  Thanksgiving moves us to share what we have with others.  [In my imagination, thanksgiving looks like this: arms spread wide, head thrown back, wide smile, reaching out, breathing in and then breathing out.  Invite the congregation to do this with me.]

And these two branches of gratitude are connected, each one leading to the other.  For as we give of our own bounty – whether we offer clothing, or food, or money, or a genuine smile – we find a satisfaction or even a joy in the sharing that is in itself a blessing, that adds to our own joy, that enhances our sense of gratitude, that fills us even more, that gives us even more to be grateful for.  Perhaps you feel it here, looking at the stack (pyramid?) of cans we have gathered today, to share with those in our community who are hungry.  Do you feel gratefulness (hug self)?  Do you feel thanksgiving (arms out)?

I’m thinking that what James means by “works” is … acting on that feeling of Thanksgiving.  In Unitarian Universalism, we call it “living our faith.”

Most of the “works” we do are coordinated by our Social Outreach Committee, and consist of opportunities to offer services and support to members of our local community or those in need in places far away.  Some opportunities for living our faith are sponsored by our Denominational Affairs Committee.  If you have been around this Unitarian Coastal Fellowship for any length of time, you probably know that we are really good at anything involving food – and so lots of our “works” of service involve food – literally, feeding the hungry.

The Social Outreach Committee will pack up many of the cans and jars and packages of food that we collected today and deliver them to Martha’s Mission Cupboard in Morehead City.  Martha's Mission provides food to an average of 300 to 350 families every month.  People they serve include:

· Elderly citizens who are living far below the government poverty level. 

· Families whose breadwinner has been injured on the job or stricken with illness. 

· Families who have sustained major medical bills and have to make a choice between eating, heating, or paying bills. 

· The mentally and or physically handicapped, unable to manage their resources 

· Abused and abandoned wives and children. 

· Able-bodied workers who are unable to work because of strike, plant layoff, fire, or environmental hazards.

These are people who live with hunger.  If you are sitting here today and you are NOT hungry – if you had breakfast this morning, and dinner last night – as I did – and if you feel gratefulness – as I do – then let’s let our bodies show it. (hug selves).

Martha’s Mission operates solely on donations from individuals and organizations.  UCF’s non-perishable food item contributions started in May 2008.  To date over 1000 items have been donated.

Lee Miller, who has been working with Martha’s Mission for the past four years, has been concerned about some of the realities of this kind of community-based food assistance.  The food that is distributed typically includes a lot of sugar, cereal but no milk, nothing local, nothing fresh, nothing bought from local sources, dried beans that would require lots of electricity, time and patience to cook.  So each year for the past three years, the Social Outreach Committee has allocated money to purchase fresh fruits and vegetables through a local farmer (and once, grapes from UCF member Jim Canada’s grapevines!), and Lee has delivered them to Martha’s Mission.  When this program began, Lee was a little worried that people might not have a good idea of how to use the fresh food, since many claim they never buy fresh produce because it is too expensive. “So,” Lee told me, “the first time, I included a xeroxed 4-ingredient recipe with it.  That gave me the idea to collect a bunch of recipes like that to combine in a very basic cookbook we could distribute to clients.  It would have limited ingredients, using things most people would already have.  It would require few utensils, and pots and pans and have a section for people with only hotplates, or worse, no way to cook.  I presented it to the Martha’s Mission board and they were enthusiastic and many submitted recipes.”

The cookbook is still in the planning stages, and it may be that our Social Outreach Committee will take on this project this winter while Lee and Jerry are in Tucson.  It may be that you have recipes or other ideas, and would like to be a part of the project.  Tracy Rogers, who is a registered dietitian, is already working with Carteret County families to help them learn to buy and prepare and afford healthful foods.  This is what we call “living our faith.”  This is what I call “thanksgiving.”  (Arms up in “thanksgiving” motion).

The UCF Family Promise team, also a part of our Social Outreach Committee, will take some of the food that we have collected this morning and deliver it to the Family Promise Day Center, also in Morehead City.  Family Promise is a cooperative effort among Carteret County churches that provides temporary shelter for homeless women and families with children.  The families sleep overnight in churches – a different church each week – and the Day Center is available to them during the day for doing laundry, looking for jobs, a safe place for preschool-age children and for homework after school.

These are people who have a job, have a car, but need help getting together deposit money so they can rent a house, hook up electricity and water, and make a home for their children and themselves.  If you have a home and your own bed – as I do – and if you feel gratefulness – as I do – then let’s let our bodies show it. (hug selves).

Family Promise opened its doors in September, and already, UCF has provided breakfast items for a week, 2 dinners during the week the guests spent at Camp Albemarle, many lunch items for the Day Center, a donation to buy one of the fourteen beds for the guests’ overnight use, and both labor and needed items for setting up the Day Center.  This is what we call “living our faith.”  This is what I call “thanksgiving.”  (Arms up in “thanksgiving” motion).

On the fourth Saturday night of every month for the past three and a half years, members of our congregation have prepared dinner – main dish, vegetable, salad, bread, and dessert – for twelve men, and delivered the food to the Hope Mission homeless shelter for men.  Hope Mission serves those in need through the community kitchen, the men's homeless shelter, emergency financial assistance, and services for people recovering from addiction.  The community kitchen serves lunches six days a week.  From January to October 2011, they provided 23,331 meals to residents of Carteret County.  On an average day, 91 people will eat lunch at the community kitchen.  

These are people who live every day with hunger, hardship, disappointment, and frustration.  These are people who work hard every day, with every breath they take, to sustain hope for a better tomorrow, for a better future.  If you have hope in your life – as I do – and if you feel gratefulness – as I do – then let’s let our bodies show it. (hug selves).

Over the years, several members of our congregation have served as volunteers in the Hope Mission community kitchen or in distributing emergency financial assistance.  Through the Social Outreach Committee, UCF gives $480 each year to support Hope Mission’s programs, in addition to the monthly meal and gift bags at Christmas for the homeless men.  Last Christmas, the Social Outreach Committee tucked bags of homemade cookies – baked by members of UCF – in each of the Christmas Gift bags they prepared.  These bags were delivered to about seventy people throughout the county.  Thinking about these cookies, Miriam Green, Social Outreach co-chair, wrote to me, “Food given with love feeds the soul as well as the body.”  This is what we call “living our faith.”  This is what I call “thanksgiving.”  (Arms up in “thanksgiving” motion).

On December 8, the UCF Green Sanctuary team, yet another part of our Social Outreach Committee, will sponsor a potluck supper at the church, followed by a showing of the movie “Nourish” and a discussion of food and its impact on our health and environment.  Even if you are not hungry – especially if you are not hungry – “the food choices [you and] we make – individually and as a society – create a ripple that is felt around the world,” as Penny Hooper writes in the publicity for this upcoming event.  And Penny goes on to write, “the Green Sanctuary Committee knows that Unitarian Universalists like to ACT rather than just TALK about issues, so there will be opportunities for you to participate in various projects.”  Some of these projects we have been talking about here, this morning.  This is what we call “living our faith.”  This is what I call “thanksgiving.”  (Arms up in “thanksgiving” motion).

In a larger arena, Unitarian Universalists across North America and around the world support the work of the Unitarian Universalist Service Committee (UUSC), a nonsectarian organization that advances human rights and social justice in the United States and around the world.  Working in partnerships with grassroots organizations, the work of UUSC feeds the human hunger for dignity, opportunity, clean water, civil liberties, and self-determination.  Each year, the UUSC Guest at Your Table program invites individuals to learn about UUSC’s work, and to contribute money to support and extend that work.  In past years, we have passed out little cardboard boxes for you to use to collect money to send to UUSC.  This year, the Denominational Affairs Committee is suggesting that you become a member of UUSC and support their work by placing a $40 check, made out to UUSC, in this UCF Guest at Your Table box.  In January, members of the Denominational Affairs Committee will mail all the checks to UUSC.  Learn more about UUSC by visiting their website, or reading through this year’s Guest at Your Table booklet, “Stories of Hope 2011 – 2012.”  This is what we call “living our faith.”  This is what I call “thanksgiving.”  (Arms up in “thanksgiving” motion).

When it comes to feeding the hungry, in our own neighborhood and outside in the larger world, UCF is doing a lot.  When it comes to feeding the hungry, there is so much more to do – noticing, educating, advocating, building alliances, working for political change.  “This world needs so much more,” our choir sings – and we have so very much to give.  The energy to do this work is the energy of gratefulness (hug selves).  The passion to live this faith is the passion of thanksgiving (arms up).

Take time, now, in silence, to breathe in gratitude, and to breathe out thanksgiving.

The bell will lead us into silence, and music will lead us out.

Bell

Silence

Music

My it be so.

