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Editor s Introduction
Ja s o n  W y m a n

Food justice, while not a new issue, is one that has risen to prominence in 
recent years from what seems like nowhere. Community gardens have popped up 
all over New York City (and around cities and towns all around the country); more 
organic options for fruits, vegetables, and meats are available in more places from 
the biggest box stores to many small convenience stores; and farmers’ markets 
are ubiquitous. Again, in New York, the Greenmarket, a network of 54 farmers’ 
markets spread all over the city, exemplifies this movement toward emphasizing 
family farms that produce fresh, local produce, meats, cheeses, and breads, from 
Union Square to Harlem and Inwood, and all the outer boroughs as well. But 
issues of food justice don’t only affect our secular consumer-choice lives. Religious 
traditions, including Christianity, have ancient teachings about the importance of 
food in all of our lives and can offer one of the most profound sources from which 
to derive a sustainable, self-aware, and ethical attitude toward growing, harvesting, 
and consuming foods.

Union has begun to participate in this commitment to food justice in a 
number of ways, including the Edible Churchyard, which was founded by Piper 
Dumont, Guest Editor of this issue of Union Seminary Quarterly Review. Edible 
Churchyard raises awareness of food justice issues on campus, collaborates with 
area churches, and maintains a vegetable growing project on Union’s campus and 
on its roof. The Food Lab, a collaboration with community food establishments, 
was recently started on campus, expanding the use of the industrial food equip- 
ment at the seminary to help provide space and training for underserviced local 
food producers.

The articles that follow represent a variety of voices, including professors, 
students, clergy, and laypeople. They are all meant to reflect on the richness of 
this movement and the many ways it impacts all of our lives in all of its aspects. 
Some tell stories of the successes and struggles of churches in trying to participate 
in this important work. Others consider Christianity’s history of theology and 
liturgy with food, or the importance of food justice being a project encountered in 
a broadly interfaith way. Several were done in conjunction with the second annual 
Judith Moyers Woman of Spirit Lecture for which Vandana Shiva, an Indian ac- 
tivist well known for her advocacy on behalf of Indian farmers and women, served 
as the keynote speaker.

It’s hoped that this issue will serve to show the many facets of the food 
justice movement. In order for real change to be made with respect to food justice, 
and part of what makes it resonate so broadly, is that everyone must and can 
participate. Laypeople can be as engaged as church leaders, and nothing is more 
fleshy and visceral than food. It is something we all share and something we all 
have the ability to influence in our consumption and production choices. And all
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of our religious traditions are imbued with deep traditions of agricultural sustain- 
ability, the importance of food in community, rituals that have meals and eating 
as their centerpiece, and a sacred regard for the tenuousness of what we often take 
for granted in contemporary wealthy nations, something that wasn’t possible such 
a short time ago and in many places around the world. And, indeed, in our own 
country still isn’t.
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Guest Editors Introduction
P i p e r  D u m o n t

There is a movement afoot. People are paying attention to food. And, were 
paying attention to more than just our waistlines or the latest purported link 
between the latest superfood and staving off cancer. This is an increasing aware- 
ness that our food choices have implications far beyond our personal health. Food 
impacts bodies, local economies, agricultural practices, genetic research and engi- 
neering, international trade, the movement of laborers within and across borders, 
international development, the safety of workers in fields and factories, interna- 
tional aid, the environment, and on and on. We are also seeking to connect with 
our food more—how it is produced, processed, and prepared. And, even, wanting 
to participate in the process. We are starting gardens, canning food, and learning 
to cook.

While some think of this as 4reaching back’ to the ways and sensibilities of 
grandparents (or great grandparents), it is actually a movement forward. While 
it is a reclamation of knowledge and practices that were common a few genera- 
tions ago, it is also a reclamation of power, community, choice, and space. We are 
learning from the past, and putting what we glean into practice in a new context. 
Through grassroots mobilization, on-the-ground experimentation, and cross- 
pollination of ideas, we are innovating to meet the needs of our local community 
as part of a larger movement. This is a collaborative and multifarious project of (re) 
envisioning our communities and our future with greater mindfulness and justice.

Food has a unique way of highlighting systemic inequity. In fact, the cur- 
rent industrial food system was built on the promise of feeding the world more 
effectively. Technological and scientific agricultural methods pushed crop yields 
up even as the global population also climbed. When I was growing up, hunger 
was mostly talked about as something that was far off—something that only 
intrepid globetrotters, like Sally Struthers, ever saw. This is partly because hunger 
had nearly disappeared in the U.S. in the 1970s. Yet, the dream of eradicating 
global hunger has never been realized. Today, 1 in 7 human beings are chronically 
malnourished. In the U.S., hunger has been making a steady comeback and now 
threatens 1 in 7 domestically. For marginalized groups in the U.S., the risk is even 
higher: 20% of children, over 1/3 of households headed by a single woman, 1 in 
4 African American households, and 33% of Latino households. Please note that 
85% of these “food insecure” households include a working adult. The vulnerabil- 
ity is widespread, even in the wealthiest nation on earth, as half of the U.S. will 
utilize food assistance at some point in their lifetime.

Given the promises of industrial agriculture and ever-increasing crop yields, 
this is not an issue of scarcity. Almost half of the food produced globally never 
gets eaten by humans. Much of it is lost in storage and transportation. In the U.S., 
40% of the food produced is thrown away. New York City puts 3,000 tons of food
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in the garbage every day. While the industrial food system is producing more food, 
we are wasting tons of it (literally). In a context where food is understood as a com- 
modity (as opposed to a basic human right), it makes more sense to throw it away 
than to ensure everyone is fed. It is within this context that faith communities are 
uniquely positioned to enact change.

W h y  f o o d  a n d  f a it h ?

Faith communities are already at the forefront of hunger alleviation pro- 
gramming. Food and feasting figure prominently in many religious practices and 
traditions— sacred meals, dietary guidelines, times of abstention, and a common 
concern for hunger. Most faiths have a deeply rooted commitment to service.
Faith communities are tapped into the importance of food for survival of the body 
and the spirit. Subsequently, food pantries and soup kitchens are often run out of 
houses of worship. Many regional, national, and international hunger relief organi- 
zations are faith-based.

Faith communities are also often well positioned to do this work. In addi- 
tion to the call to serve, it is not unusual for faith communities to be larger land- 
holders, particularly in urban settings. Subsequently, there is space to be reimag- 
ined as possibilities for justice work. Many faith communities are also in a unique 
position to cultivate consciousness around food justice, because they have a captive 
audience for at least an hour every week.

However, the popular food justice movement has often not connected with 
explicitly faithful food justice initiatives. This is changing. The rhizomatic connec- 
tions between these communities are being made. For example, Union Theologi- 
cal Seminary’s Edible Churchyard has transformed parts of the campus into a 
learning laboratory organized around food justice. We utilize faith-based concerns 
as points of entry into food-based practices that bend us toward justice. We are 
also reimagining our city block in Harlem, and creating possible growing spaces. 
We organized an interfaith coalition to help a neighborhood church convert 
their churchyard into 26 raised beds in which they now grow food for their soup 
kitchen. The Edible Churchyard is not alone— there are dozens of faith communi- 
ties in NYC doing this work. There are a handful of other seminaries training their 
future community leaders to think about space, food, justice, and faith differently 
and with possibilities in mind. We are part of something that is already making a 
difference in communities far and wide. And, of course, this is part of a broader 
social interest in food and farming. There is a movement afoot.

This collection of writing represents various explorations of food and faith. 
We intentionally sought authors who are working on these issues from within the 
academy and on the ground. We wanted this volume to move toward praxis by 
emphasizing practice along with the theory. The voices in this collection also rep- 
resent the connections being cultivated between practitioners and in dialogue with 
thinkers as part of a larger cultural shift. Some contributors are well-known aca- 
demies. For some this is their first foray into sharing their work in this way. And, 
of course, a number exist in the fluidity “in between.” We invite you to approach
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these works with an open mind and spirit. They are voices of courage—for it is 
brave work to seek to create a better way. We also hope you feel a stirring within to 
envision and enact possibilities wherever you are. If so, please feel free to reach out 
to us—we’d be thrilled to connect, share, and support your vision for just food.
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The Sign of the Prophet: The Significance 
of Meals in the Doctrine of Jesus

Jo h n  A . M c G u c k i n

When we consider the lives and teachings of the prophets in a collective 
sense, stand away from them as it were and sum up dramatically what they were 
about, we often revert to those particular ‘signs of the prophets’ which they used 
to encapsulate their message in graphically summative form. Sharp symbolic com- 
munication was the hallmark of much ancient paideia, and certainly a character- 
is tic of Jewish approaches from the symbolic dramas of the prophets and sons of 
the prophets to the parabolic methods of the meschalim, the story-tellers and sages. 
Many of the prophetic signs have fixed themselves in our collective memory, as 
doubtless was their original avowed intent. So it is, for example, that Jeremiah can 
be encapsulated for us by his “broken pot,” Isaiah by his strangely-named children, 
Ezekiel by his covert digging under the city walls, and Hoseah by the memorably 
errant prostitute-wife.1 These ‘signs of the prophets’ are a vivid yet real synopsis 
of the heart of their prophetic message to the people. Such signs were not after- 
thoughts, or merely seized opportunities, but were frequently planned strategies 
of the individual prophets, and their hearers could therefore interpret their words 
in the light of their actions, and their actions in the light of their words. Ezekiel 
digging a hole in the city walls, for example, was acting out the implications of his 
message of impending doom and judgment on the inhabitants of Jerusalem. His 
“sign” was meant to be read as an active anticipation of the message he has come 
to deliver—its proleptic fulfillment, as it were, as well as its synopsis. Here the 
prophet lived out his future message as if it were a present event, as a sign of his 
own faith and certainty in the veracity of his prophetic word.

This notion of prophetic signs has often been applied to help us interpret 
the message and ministry of Jesus. But, generally speaking, the prophetic signs of 
Jesus have been set out as his healings and exorcisms. To the modern mind these 
issues are now distinct categories but in the first-century context the healing miracle 
would have been seen as an aspect of the exorcism rather than the other way round, 
in so far as the forces of evil were reckoned to be the instigators of all physical as 
well as mental and moral ills. Jesus’ typical reaction to the old woman with the 
spinal injury, for example, was that here was an instance of demonic oppression to 
be liberated.2 In any case, Jesus’ acts of healing are somewhat misinterpreted if we 
see them as first and foremost medicinal or philanthropic gestures, for primarily 
they are symbolic demonstrations of the Kingdom of God, demonstrations of the 
dynamis, exousia, or divine authority of God’s chosen servant. They have a typical,

1 Jer. 19. 10-12; Is. 8. 3-4; Ezek. 12. 1-16; Hos. 1. 2-3.
2 Lk. 13. 11-16.
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indeed archetypal character even before their literary stylisation in the New Testa- 
ment accounts. As exercises of God s dynamis, the finger of God at work again in 
the midst of his people, they are signs that the day of his Kingdom has dawned.3

The very prominence that the New Testament literary versions of the minis- 
try of Jesus give to the signs of exorcism accounts for the way in which these signs 
have predominated in our thinking ever since. It is clear that in the first century of 
the Church they held such a primacy because they continued to be as theologically 
relevant for the generation following Jesus as they had been for the first hearers. 
This was because the early Church continued to practise exorcism as an integral 
part of its proclamation of the kerygma. 4 Dibelius and Bultmann were especially 
persuasive in arguing for the existence of groups of Christian exorcists who had 
a notable effect in fashioning some of the pre-Gospel units of tradition. Exor- 
cism, however, had a limited practical life in the ancient Church. By the time of 
Cyprian, in the third century, it was a “pale ghost” of its former self, and effectively 
gone by the time of Chrysostom in the fifth century, at least as a normative part 
of Church kerygma and regular experience. The predominant emphasis on the 
miraculous signs of Jesus changed, then, but as a result of an important shift in 
interpretation was nonetheless able to carry on its predominant role, through the 
New Testament text and beyond.

Exorcism gave way to emphasis on healing and the healings themselves were 
now seen more and more as demonstrations of inherent power over and against 
the forces of nature—that is, demonstrations of Christs personal supernatural 
character. In other words, the miracles began to be interpreted Christologically as 
“proofs” of the deity of Jesus. This interpretation is already traceable in the earliest 
Gospel accounts and grows apace in the age of the Christian Fathers. It moves 
us some distance from the Jewish context of understanding the “signs,” in which 
Jesus himself was active, but as a numinous Christology it had, and continues to 
have, an abiding relevance for the life of the Church. This explains its vitality as an 
interpretation to the present day. For many, unaware of the Semitic matrix of the 
Gospels, such an apologetic approach is the only interpretation they have of the 
signs of Jesus. And yet, in his own time, the exorcisms he performed could in no 
way have been seen as “typical” of Jesus in the sense of being uniquely proper to 
him alone. Many Jewish exorcists practiced before, during, and after the time of 
Jesus. Jesus himself draws attention to the effective ministry of the Jewish exor- 
cists of his day.5 In addition, the very accounts of the healing miracles of Jesus are 
clearly based, most probably at a pre-Marcan stage, on the Elijah cycle’s structure 
of the prophets’ miraculous signs. The Jesus cycle, then, attempts a theology of 
analogía comparationis from the outset (with Elijah and Elisha serving as “types”) 
rather than setting out events sut generis. 6 What this present study would like to 
suggest is that perhaps the early Church’s enthusiasm for exorcisms led them to

3 Lk. 11.20.
4 C.f. Mk. 6.13; Acts. 4.30-31; Ibid. 19. 11-12; Mk. 16. 17.
5 Lk. 11.19.
6 For example, the Elijah/Elisha cycle outlines the prophetic miracles as the cure o f a leper,
the raising of a widow’s dead son, crossing dryshod over water, feeding multitudes in the desert with
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be given an exaggerated pre-eminence in the literary accounts of the Jesus story, 
and that what struck his own contemporaries as his “typical” or proper sign (to 
idion— that which marked him off distinctively from other religious teachers of his 
day) was something quite different; and that this unique but typical element of his 
ministry, which stood out as the “sign of the prophet” in the case of Jesus, was his 
attitude to meals. This attitude would appear to have been deliberative, theologi- 
cally motivated, and amounted to a major symbolic synopsis of his preaching. 
Subsequent Christian exegesis has possibly neglected or even underestimated the 
importance of this symbol by having its attention drawn away from all the meals 
that Jesus celebrated during his ministry on account of that climactic and tragic 
meal he organized in the last week of his life. Since this ‘Last Supper’ became the 
Church’s very liturgy, it is understandable that the twin contexts of the Passion 
and liturgical worship should dominate later thinking in this regard. They had 
already come to do so by the 40s of the first century when Paul wrote his account 
of the Eucharist in 1 Cor. 11. But for our purposes here we will not use the last 
meal to elucidate all the others, but rather apply all the others to elucidate the last. 
And so we begin our reflections not at the end of his life but rather in the early 
days of his ministry when certain unorthodox and peculiar attitudes of his were 
already beginning to attract the critical attention of the Scribes and Pharisees. One 
of the early differences of opinion that surfaced seems to have been occasioned by 
Jesus’ dismissive attitude to the Jewish practice of fasting. Closely allied to this, of 
course, is his evident delight in attending meals, and his eagerness to talk about 
them. The imagery of feasting and celebrating pervades his recorded sayings. Those 
who were unsympathetic to his religious intentions, or those who did not recog- 
nize in this his peculiar prophetic sign, had another explanation for it altogether: 
“Here is a glutton and a drunkard, a friend of tax-collectors and sinners.”7 The 
antiquity and force of this apologia against Christ give us good grounds for look- 
ing more closely at this aspect of his behavior.

Fasting in Hellenistic Judaism was, along with prayers and pilgrimages, a 
distinctive constituent of common religious practice for the observant Jew. Prayer, 
fasting, and almsgiving went together as the three methods of having one’s sins 
forgiven by God. Fasting was also seen as a necessary corollary to healing or exor- 
cism rites in the apocalyptic movement: “[Fasting] forgives sins, heals diseases, 
drives out spirits and has power even to the throne of God.”8 This is a sentiment 
which is echoed in the strange text of Mark 9:29, to which we shall return shortly. 
Among these three ascetical methods, fasting was the supreme representative of 
Tapeinosis, or humbling oneself before God’s majesty, to invoke his mercy and 
pitiful forgiveness. The Torah prescribed one day of fasting on Yom Kippur, a 
national day of lament and repentance. 9 By the time of Zechariah, a day of la- 
ment and fasting in the fourth, seventh, and tenth months had been liturgically

minimal amounts o f bread, rising glorious to the throne o f God. All o f these categories are used in the 
Gospel accounts depicting Jesus as prophet o f God.
7 Lk. 7.34; Mt. 11.19.
8 Apocalypse of Elijah. 22f.
9 Lev. I6.29f; Ibid. 23. 27f; Num. 29.7.
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instituted to mark the destruction of the Temple.10 The Book of Esther also com- 
mends a fast at the time of Purim.11 By the rabbinic era, the four days of lamenta- 
tion were rarely mentioned but the fast in the fifth month12 had survived and was 
also now marking the anniversary of the destruction of the second Temple— an 
event which, according to rabbinic lore, happened on the same date as that of the 
first. At this time, the Megillat Taanit {Roll o f Fasts) listed twenty-four days of 
observance, but almost all were voluntary. In the time of Jesus, the Pharisees were 
noted for their zeal in practicing voluntary fasts on Tuesdays and Thursdays.13 The 
Essenes and the Baptists sectaries equally espoused a notable ascetic tradition. At 
this period, fasting had come to be almost the distinctive badge of the “Jewish 
tribe” for on-looking gentiles.14 In terms of its symbolic, or theological, freight, 
fasting was an important aspect of mourning the dead15 and thus could easily be 
elevated as a more generic spiritual and covenantal symbol, a way of lamenting 
the feeling of the absence of God to Israel— a feeling that became critical in times 
of national or personal distress. At such times, the Jew would fast16 so that the 
sight of his mournful self-humbling would evoke the pity of God’ for repentant 
Israel. 17 This is why stress was placed on the need for externally observable signs 
of distress when fasting. 18

Fasting in ancient Judaism, then, had an intimate relation to prayer, as the 
sure method of having ones prayer heard, or as the manner of making clear what 
was a particularly important prayer.19 In the Midrash Aba Gorjon it says: “He who 
puts on sackcloth and fasts, let him not lay it off until what he prays for takes 
place.”20 Fasting, therefore, was itself a prayer of repentance to call on Gods mer- 
cy, and was thus fittingly practised by the ascetic figure of John the Baptist,21 who 
preached both prayer and repentance as his core message.22 This is the dominant 
note in Jewish ascetical tradition. The notion of cultic or ecstatic fasting is minor

10 Zech. 7.3-5; ibid. 8.19.
11 Esther. 9.3.
12 Viz. 9th Ab.
13 Didache. 8.1; Lk. 18.12.
14 c.f. Tacitus. Hist. 5.4.'L0ngam olimfamem crebris adhuc jejuniis fatentur.' Suetonius. 
Aug. Caes.76.3. We Judaeus quidem tarn diligenter sabbatis jejunium servat quam ego hodie ser- 
vavi.'
15 cf. 1 Kings 21.7; Joel 2.13; Is. 58.5; Esther 4.3; Nehemiah 9.1; Jonah 3.5; Dan. 9.3; 1 
Sam. 31.13; 2 Sam. 1.12.
16 Judges 20.26; Jer. 36. 6,9; 2 Chron. 20.3f.
17 2 Sam. 12.16; 1 Kings 21.27; Ps. 35.12; Ps. 69.10.
18 E.g. dirt, sackcloth, ashes, and unkempt hair with torn clothes, cf. Mt. 6.16.
19 1 Macc. 3.47; 2 Macc. 13.12; Baruch 1.5; Judith 4.9f; Tobit 12.8; Josephus Antiquities
19.349; Luke 2.37; Testament of Joseph 4.8 & 10.1; Testament of Benjamin 1.4. One also fasted 
to confirm a vow: 1 Sam. 14.24; Numbers 30.14; Mk. 14.25; Acts 23.12. The story of Honi the
rainmaker is an excellent rabbinic illustration of the attitude, cf. G. Vermes. Jesus the Jew. London.
1973. pp. .־6970
20 Ibid. 6a. cf. G. Kittel. Theological Dictionary of the New Testament, (vol. 4). Grand 
Rapids 1964-1976. 930-931.
21 Mk. 1.6; Mt. 11.8,18.
22 Lk. 11.1; Mt. 3.3.
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in comparison.23 Even the prophetic denunciations of external fasting without in- 
ternal renewal24 do not seem to dim or check the Jewish enthusiasm for fasting as 
a religious exercise. The practice of almsgiving in later Judaic tradition was equally 
associated with prayer.25 The Book of Tobit was particularly concerned with com- 
mending the practice of almsgiving as a righteousness that led to the forgiveness 
of sins.26 Luke the evangelist had a very high regard for the practice himself. He 
described it as ascending to the throne of God27 in the manner of praise and good 
works. The Synoptic tradition added its own voice by requiring that almsgiving 
should be done secretly and from the right intention.28

At first sight, then, the prior Jewish notion of asceticism as prayerful fasts 
and almsgiving would appear to run on as a presupposition in the doctrine of 
Jesus, which seems only to add the prophetic requirements of interiority and se- 
crecy in both acts to restore the original point of Tapeinosis23 in the best rabbinical 
manner.30 And yet, on closer examination, there are large-scale problems with this 
traditional analysis. The two logia of Jesus in Luke that require his disciples to give 
alms31 are making this precise point only because of some redactive dexterity on 
the part of the evangelist. At Luke 11:41, for example, Luke has no Markan source 
and from the much clearer Matthaean version32 it is evident that Luke has person- 
ally inserted the injunction to give alms. Similarly, Luke 12:33 has the hallmarks 
of being the evangelists redactively typical “adaptation” of Jesus’ radical requests 
for the renunciation of goods,33 in his evangelistic interest to redirect the primitive 
eschatology of the Jesus Movement in a formal ecclesial and ascetic direction. It is 
the same with the idea that fasting is required of the disciple as a regular activity. 
The command to fast is laid to Jesus, but the whole terms of the discourse in which 
it appears in Matthew 6:24 emerge on closer study to be an extensive halakah on 
Sirach 7:10,14-15, a book which (at least in my mind) is perhaps associated more 
with Syrian Christianity of the Sophie strain34 than with the historical Jesus. A 
literary analysis of Matthews First Didactic Discourse of Jesus35 shows that the 
stylized format of the sayings probably comes from the pen of Matthew. It is quite 
clearly an elaborated literary form {When you perform X  do not do Y  rather do Z)

23 cf. Exod. 34.28; Deut. 9.9; Dan. 9.3; ibid. 10. 12, 24f. The idea survives in later apocalyp-
ticism: 4 Ezra 5.13, 19; ibid. 6.31; Apocalypse of Baruch (Syriac) 9.2; ibid 12.5 & 20.5; Apocalypse of 
Abraham 9.7; Ascension of Isaiah. 2. 7-11. the notion of cultic fasting (baptismal, confessional and 
eucharistie) survives strongly in contemporary Eastern Christian ecclesial practice.
24 Jer. I4.12;ls. 58.1; Zech. 7.5; ibid. 8.16-19; Joel 2.13.
25 c f  Sirach 7.10, 14-15.
26 Tobit. 12. 8-10; ibid. 14. 4,11.
27 Acts. 10.4.
28 Mt. 6. 1-4; Mk. 12 43-44.
29 c f  Ps. 35.13; Ps. 69.10.
30 As in the parable at Lk. 18.12.
31 Lk. 11.41: ‘But give for alms those things within; and lo, all things are clean for you.’ Lk. 
12.33.’ Sell your possessions and give alms and get purses that do not wear out.’
32 Mt. 23.25f
33 As at Mk. 10.21, or Lk. 14.33.
34 Matthew’s church at Antioch is a likely contender, one would have thought.
35 Mt. 5-7.
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not a verbal trope (which would have been much less extensive in form). The evan- 
gelist is here collecting, systematizing, and regulating Jesus’ Logia for comparative 
doctrinal purposes. He has already announced as the keynote of all his editorial 
work the theological principle of a strict continuity between the praxis of the Old 
covenant and that of the New. This dogmatic premise is set out at the beginning 
and again at the end of that First Discourse36 in terms that are so evidently anti- 
Pauline that they must post-date Jesus by at least thirty years. If the general theo- 
logical context is thus rendered second generational, and the immediate literary 
format of triadic antitheses is to be laid at the door of the Jewish evangelist, then 
the original Jesus logion about fasting begins to look as if it were the simple injunc- 
tion: “Do not fast like the hypocrites.” In this form it can be interpreted as a call to 
end the practice as easily as a call to reform it. It depends on our presuppositions of 
how “orthodox” a Jew Jesus was, and the views of the evangelist Matthew on that 
point might differ from ours today.

This question mark over Jesus’ attitude to fasting is found again in the 
Markan logion on why the disciples of John and the Pharisees fasted, but not the 
disciples of Jesus.37 Mark’s theological point in the passage is to argue a radical 
break, in Jesus, with the old tradition. The evangelist frequently uses such evidence 
to argue for the independent rights of a Hellenistic Church in the Pauline tradi- 
tion, but there are parallel texts, such as Jesus’ rejection of the “Tradition of the 
Elders,”38 which suggest that the attitude, if not necessarily the ecclesiology, might 
have been that of Jesus himself. The logion of Matt 11:18 39 implies some ambiva- 
lence in Christ’s attitude to fasting. In Mark 2:18f, the practice of fasting is allowed 
only as a memorial of the Passion of Jesus; the phrase: “They will fast then, on that 
day” possibly being used by Mark to allude to a liturgical fast of proto Good Friday 
observance then being celebrated in the Roman Church. If, as a working hypoth- 
esis we remove the prophetic or “proleptic” element from the section (Jesus looking 
forward through the mists of time to Rome’s liturgical commemorations) and also 
remove the Christocentric interpretation that attributes the “Bridegroom” title 
to Jesus himself (implying a developed ecclesiology of the Church as the Bride of 
Christ) we can arrive back at a tentative reconstruction of the historical Jesus logion 
in which Jesus refers to the Lord God himself as the Bridegroom of Israel (a fairly 
mainstream symbol of covenant fidelity and covenant restoration) and which now 
makes the whole argument bear a quite different theological significance; possibly 
illuminating for us Jesus’ understanding of the Kingdom of God. To this we shall 
return shortly.

The only other logion about fasting belongs really to a different order.40 Mark 
9:29 fits properly in the genre of exorcism directives. O f course this in itself is no

36 cf. Mt.5. 17-19; ibid. 7. 13-23.
37 Mk. 2. 18-20.
38 Mk. 7. 5-9.
39 ‘John came neither eating nor drinking.. ..the Son of Man came eating and drinking, and 
they say: ‘Lo! A glutton and a drunkard, a friend of tax collectors and sinners.’
40 Mk. 9.29. Mt. 4.2-4 is similarly not to be read as a statement about fasting per se but is
rather a literary evocation of the theme of Israel in the wilderness.
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argument for not seeing it as a Jesus logion, but in fact the cryptic text is so heavily 
Hellenized41 that it raises significant problems of date and location. As it stands, 
the saying is concerned with the peculiar and restricted practice of cultic fasting, 
not with the mainstream of Jewish ascetical tradition. And whatever the case, the 
actual allusion to “fasting,” as opposed to “prayer,” is not part of the authentic 
textual tradition, as we can see from the apparatus criticus. So, either way, there are 
no grounds for attributing the saying, as it stands, to Jesus, and several grounds for 
doubting that even in the original textual version it should be traced back to him 
directly. In the Byzantine textual tradition, the clause “and by fasting” crept into 
the text of Mark as a corruption and went on from there to influence the cognate 
of 1 Cor. 7.5.42 It has rightly been removed from modern critical versions of the 
New Testament in both places.

The conclusion to which all our previous remarks have led us, therefore, is 
that the historical Jesus certainly diverged greatly from the accepted view on piety, 
and consequently on theology, of his time. In regard to his attitude to Sabbath 
observance, he differed from the accepted standards of the scribes, and probably 
represents something of the broader charismatic freedom of the Galilean tradition. 
However, in regard to his attitude to fasting he struck a distinctively new line, 
which jarred on his contemporaries. Indeed in the latter case it was an approach 
whose novelty was apparently toned down by the evangelist Mark rather than be- 
ing heightened, in his usual manner of stressing all the differences he can between 
the practices and attitudes of the Church and those of the old Israel.

Jesus appears, then, not to have been an ascetic figure, or to have been seen 
as such, in his own lifetime. He seems, rather, both to have taught and demon- 
stratively acted out the symbol of festal celebrations. This was a prophetic attitude 
of almost provocative feasting, an attitude that scandalized the sensibilities of the 
religious leaders of his people. This rejection of fasting and preference for feasting 
is surely undertaken for dogmatic reasons; part of the explicitly selected “Sign of 
the Prophet” adopted by Jesus as his programmatic ofpaideia and, as such, can 
offer us a general insight into the mind and message of Jesus, as well as particular 
illuminations of the many occasions where feasting or the image of celebration 
underlies the New Testament sayings or parables. What, then does this symbolic 
manner of behavior really mean?

It was earlier suggested that the ancient Jewish attitude to fasting presup- 
posed two things about God: firstly that he was a self-absented deity to whom his 
people should call out in earnest lament that he should return to them,43 and sec- 
ondly that he was a God who, because of this remonstrative distance, was a figure

41 Cf. parallels in Plutarch Isis and Osiris 26; Apuleius of Madaura. Metamorphoses of 
Lucius,2.24; Clement of Alexandria. Protreptikos.2.21.2. In the magical papyri, fasting strengthens 
one’s power of magic to cast out spirits. Cf. texts given from Preisendanz in G. Kittel, (ed) Theologi- 
cal Dictionary of the New Testament, vol. 4. Grand Rapids. 1964-1976. p. 927.
42 Codices Sinaiticus and Vaticanus (the superior Alexandrian family of mss) agree together 
in omitting the phrase ‘ and by fasting’. C.f. the relevant textual apparatus.
43 Is. 64.1: Ό  that Thou would st rend the heavens and come down.’ C.f. Is. 63.11,15f. (The 
text is at the very core o f the baptismal story o f Jesus, which stands as its haggadah).
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who needed to be persuaded by ascetical exercises to bend his ear to his people s 
needs. Jesus' own doctrine of the Kingdom of God appears to reject both premises 
fundamentally. His own experience of God appeared, on the contrary, to be of the 
nearness of the Holy One of Israel, a deep faith and a clear sense of the vividness 
of God’s providential power for Israel active in the present moment. The Isaian 
lament for a distant God to “rend the heavens” and return to Israel is answered in 
the “rending of the heavens” of the baptismal account—and one might well take 
the haggadah implied in that pericope to be ultimately traceable to Jesus himself 
as his own interpretative application of Isaiah to his personal experiences of God’s 
calling him to prophetic vocation, and subsequently his interpretation of that ex־ 
perience in the light of this core covenant theology of Isaiah 64.44 The vivid sense 
Jesus has, that God is no longer an absent God, but one who has returned to his 
people in mercy and put his finger among them once more in dynamic signs and 
charismatic prophecy, is at once the motive and root cause of his own minis- 
try. It is also the explanation of why Jesus so demonstratively ‘feasts’ and refuses 
to fast any longer. If the point and purpose of fasting is to call for the return of 
an alienated God, to pray for the day when his Kingdom might be re-established, 
then in calling for a feast rather than a fast Jesus is implicitly proclaiming that for 
him, and for his disciples, there is henceforth only cause for rejoicing since God 
has indeed returned among them as active covenant Lord.

Contemporary Jews, on many of whom this practice of Jesus struck a jar- 
ring note, must have found such a religious call to celebrate premature or, worse, 
blasphemous; just as they found his relaxed attitude to the Sabbath objectionable. 
But there is an added dimension to the problem in that Jesus did not seem to be 
too particular about the class of people he invited to feasts, or from whom he ac- 
cepted invitations to eat and drink. If feasting for him was the prophetic sign of 
the Kingdom returned, then surely the invited guests would assume the symbolic 
role of the “chosen saints” (a theme we find in other apocalyptic literature of this 
near date) who demonstrate the strict purity of the restored Israel. But, in marked 
contrast, here at Jesus’ feasts we frequently find the presence of notorious sinners45 
or outcasts.46 This welcoming of sinners into his personal experience of the near- 
ness of God appears to have been a deliberate and an important aspect of Jesus’ 
symbolic use of feasting.

If holding the celebratory meal in the first place contradicted the major 
premise that the correct attitude of a religious Jew was to lament ascetically 
the absence of God, then the invitation of sinners flatly contradicted the minor 
premise of the Jewish tradition that a distant God needed persuading before he 
would soften his heart to his people’s needs. The God of Jesus Christ, on the 
contrary, was a God very near, not far away; a God who needed no persuading 
at all to have mercy but who poured out his mercy with an almost reckless prodi- 
gality. This forgiveness of sins, freely given, freely received, in the wedding feast of

44 C.f. B Chilton. A Galilean Rabbi and His Bible. Wilmington. De. 1984.
45 C.f. Mk. 2.17; Lk.15.2-3; Lk. 7.36f, where the meal turns on the woman’s presence as a 
sign o f true hospitality and reconciliation.
46 Mt. 22.1-14; Lk. 14. 12-24; Lk. 15. 27.
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God’s return to his people, was the heart of Jesus’ evangelion, or ‘Good News.’ It 
consequently must have struck him as perverse that many of his fellows rejected 
this theology, and thus opposed his personal insight into religion and his claims to 
prophetic authority in preaching it. These he characterized as the ones who refused 
to join in the celebration, those who would not come to the feast: “Tell the guests 
the banquet is all prepared: my oxen and fattened cattle have all been slaughtered. 
All is ready. Come to the wedding. But they were not interested.”47 The reaction 
of the elder son in the Parable o f the Prodigal Father^ who was too incensed at the 
“easiness” of forgiveness granted to his dissolute brother to be able to come to 
the celebration, is a typical illustration of the case in point.

Many contemporaries of Jesus must have found his doctrine of the merci- 
ful presence of God dangerously lax, even irreligious. But those who, beyond 
their own expectation, heard this gracious invitation to a Feast celebrating God’s 
mercy,49 discovered in Jesus’ doctrine of prodigal forgiveness not an easy option, 
but rather the heart-rending demands of a divine mercy which in embracing the 
sinner called out even to the sinner to embrace all others in equally great merci- 
fulness.50 The wholehearted acceptance of forgiveness imposed on the recipient the 
necessity of forgiving,51 a far more difficult asceticism than any form of fasting 
from food ever could be; yet a liberating experience that allowed the followers 
of Jesus to enter, in some way, into his uniquely personal experience of what the 
Kingdom of God meant, the drawing close again of a God who wished to show 
mercy and love to a people who had become alienated.

Again, it was suggested earlier that prophetic signs were proleptic in man- 
ner; that is, in some way they anticipated the full reality of the message they 
proclaimed—just as Ezekiel’s prophetic sign of digging under the city walls, or Jer- 
emiah’s smashing of his pots, pointed ominously to the future doom of Jerusalem. 
There is similarly an anticipatory element in Jesus’ sign of feasting. In a way he 
must have seemed to his opponents to have started the party prematurely, and in- 
solently. Even from his disciples’ viewpoint the very existence of many around 
them who refused to share in their festive meal-centred vision of God must 
have been testimony enough that their own brotherhood was a brave enclave in 
a larger society that clearly did not find 1st century Israel, or the wider world, to 
be a wedding, or the God of the Covenant to be the sort of deity to throw a party. 
Their feasting has, therefore, all the hallmarks of an act of faith as well as being the 
expression of their experience of personal forgiveness. It is a present reality within 
the community of disciples, and also a reality that of its inner nature calls for oth- 
ers to share in it. It is even threatened in its very meaningfulness by the perverse 
refusal of people to join in the celebration. To this extent, in the face of opposi- 
tion, it is a reality that has (even now) not established itself. This is why it is not at

47 Mt. 22.4-5.
48 For so it should really be called, not the Prodigal Son -  the overflowing desire of the
father to reconcile all his children being the core o f the tale: Lk. 15. 28.
49 Lk. 19. 5-10.
50 Mk. 4.24.
51 Mt. 6.12.
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all contradictory to say that the Kingdom has definitely arrived, and at the same 
time to know that it is not yet among us.

Finally, it is this context of what meals meant to Jesus which may perhaps 
illustrate for us the full significance of the last of all his meals, in Jerusalem, on 
the eve of his betrayal and arrest. The Last Supper in the light of the subsequent 
tragic events of the Passion, became so tinged and charged with pathos that it was 
indistinguishable in later Christian thought (and rightly so) from the shadow of 
the Cross. The Eucharist thereby gravitated to become the memorial {anamnesis) 
of the Death of the Lord. That supper also seemed to have been a specially high 
feast, and our later interpretation of the event is thus highly colored by the great 
covenant symbolism and liberation promises of the Passover theology. All this we 
may take, in a sense, for granted as our common Christian heritage of thought on 
Jesus’ institution of the Eucharist, and I do not wish to elaborate on it here. But 
perhaps we should also remember that breaking bread and sharing festive wine 
is much more than a memorial or ritual synopsis of his death—it is also a fitting 
summative definition of his life’s ministry, his personal synopsis of the kerygma 
and the sign of the prophet’ by which they remembered him and what he had to 
tell them of the nature and work of God. For sharing a meal with another person 
is not simply the archetypal human ritual of communion {koinonid) and festive 
closeness; it is also the primal symbol of reconciliation. And how? For whatever 
resentments or antagonism we hold against another person, if we accept food from 
their hand we cannot sustain the enmity. If an enemy offers us food (from a din- 
ner invitation to a shared office snack) we cannot accept the gift if we intend to 
sustain our enmity in the heart. It is a critical choice offered to us {krisis): either 
the food or the hatred, never both.

When Jesus wished theologically to connect the doctrine of God’s joyous 
return to Israel with Israel’s need to offer mutual forgiveness, he carefully chose the 
symbol of the prophetic sign of village meals: bread and wine. The break with the 
tradition of the ‘sign of John’ (the Baptist)52 was sufficiently shocking as to cause 
the disciples of John to question Jesus’ motivations and practices.53 Why was he 
not at the river calling for a repentant and purifying mikveh·, why was he in the 
hill towns carousing with sinners? But the sign of the Kingdom which is festively 
eating because God has returned to Israel is, in and of itself, also a sign of conver- 
sion; for the forgiveness which the feast presumes, is a forgiveness which the feast 
demands. When the visiting Rabbi, guest of honor at so many of the towns where 
he went to preach in Galilee and Judea, also made sure that at the feasts he at-

52 John’s sign was the joining together o f fasting and repentant washing in the river Jordan 
(a large-scale Mikveh o f purification), calling to the people to be freed from their sins and return 
to observance of the covenant. If, as it seems possible, Jesus was attached to John’s ministry at some 
stage, before his own was initiated ( for we know that John’s baptism was a moment when Jesus’ own 
vocational sense was illuminated on his own terms, and the leading disciples Jesus recruits had been 
followers o f John before his arrest), then this explains why John sends his disciples to challenge Jesus 
and ask for clarification o f what he is doing celebrating meals in the hill towns o f Galilee instead of  
being faithful to John’s prophetic ministry near the river.
53 Lk. 7. 20-28.
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52 John's sign was the joining together of fasting and repentant washing in the river Jordan 
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to observance of the covenant. If, as it seems possible, Jesus was attached to John's ministry at some 
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53 Lk. 7. 20-28. 
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tended the ‘unacceptable' were also present (bringing into social interaction Phari- 
see and Tax Collector, Righteous Lawyer and Unobservant Sinner), he caused a 
crisis at those meals. His sign of Reconciliation also became a sign of Judgment.
If the righteous refused the presence of the sinner (whom God had declared 
righteous because he had declared them forgiven on Jesus’ prophetic word) then 
they rendered themselves unrighteous as part of the Kingdom’s surprising vindi- 
cations. No one can eat from another’s hand and refuse forgiveness: Jesus’ meals 
thus caused practical and localized crises of theology. If the Pharisee ate with the 
village harlot, because Jesus had maneuvered them into the social interaction of 
his special feast, then he had concretely and immediately illustrated the force of 
the very parables which he probably delivered in the course of those village meals.
I strongly suspect that part of his training for the disciples was to arrange the 
seating at such village feasts that were sponsored by the local worthies -  changing 
round the place cards, as it were, so that if the Synagogue leader was on one side 
of the table, close to the visiting guest of honor, he found himself unexpectedly 
facing the local quisling tax collector on the other, a man whose presence he might 
have studiously avoided in the cause of pure theology. This practice, almost a 
practical joke of table arrangement, is strikingly confirmed by Jesus’ own behavior 
in the last week of his life. Knowing that his disciples were already coming apart 
as a cohesive united force, perhaps already doubting the wisdom of his provocative 
signs as opposition mounted against them in Judea, Jesus called them all to a last 
meal. But it was to be a great surprise to them. Accordingly it was a meal that he 
did not allow them to “prepare.” He himself made sure that the table was laid in 
a particular way: and the echoes of how peculiar that struck the disciples remain 
in our text down the ages: it is the story of how they found the Last Supper room 
“furnished with couches already prepared.”54 This layout of the Last Meal was 
designed to shock the apostolic band back into communion, by juxtaposing in the 
shared fellowship of eating, seriously fractured loyalties. It failed in its task -  as we 
famously know.

When Judas was offered the piece of bread from the hand of his teacher, he 
found it to be the end of the road. He took it. He obviously could not stomach it.
55 He went out instead and delivered to the High Priest’s police force the address 
in Bethany where they were all planning to stay later that night. This notorious

54 Mk. 14. 12-16. The confusion over how the room was already prepared -  by Jesus seem- 
ingly acting behind their backs, the details o f the enigmatic sign that they had to follow ( a man with 
a jar on his head), and the parallel synoptic texts that seem to worry over the detail that the room
is prepared already and then the disciples somehow or other also “make it ready,” for me illustrates 
that the “setting up” of the last meal was something unusual even for the disciples who had”‘played 
this trick o f the meal” (rearranging the seating so that it put together people in conflict) many times 
before, and now were finding it being played out on them -  and for the same reasons -  to bring a 
situation of reconciliation to a head.
55 See especially Jn. 13. 21-30 which most clearly conveys the sense o f enigma prevalent at 
this meal that something “odd” had happened in this transaction of food transference between Jesus 
and Judas -  something that became clear to them only later — when they realized he had refused 
reconciliation in preference to betraying the headquarters o f the movement. The disciples took a long 
while to realize what had happened in this brief moment: including their puzzlement as to why Jesus
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betrayal56 of Jesus was not apparent to all around the table that night, but Jesus 
knew it clearly enough, from the vivid sign that Judas would not return to him 
any of the bread he so pointedly handed to him. After knowing that Judas had 
definitively left him, and knowing before the others did what this really meant, 
Jesus’ sense of the joyous meal shifted significantly to become an awareness that 
this may well be his Last Meal as Magistros among his Mathetai\ and quite possibly 
(depending on his choice to turn right at the Gethsemane crossroads -  that is to 
Bethany, or left, that is to the freedom of the Judaean desert) his last meal on earth. 
His agonized search for the will of God, soon after in the garden, in relation to 
that deep question, used up his remaining time in prayer. His choice not to leave 
the crossroads until he had spiritually resolved the matter, amounted in the end (if 
he was now to rescue his disciples from potential arrest and torture) to a necessary 
self-giving of himself into custody; a move which clearly surprised Caiaphas’ police 
as much as it alarmed the hastily roused disciples. They, of course, had eaten and 
drunk deeply in their earlier celebrations. They had little energy or clarity, and 
even less understanding of the pressing crisis of such a small act as had transpired 
between Jesus and Judas, hours before. They had quite probably forgotten it, and 
failed to observe Judas’ absence. But Jesus knew in the instant why Judas had left 
the room in mid meal. He knew in the failed passing of the bread, that the chance 
of reconciliation had been lost, and consequently that not only was Bethany no 
longer a “safe house,” but that his entire movement was now at risk.

His decision to go out and meet the arresting party head on is clearly the 
reason why not one of the other followers was arrested and executed along with 
him. Here is the seed of sacrificial altruism which was to flower in the theologia 
crucis. The significance of all this deep “passion theology” would soon enough burst 
like a late arriving comet over the minds of the disciples in the aftermath of the 
terrible events of Jesus’ trial and death. And it was then re-invested back into the 
“Last Supper” ritual by the Church. In this light, the final meal takes on new deep 
symbolisms of atonement. In the transmitted liturgy of the Eucharist, the words 
of institution were most anciently introduced with this very phrase: “On the night 
on which he was handed over,57 or rather handed himself over for the life of the

that night took so long in Gethsemane (a crossroads o f two highways out o f Jerusalem, to safety, as 
well as the road back to Bethany village).
56 The betrayal clearly consisted in handing over the address in that village outside the city 
walls where Jesus and the disciples would be suitably and deeply asleep later in the early hours o f that 
morning, and ready to be arrested — a procedure of the secret police of all ages. This also explains why 
Caiaphas’ police force marched down the Kidron valley with lanterns and making noise, because they 
thought they still had three miles to go before they needed to creep up quietly on Jesus’ lodgings. 
When Jesus asked his disciples in Gethsemane to “keep watch” he did not merely mean to share his 
prayers, he wanted them from the vantage point o f the Garden of Gethsemane, which was also his po- 
tendal escape route out of Jerusalem, to keep a lookout down towards the tombs of the prophets, since 
that was the only way out o f  the walled city late at night, if  any group was coming from Caiaphas’ 
house. When he discovered they had all fallen asleep, so he alone heard the police coming, he walked 
out to engage them in loud conversation (thereby ensuring his followers had time to escape). His 
deliberate initiation of the final events that lead inexorably to his death, was motivated by his care for 
the safety o f his followers who had let him down.
57 Paredidoto — the word for betrayal as well as tradition.
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world, he took bread ”58 From that time to this the Final Meal has been shaded
and given depth of perspective by the Cross. But this shadowing does not remove 
or block out the equally primal theological symbolism Jesus invested in his sign of 
the meal: namely that the sitting down together in festive eating was a courageous 
invocation of the Kingdom wedding feast of God s victory.

It is understandable, of course, that from the latter part of that Last Meal 
onwards, Jesus’ sensibility turned more and more away from the sign of the feast 
of joy, and towards the sadness involved in failed communion and reconciliation 
refused. But even when the fraction of bread no longer evoked strength but simply 
brokenness, and the wine s redness no longer evoked gladness of heart, but a bloody 
end, he still could not stop himself from acting as their teacher. Because when, 
pressed down by this imminent sense of doom, he called on his remaining friends 
that night to celebrate even such a meal in order to remember him, he was, in effect, 
asking them to celebrate him theologically in the most typical and religious attitude 
he had adopted throughout the prophetic ministry he had freely accepted from 
God. Fie was asking them to commemorate him eating and drinking to celebrate 
the return of God to Israel in living experience; and never to forget his unfailing 
belief in the free and prodigal mercy bestowed on sinners in that very experience of 
God s return. He was asking them to remember him at his greatest, at the apex of his 
ministry’s prophetic sign of the feast; and thus to synopsize his torah not solely in his 
present sorrow, but even in the fullness of his joy when he so confidently had shared 
with them his insight into the very nature and action of God. In short, he was 
asking them to remember, in his specific “sign of the meal,” the very present reality 
of what he had meant about entering into the joy of the Kingdom.

58 Liturgy of St. John Chrysostom, Prayer of the Anaphora.
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Honoring Compost
G r o v e  H a r r i s

Our planet is in immediate crisis, with grave concern about feeding the 
global population. The over-reaching impacts of the industrial agricultural com- 
plex are leading many to question what they are eating, the quality of food, and 
how they will continue to eat in uncertain times. People of faith, food justice advo- 
cates, economists, and scientists are sharing time and talents to address the vulner- 
abilities of our fragile food systems. Given that religious traditions have honored 
food and fostered right relationships to food for thousands of years, different faith 
traditions have much to contribute to rebalancing our food systems.

Set in this context of urgency, of religious values and diversity, and 
multiple avenues for constructive change, this essay will focus on one aspect of the 
food chain: that of composting. Exploring this less popular phase of the life cycle, 
between death and rebirth, is of incredibly rich value particularly in these times 
when we must shift paradigms and realign with nature on many levels. I will do 
this in both pragmatic and spiritual veins, which I see as inter-related.

An overview is in order. In my work with the Interfaith Consortium for 
Ecological Civilization (ICEC), I consider the ethical issues surrounding food 
justice as well as available religious resources and existing applied, concrete solu- 
tions. I am informed by activists and educators across the world. Vandana Shiva’s 
project on Seed Freedom reports on the state of seed domination by corporate 
interests and the devastation this is causing. Frances Moore Lappe’s recent article1 
in Yes! Magazine tells the story of how some Indian villagers are ending hunger 
by saving their own seeds, and by cultivating their own knowledge of which seeds 
are more resilient and appropriate for particular changes in conditions. A recent 
Utne Reader article, “Nine Meals Away from Anarchy,”2 reminds readers that 
food insecurity is worldwide, including in the developed West that relies on a 
global industrial food system and the fossil fuel that undergirds it. The problems 
are huge, and the solutions need nurturing on local, systemic, ideological, and 
theological levels.

The relationship of food and faiths is diverse and profound. Meals prepared 
in sacramental ways are part of many religious traditions. Buddhist religious lead- 
er Thich Nhat Hanh has published a book called Savor: Mindful Eating, Mindful

1 Frances Moore Lappe, “What India Taught Me About how to End Hunger,“ in Yes! Maga- 
zine posted January 25, 2013, accessed May 2, 2013, http://www.yesmagazine.org/planet/ending־ 
hunger־how־communities־are־taking־life־into־their־own־hands.
2 Wayne Roberts, “Nine Meals Away from Anarchy,” Utne Reader accessed May 
2, 2013, http://www.utne.com/environment/nine־meals־away־from־anarchy־zm0zl3jfzros. 
aspx#ixzz2KBIMktEi.
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Life^ that teaches mindfulness in nourishing our bodies. Sikh and Jain religious 
teachings lead followers to eat vegetarian diets. Muslims and Jews follow dietary 
guidelines including ritually slaughtered meats. Christians celebrate communion 
with bread and wine. Pagans feast on seasonal foods.

At the 2012 annual meeting of the North American Interfaith Network 
in Atlanta, Georgia, a Black Baptist minister shared that issues around food are 
so crucial in his community that he has shifted the focus of his ministry from 
racial justice to environmental justice (including composting). Also in Atlanta, a 
large food pantry works to end both hunger and food waste by distributing huge 
volumes of food through local churches. Religious communities often have the 
infrastructure to support changes in the food system, whether through setting up 
gardens on church property or distribution networks for food donations to those 
in need.

GreenFaith, one of the partners in ICEC, mobilizes people of faith to 
environmental leadership, drawing on strengths from diverse religious traditions. 
GreenFaith s website offers food related resources, including a sustainable food 
guide called “Repairing Eden,” a new “Food Audit” tool, and encouragement to 
start gardens and link local gardeners to church food pantries. In a recent Face- 
book posting, GreenFaith shared this Sikh blessing from EcoSikh.org that con- 
flates literal food and spiritual values, allowing for complexity of types of nurtur־ 
ance, and parallels between them:

“.. .Please bless me with the rice of truth and self-restraint, 
the wheat of compassion, and the leaf-plate of meditation. Bless me 
with the milk of good karma, and the clarified butter, the ghee, of 
compassion. Such are the gifts I beg of You, Lord...” 4

It is clear that food systems are in need of our attention and that religious tradi- 
tions can be natural leaders in the movement to bring about more balanced and 
just food systems. And these systems must be complete and sustainable systems, 
which imply that composting must be valued as well as the fruiting and harvesting 
phases of the agrarian cycle.

I turn now to contemporary Pagan religion for insights on this valuation 
of the full life cycle. Pagans draw inspiration from many sources including Greek 
mythology, in which Demeter is the goddess of grain, the harvest, and fertility.
Her powers extend to include the full cycle of life, death, and rebirth. The fol- 
lowing chant, written by Starhawk and used by the Reclaiming tradition in their 
annual Samhain (Halloween) spiral dance, offers insight into nature, food and the 
divine. Imagine this song, sung by multiple voices, each verbalizing the “I,” so 
that many human voices sing as the goddess. This auditory experience brings up 
the multiplicity of participation in the divine, and the words express both Deme- 
ters generosity as divine source of fruit and grain and Her inter-relatedness with 
humans. I foreshadow the final lines, “All that I am, I am in you. All that I am

3 Thich Nhat Hanh and Lilian Cheung, Savor: M indful Eating, Mindful Life (New York: 
Harper Collins, 2010).
4 EcoSikh, “Inspiration,” accessed May 9, 2013, http://www.ecosikh.org/inspiration/.
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3 Thich Nhat Hanh and Lilian Cheung, Savor: Mindful Eating, Mindful Life (New York: 
Harper Collins, 2010). 
4 EcoSikh, "Inspiration," accessed May 9, 2013, http://www.ecosikh.org/inspiration/. 
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depends on you.” which I understand theologically as a simultaneous duet between 
each individual and the goddess, each one expressing mutual dependence.

Demeter’s Song

I am the Wealthy One 
I am the Wealthy One 
All that I have I give to you

Blossom and bud
The leaf and the promise of fruit to come
The corn and the wheat
The grass and the earth beneath your feet

I am the Wealthy One 
I am the Wealthy One 
All that you have I give to you

Rhythm and form
The lover s smile and the workers arm 
Your blood and your breath 
Pleasure and sorrow 
Birth and death

I am the Wealthy One 
I am the Wealthy One 
All that I am I am in you

The change that frees
The heart that cries and the hand that heals
The eye that sees true
The power to destroy and to renew.

I am the Wealthy One 
I am the Wealthy One 
All that I am I am in you.
All that I am depends on you.5

©1979 Starhawk Reprinted by permission.

5 Starhawk, “Demeter’s Song,” Let It Begin Now: Music from the Spiral Dance, transcribed
by Grove Harris, (Forestville, CA: Serpentine Music Productions, 1992). ©1979 Starhawk. Reprinted 
by permission.
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This chant offers a vision of profound wealth found not in financial resourc- 
es, but in nature, the gift of embodied life, and in relationship with the divine. 
Theologically, the chant teaches that the cycles of life impact everyone and we are 
all intimately connected through blood and breath to the divine. The Goddess is 
the source of all, and gifts us with nourishment, agency, love, the ability to heal, 
and more. She depends on the “you” of the chant; there is a mutuality of this 
dependence between individuals and the divine. It is a model of shared power that 
includes the power to destroy and to renew. We humans have these powers and 
what we do with them will impact the Goddess Herself. The powers of destruc- 
tion and renewal include the mystery and miracle of death and rebirth, of winter 
coming into spring, as well as the less dramatic process of composting which feeds 
new life.

I have been exploring composting as a spiritual and concrete practice 
for more than two decades. In terms of reducing food waste, composting is very 
significant because it reduces the amount of methane produced in the anaerobic 
conditions of landfills, and it returns valuable nutrients to the local setting. It is 
a recommended step in the United Nations Environmental Program and their 
partners> new “Think.Eat.Save. Reduce Your Footprint” initiative, which aims to 
reduce food waste on a large scale. The science of composting doesn’t demystify 
the beauty of its natural processes. On the contrary, it enhances that awe and won- 
der that one can feel for elegant ecosystems. In addition, science offers an impor- 
tant way to better understand the natural world, to appreciate natural patterns and 
beauty, and our own participation in them. There are many good online sources 
for information about composting. The City of Cambridge, Massachusetts’ De- 
partment of Public Works webpage suggests:

Composting is Nature’s way of recycling and is one of the 
best things you can do to reduce waste and grow healthy and 
sustainable garden or houseplants. Under controlled conditions, or- 
ganic material decomposes and is transformed by critters in the soil 
such as bacteria, insects, earthworms and fungi that recycle nitro- 
gen, potash, phosphorus, and other plant nutrients into humus...

Composting outdoors is easy. All you need is a bin, organic 
waste, air, moisture, and a shovel or other turning tool! Mix and 
layer brown and green materials, keep it damp and aerated. For 
faster decomposition chop materials into small pieces, aerate the 
pile frequently, add more greens — specifically fresh grass clippings.
If you mix the pile once a week, the compost should be ready in 1-2 
months.6

“Browns” include leaves, pine needles, shredded newspaper, paper towels and 
other dry carbon sources. “Greens” include grass clippings, fruit and vegetable 
scraps, coffee grounds and filters, seaweed, manure, and other nitrogen sources. 
Don’t include any meat or dairy, or anything chemically treated or pesticide laden.

6 City o f Cambridge,“Composting.” Cambridge Department o f Public Works. Accessed
online March 3, 2013. http://www.cambridgema.gov/theworks/ourservices/recyclingandtrash/ 
aboutrecycling/Composting.aspx.
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A large plastic compost bin can be useful in urban settings, and will deter rodents. 
Let the science experiment begin.

The combination of scientific and spiritual approaches is a very fertile 
one. The practice of composting can offer a deep contemplative experience. I went 
public with my passion for composting in a sermon I delivered at Harvard’s Me- 
morial Church for the spring equinox in 2001. It is slightly revised here:

Romans 12:2 And be not conformed to this world: but be ye 
transformed by the renewing of your mind, that ye may prove what 
is that good, and acceptable, and perfect, will of God.

The wheel of the year turns through the cycle of seasons, 
through an agricultural cycle that includes birth, growth, harvest, 
death, and rebirth. The wheel of life follows a similar pattern; each 
of us is born, comes of age, comes into maturity, hopefully comes 
into wisdom, and faces death. And the wheel turns again. Death 
leads to rebirth and in this area of darkness lies profound mystery.

To quote a popular song, “Every new beginning comes from 
some other beginnings end.”7 Nothing is wasted. Every effort, even 
every failure or missed opportunity can be useful. Everything can 
help generate the richness that supports new life. The phrase, “it 
takes a lot of manure to grow a rose” is quite literal. On the most 
concrete and practical level, what I am talking about is composting. 
There is something divine about compost.

The Basic Recipe: is 1 part kitchen waste and 1 part yard 
waste, seasoned with sun, water and air. If you want to you can 
layer it, turn it, obsess about it, build it up for a high heat, inject it 
with enzymes, chop everything up really small, take its tempera- 
ture, or you can just dump it together and relax. It really is a natu- 
ral process. For myself, I accept long, slow compost: some kinds of 
transformation take time.

For years now I have stirred dark, rich compost—the best 
product of my urban gardening. Because my neighbors and I add 
far more fruit and vegetable clippings than yard waste, the pile 
tends to be juicy and luscious. The worms have moved in for good, 
and the final product is moist, rich, and black. And it has incred- 
ible power to heal and transform compacted urban soil. One layer 
of compost on top and the rainwaters are held; the nutrients trickle 
down to feed the earth. In the New England winter, the compost 
is mostly frozen, with the recent additions piled on top. As the 
weather warms, it will thaw and begin its magical work. I will give 
it a stir.

The compost is a cauldron, a container for earth, air, fire, and 
water; it is a place of transformation. No matter what I put in there

Semisonic, “Closing Time,” Feeling Strangely Fine, MCA, 1998.7
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7 Semisonic, "Closing Time," Feeling Strangely Fine, MCA, 1998. 
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-  from banana peels8 to wilted lettuce and moldering fruit -  the 
pile, with its heat in the middle and its resident worms, transforms 
the stuff of waste and endings into the dark potential that supports 
new beginnings. Maybe the bucketful that comes from the kitchen 
has already started to ripen; maybe molds of various colors are 
making progress. My task is to let go of what is no longer useful 
to me, to surrender it to this natural process. There is no throwing 
anything away. There is no such thing as throwing anything away.
There is only attention and choice about where to put our garbage, 
and we can put it where it serves new life.

I stir in the new contributions to the compost, and ponder. How can such 
absolute garbage be transformed into black gold? What goes on in the depths of 
this dark and teeming pile? What else can I offer? What about tired old ideas and 
feelings? They too can be released and transformed. Sometimes I think about stir- 
ring regrets and fears right into that pile. And I gain faith in the Goddess’s plans 
for me. If the molding orange that I have just dumped in is going to be trans- 
formed into renewed life, then surely every aspect of my experience can be so used. 
Nothing is wasted. Whatever I can let go of can be reused by the universe, often 
in ways totally unpredictable by me. This poem by Amy Schützer offers further 
reflections on composting:

What to do on Spring Equinox

Compost this poem:
Take out all the words that remind you of winter,
Words that slip frozen into the heart,
Bare limbs of words that stick into the sky and shake.
Prune out dead wood;
Rough ragged never gonna fruit.
Done is done.
Pay attention to what is here,
Not what isn’t.
Send your roots into another row or field or bed.
Mow. Rake up all the grass.
Layer, as if you’re expecting hail or a deep frost;
The end of winter is always unpredictable.
Add manure, plenty of manure
And call in the flies, the dung beetles, the worms.
Soon, they’ll be heat. Steam.
The pile will soften, break down, give in, let go.

8 I now only include organic banana peels in my compost; non-organic peels contain too
many pesticides.
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Compost winter into spring,
Take off those old clothes youVe been wearing,
The despair like a hat on your head,
Dig into the pile,
Into the heat and the heart of what matters.
Plant your garden and remember, each year,
Everything will be different,
Compost what you can.

©2000 Amy Schützer Reprinted by permission.

I pray:
By the earth that is her body, by the air that is her breath, by the 
fire of her bright spirit and the living waters of her womb, may we 
embrace the light and the dark, place our trust in renewal, and act 
in support of the cycles of nature. Blessed be.

IVe continued my explorations of composting, branching out from the 
compost at my apartment building to the compost at my local community garden 
(a three-bin system built out of wooden planks). Here I learned more about the 
challenges of people recklessly dumping all the tough stems of their tomato plants- 
-which take a long, long time to break down—into the bin. More education and 
attention is needed. A compost bin is not a place for indiscriminant dumping. It 
is a place of alchemy, a place to enjoy the power of nature to transform. Its better 
used as a site for intentional mixing of greens and browns, with attention to the 
scale and timeframe.

Recently, I worked at Pure Joy Farm in North Truro, Massachusetts, 
where the composting is done on a fairly large scale, using a small tractor to turn 
the piles. Coffee grounds were trucked in from a local coffee shop in large quan- 
tity and wheelbarrows full of garden debris were added. On the farm, the relatively 
small amount of vegetable waste from food preparation was simply tossed back 
into the woods. A pure pleasure: preparing food grown on the farm, and tossing 
the carrot tops over my shoulder back into the woods, where decomposition would 
take its own course amidst the leaves and undergrowth.

Working on the farm offered many pleasures, including experiences of 
intimacy with nature and with other people. I enjoyed meaningful intergenera- 
tional conversations while weeding or picking harmful insects off of the squash or 
tomato plants. I ate tomatoes, strawberries and watermelon right off the vine and 
warm from the sun, and shared meals on the same land with the people who grew 
the food. This experience offered new perspectives on communion and commu- 
nity, on belonging with other people, to the land, and to the divine. I raised my 
standards for eating: farm fresh eggs are categorically different from tired industri­
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ally produced and shipped eggs. The yolks are richer in color, and stand up in the 
frying pan. They embody life force on many levels.

Compost also embodies life force in its decay into a source of rich nour- 
ishment. While some people appreciate that rich luxuriousness of good compost, 
many folks feel revulsion towards composting, envisioning stink and rot and rats. 
Sometimes revulsion is based on experience, and other times its based solely on 
culturally transmitted ideas, and it can be a major obstacle. IVe heard it described 
as the “Ick Factor” in my work at the United Nations, indicating an area where 
change is highly unlikely due to wide spread public resistance. We need to exam- 
ine our revulsions, and explore their enculturation. Our strong socialized responses 
are complex, and may be self-protective, but they are not necessarily “true” and 
they are obstacles to adapting our behaviors. Detachment from what feels like 
instinctive truth can let us explore new perspectives and possibilities. Our future 
depends on unlearning some “instincts” so that we can behave in more ecological 
accord with nature.

I confronted my own instincts at a fancy New York City reception for a 
progressive environmental initiative where high-end hot hors d oeuvres included 
sautéed larvae and beetles (yes, insects) cooked in butter and wine, served on 
crackers. Insects are eaten in many parts of the world, and may become more im- 
portant in the future as an ecologically sustainable source of protein. Many viewed 
the opulence and enjoyed the controversy, but far fewer actually ate the bugs. The 
reception hosts intentionally confronted the “Ick Factor” as part of their work for 
social change. We desperately need such challenges to cultural norms and confron- 
rations with new possibilities. I explored my own revulsion, including the physical 
sensation of nausea, pushing myself to explore new terrain at least for a moment.

The experience of reconsidering assumptions and exploring revulsions 
can free up the energies needed to make personal and systemic changes. So 
much energy is tied up in shame-bound systems, in concern over status, position, 
privilege, individual safety, and social norms that do not support collective action. 
How much revulsion do we never even talk about collectively? Social norms can 
be so powerful and considered so inherently true that we fail to reconsider habitual 
actions, particularly in the realms of waste. Why must we all obey the social norm 
of flushing every toilet every time, instead of pursuing a more ecologically gentle 
“if it’s yellow, let it mellow” philosophy? Why is it “disgusting” to add pee to pre- 
existing pee (which is sterile), and preferable to pollute drinkable water for each 
addition? Can that reaction be unpacked? Will we rely on educating the next gen- 
eration into different behavior? Starting when? Taking responsibility for how we 
deal with our waste is crucial right now, and actually getting involved in practices 
such as composting can help us sort out our aversions and reconnect with nature.9

Grounded, experiential engagement is important in order to bring us 
back into our bodies, to awaken sensory experience, to put us in touch with what 
sustains us. Learning about the full life cycle, the cradle-to-cradle cycle, through

9 I suspect our cultural aversion to confronting the scientific realities o f death leads us to an
aversion to composting. We prefer the power o f the illusion that we can throw things away.
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actions, particularly in the realms of waste. Why must we all obey the social norm 
of flushing every toilet every time, instead of pursuing a more ecologically gentle 
"if it's yellow, let it mellow" philosophy? Why is it "disgusting" to add pee to pre­
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eration into different behavior? Starting when? Taking responsibility for how we 
deal with our waste is crucial right now, and actually getting involved in practices 
such as composting can help us sort out our aversions and reconnect with nature. 9 
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9 I suspect our cultural aversion to confronting the scientific realities of death leads us to an 
aversion to composting. We prefer the power of the illusion that we can throw things away. 
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exploring the realm between death and rebirth, may help us configure a new 
abundance. Compost itself can be seen as offering wealth, through its ability to 
nourish new life.

I wonder whether I will be accused of romanticizing composting. The real־ 
ity of it is that I stick my pitchfork in and may find an anaerobic pocket that needs 
air, and stinks in the moment. I am looking directly at what is considered waste, 
debris, detritus, and have received great gifts from this willingness to look rather 
than look away. Looking at what might be called a “darker side” of nature, not 
a majestic view or delicate flower, but the area between death and rebirth, which 
many consider the hardest part of life to accept, is a very rich experience. Many 
farmers and gardeners appreciate the richness— Demeters “wealth” —that good 
compost offers. A friend of mine has teased me that my epitaph should read, 
“made good compost.”101 don’t protect my individuality by separating myself from 
nature; instead I enrich myself by fuller understanding of my profound partici- 
pation in life. A communion with the entire community of life is possible, as is 
participating in the divine. I sing with Demeter: “I am the Wealthy One. All that I 
am I am in you. All that I am depends on you.”

Looking closely at the death to rebirth aspects of life is crucial to re-ori- 
enting to a more ecological civilization. I am not alone in this thinking. Cradle to 
Cradle: Remaking the Way we Make Things by William McDonough and Michael 
Braungart11 offers a practical design process and hope for transforming manu- 
facturing and other social systems, including a certification process. It includes 
looking at exactly this “composting” part of the life cycle of manufactured goods 
and going back to the design phase to use only materials that will be able to be 
efficiently reused when the goods no longer serve. That reuse might include com- 
posting, but it also might lead to upcycling into new products. Cradle־to־Cradle is 
now a certification process that encourages transformation of multiple industries 
and gives credentials to those businesses that are taking responsibility for the entire 
life cycle, not merely birth to death.

We seem to lack the ability to directly acknowledge the role of death 
in renewed life, which I see as a lack of humility. In Cynthia Peabody’s recent 
article “The Humble Heart,”12 she offers a definition of humility in the context of 
the “new” story of the cosmos, which reflects a shift away from common under- 
standings of humility as self-abnegation or submissiveness. The word humility is 
literally rooted in soil, coming from humus and an earlier root meaning “earth.” I 
argue that understanding our intimate connection to compost is an important part 
of belonging in the universe and understanding our interconnectedness with all of 
life. Peabody’s insight that, “humility locates the human identity within dynamic 
systems” includes the natural phenomenon of decomposition and the reuse of car-

10 An analysis o f the ecological issues in human burial is beyond the scope of this paper, but 
is a potent area for study and reflection.
11 William McDonough and Michael Braungart, Cradle to Cradle: Remaking the Way We 
Make Things (New York: North Point Press, 2002).
12 Cynthia Reville Peabody, “The Humble Heart” Union Seminary Quarterly Review 63:1-2 
(April 2011): 187-97. Accessed online: http://usqr.utsnyc.edu/?article=the־humble־heart.
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bon and nitrogen in new life. Humility and composting can involve contact with 
the energies of the divine, barkening back to Demeters Song.

Composting is a valuable experiential way to connect with the possibili- 
ties of healthful radical transformation. It can be a source of great hope in this 
time of urgent need for major systemic changes. Composting teaches that just 
about everything is useful, that everything and everyone belongs in the larger 
whole even as everything changes. Nothing is disposable, and new life can be 
nourished by the disintegration of older systems. Individualism that breeds isola- 
tion and fear can shift as we perceive our participation, with each other, in the 
cycles of the natural world. We can nourish the earth with compost, and nourish 
ourselves with real food, deeper human connections, and with engagement in the 
full cycle of life. We can choose lives vibrant with the wealth of Demeters gifts. 
We can use our hands to heal and train our eyes to see true. The question is how 
will we wield our “power to destroy and to renew” as we confront the damage 
wrought by the industrial food complex, reconfigure our relationship with nature, 
and reclaim our food system.
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The Moral Vision of Land
E l l e n  F. D a v is

I have been asked to speak about the things that have contributed most to 
my intellectual formation and moral vision as a biblical scholar who works on agri־־ 
culture. I hope that these comments on my own formation may be of help to those 
(perhaps most) of you who have some responsibility for the formation of minds, 
young and not so young. I here offer a selective list of five or six formational ele- 
ments, for the most part in chronological order.

First, I was so fortunate as to grow up in a beautiful place: the San Fran- 
cisco Bay Area, less urbanized and suburbanized in the mid-twentieth century 
than it now is -  and further, I was fortunate to know from childhood that being 
in that place was a blessing. As I grew older, I realized that it is a fragile place, and 
that was a formative recognition. Through young adulthood, I was outdoors and 
barefoot a lot, looking out and around. In terms of the development of moral vi- 
sion in a young mind, the difference between looking out and around and looking 
at a screen should not be minimized.

Second, I was fortunate to have a good general education. For what is now 
the first half of my life, I studied and read broadly, in literature, theology, health 
and nutrition, and a little science. I did not even think of doing a Ph.D. until I was 
past 30, and I now see this as a good thing. There are advantages for a scholar in 
not acquiring specialized knowledge too early. That slow start gave me a chance 
to get grounded, to get a sense of reality, to begin to see how one thing relates 
to another. There may be some distant parallel here to the practice in traditional 
Judaism of prohibiting certain kinds of mystical study and experience (Merkabah 
mysticism) to those under the age of thirty. It is dangerous, for an individual and 
even perhaps for the world, for those who do research to go too deep too early; first 
we need to learn how to value knowledge and experience rightly.

In fact, even in my chosen discipline of biblical studies, I resist over- 
specialization. When I decided to do a doctorate, I knew from the outset that I 
wanted to cross disciplinary lines, to ask questions that are on the whole not the 
technical ones that then largely occupied the scholarly guild. Rather, I wanted to 
ask questions about how the Bible is used and how it might influence the moral 
vision of faith communities in positive ways. As a young faculty member at Union 
(1987-89), I recall hearing a lecture given by Cornel West here in James Chapel, 
about “the social responsibility of the Christian intellectual.” That gave me some 
direction, a label for a certain kind of scholarship that appealed to me, although it 
was some years before I realized that I myself am called to work on urgent public 
issues, such as wisdom and justice in our food system, and interfaith relations.

A third source of moral vision for me is women living in religious commu- 
nity; nuns are for me a reservoir of spiritual power and deep sanity. They help me 
value things rightly, precisely because they are so deeply counter-cultural (although
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a healthy religious community is not counter-cultural in a self-conscious way). They 
do not blow with the wind of the moment, and their stability enables them and 
others to keep things in perspective. During my two years at Union I began every 
day in liturgy with the Sisters of the Community of the Holy Spirit, then on 113th 
Street. Their vocation to prayer supports and in some ways parallels my academic 
vocation, to this day. Perhaps it is not sheer coincidence that the Communitys 
primary apostolate is now running Bluestone Farm, upstate in Brewster.

Now we have come to sources of moral vision specifically with respect to 
food and land issues, and my fourth source of inspiration. In this area the chief 
one is the new agrarian writers. I would name especially farmer and plant ge- 
neticist Wes Jackson, founder and director of the Land Institute in Salina, Kansas, 
along with Wendell Berry and my Duke colleague Norman Wirzba. Over twenty 
years ago, when I had just begun teaching a seminar on a biblical theology of land, 
I made a visit to the Land Institute, where Wes and other scientists are working on 
developing Natural Systems Agriculture, “agriculture that works like an ecosys- 
tern” -  in their particular location, like the ecosystem of the tall-grass prairie. Wes 
asked me a question that surprised me at the time but has guided very much of my 
thinking in the years since: “Why does the Bible always get it right about land?” I 
did not know enough about agriculture to know that the Bible does get it right -  
much less did I know the answer, but that got me started.

I now have a clue about the answer: The uplands of Canaan, where the 
Israelites settled at the end of the Bronze Age, constitute an extremely varied and 
fragile ecological niche, marginal for farming, and certainly with no margin for 
careless farming. But if that region is also one of the cradles of dry-land agricul- 
ture, that is because it is a region naturally rich in plant biodiversity, and especially 
in plants nutritious for humans. It is what biologists call one of the “hot spots” 
of the planet. Accordingly, the first chapter of the Bible is all about biodiversity, 
plants “seeding seed according to their kind”; the word “seed” {zero) occurs, as 
both a noun and a verb, ten times in that first chapter -  with greater density than 
anywhere else in the Bible. It is a picture of the creation of what we would now call 
food chains, the God-given sufficiency of food for all creatures.

As a result of the variability and fragility of their land, as well as the small 
territory they held, the Israelites -  and, it seems, the biblical writers themselves -  
were not just farmers; they were true agrarians. Wendell Berry comments that in 
order to be an agrarian, one needs to know what it is to have just a little land. I 
would add that one must also imagine what it would be for that precious land to 
lose its fertility. The Israelites could imagine that, and so the Bible charts a way 
of living on the land with vigilance and gratitude -  and that might be one good 
working definition of what it is to live in this world in a state of grace.

Learning to think with these agrarian friends is making me a better reader 
of the Bible (or so I fancy), and so I turn to my fifth source of moral vision, the 
Bible. I will conclude these remarks by focusing on one biblical poem, the picture 
of the “valorous woman” in Proverbs 31:10-31. (She most certainly is not to be 
treated merely as “a capable wife,” as the NRSV translation renders the open- 
ing words.) This is the clearest biblical statement about the ordinary work of an
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ordinary person (i.e., not Jesus, nor Moses); the woman of valor is a highly skilled 
manager of a small and prosperous family farm. Her portrait stands as the last 
thing in the book of Proverbs, the core of Israelite wisdom literature, because she is 
the human instantiation of wisdom. This is what wisdom looks like on the ground 
(the translation is my own):

A valorous woman—who can find?
Her price is higher than corals.
Her husband s heart is secure with her, 
and he does not lack “booty.”
She renders him good and not evil 
all the days of her life.
She searches out wool and flax 
and works with eager hands.
She is like a traders fleet; 
from afar she brings her food.
She rises while it is still night
and provides “prey” to her household and “statutes” to her 

young women.
She plans a field and takes it;
by the fruit of her palms she plants a vineyard.
She girds her loins with strength 
and makes firm her arms.
She judges that her trading is good,
and [so] her lamp is not extinguished at night.
Her hands she reaches out with the spindle, 
and her palms hold the spinning whorl.
Her palm she spreads out to the poor, 
and her hands she reaches out to the needy.

[And her family says...]
“Celebrate her for the fruit of her hands; 
and let her works praise her in the gates.”

I draw this to your attention, as I have done with my students over the years, 
because I think this valorous woman should be a source of inspiration and moral 
vision for us, and also because teaching this poem over the years has become for 
me a sort of index of growing hope. I want to contrast two experiences I have had 
with this text, some 20 years and 9,000 miles apart.

New Haven, 1990:1 asked my students at a university divin- 
ity school what they thought of this poem, and my question was 
met with uncharacteristic silence. Finally someone in the room had 
the courage to say, “This is not the woman we have been taught to 
admire!” It was a clarifying moment, for this is the most admiring 
biblical portrait of any ordinary person; some of the language used 
to describe her is used elsewhere to describe God or the glorious
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city of Jerusalem. Her family calls for public praise of her work -  
“Let her work praise her in the gates” -  because, through the way 
she runs a productive household (which in Israel meant people plus 
land plus animals), she made life work for others, both family and 
community. If we do not see why such work is admirable, then 
that is because of the drastic difference between the economic 
system the biblical poet envisions and our own: our homes, even 
our communities, are for the most part purely loci of consumption, 
not production. From a biblical perspective at least, that shift away 
from productive households has skewed our value system.

Malakal, (South) Sudan, 2011: Each year I travel to what 
is now South Sudan to study Bible with church leaders, lay and 
ordained, men and women. Last spring, when we read this passage,
I asked them to tell me about whether they knew such “valorous 
women” in their own community. And of course they all did: their 
mothers, their sisters, themselves. Someone pointed to Mary, an 
army officer and farmer who through the terrible war years fed the 
clergy and the poorest in the church from her sorghum field; “If it 
had not been for her,” he said, “many of us would not have eaten.”
And feeding them required that she show her valor regularly in 
protecting the crop against the soldiers from the Sudanese Peoples’ 
Liberation Army, who would have commandeered it at gunpoint.
Mary was able to resist them only because she outranked them.

The Sudanese Christians with whom I work teach me to read the Bible more 
accurately and to value things rightly because they are agrarians, living on a fragile 
land, and they understand instinctively the economic values that undergird the 
biblical texts. But part of what makes me hopeful at this point in my teaching is 
that my North American students are no longer silent with respect to this poem of 
the valorous woman. That is because they are beginning to value things different- 
ly; some of them are farmers, or they have friends who are farmers. They pay more 
attention to land; they value the skill and knowledge that is able to produce food 
and fiber in non-destructive ways. Thus they are in a better position to see this 
woman as sages of Proverbs intend us to see her: as someone we should want to be 
like, the instantiation of Woman Wisdom. In the language of our own culture, 
she represents what Vandana Shiva says about agriculture: “Agriculture based on 
diversity, decentralization, and improved small farm productivity through ecologi- 
cal methods is a woman-centered, nature-friendly agriculture.”1

1 Vandana Shiva, “Globalization and the War against the Farmers and the Land,” in Norman
Wirzba, ed., The Essential Agrarian Reader (Lexington: University Press o f Kentucky, 2003), 122.
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Vandana Shiva, "Globalization and the War against the Farmers and the Land,"in Norman 
Wirzba, ed., 1he Essential Agrarian Reader (Lexington: University Press of Kentucky, 2003), 122. 
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The future of Church of the Pilgrims (PCUSA) does not depend on our 
mastery of church management or membership growth analysis. Our future as 
a congregation doesnT rest in our ability to pull off majestic capital campaigns.
The future of Church of the Pilgrims, as a Christian congregation, rests upon our 
relationship with soil. Because it is through the organics of the soil that weve 
been able to experience composting as an act of resurrection, growing as an act of 
revolution, and liturgy as an act of remembrance and transformation.1 This article 
will explore some of the ways Church of the Pilgrims took these theological and 
ethical beliefs and embodied them through our urban garden, Sacred Greens. Our 
composting, growing in the garden, and experience of liturgy will be the practical 
lens in which to explore these beliefs. Through these practices, an earth-honoring 
faith is forming at Pilgrims along with an image of an Uncontained God that roots 
us in transformation, and re-embeds us in the ground of being.

For several decades. Church of the Pilgrims (“Pilgrims”) ignored the soil 
that supports our gothic, 1930s building at 22nd and P in Dupont Circle, Wash- 
ington, D.C. We discounted the rich, organic chemistry that was beneath our 
feet. We deemed invisible the depth of organic complexity that was alive below 
the doors of our sanctuary and in our backyard. We didn’t give much thought to 
the foundation teeming with worms and microorganisms that were engaged, in 
their own way, in our Christian beliefs around life and death. Nature as a system 
is consistently moving through the cycle of life and death, birth and composting. 
This is a primary action of nature, one of its essential functions, that it comes alive 
in the birth of animals, plants, fruits, vegetables, leaves, and soil only for these ele- 
ments to die and begin again.

With these ecological cycles in mind, we see that the cosmology of nature is 
the cosmology, or worldview, the Christian faith proclaims: the trust that in dying 
we find life again. Our androcentric focus of Church and God-talk made the nat- 
ural space around our building seem irrelevant to our public, liturgical proclama- 
tion of healing and liberation. But not anymore. Four years ago, Pilgrims started 
an urban garden in our backyard. We began small, with one raised bed, grow- 
ing produce for our neighborhood lunch for the poor and homeless on Sunday 
afternoons. Since then, weve expanded to four raised beds, an herb garden, three 
beehives, two compost bins, two vermicomposting bins, two fig trees, and a host 
of new native plants. Most Sundays our hands are covered with the dark, organic 
matter engaged in a biological orgy beneath us. This connects Pilgrims to our pres-

1 This thesis is adapted from Church o f the Pilgrims’ Sacred Greens theological state-
ment: Compost as an Act o f Resurrection, Growing as an Act o f Resistance, and Eating as an Act of 
Remembrance. This vision was first created by Erin Littlestar (Osage), a member of Church of the 
Pilgrims.
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ent and is vital to the surviving and thriving of our future. As various sources have 
confirmed, no community, town, city, country, or empire — and therefore Church 
— has survived while degrading the topsoil necessary for producing food. Topsoil, 
and our relationship to it, is essential to our human life.

It also connects us to our Biblical past as an expression of the movement of 
the Holy Spirit. For it isn’t just the ecologists, sociologists, scientists, or histori- 
ans who have evidence that human community and its existence is linked to our 
relationship with soil. As people of “The Way” we have inherited the belief that 
we are dust and to dust we shall return, connecting us to the life cycle of all living 
creatures on the planet. From the beginning, Genesis tells us, our salvation rests 
upon our relationship with soil.

C o m p o s t  a n d  t h e  P r a c t ic e  o f  R e s u r r e c t io n

In the very first story about humans, the mythologist in Genesis makes the 
connection between the first human and soil. And YHWH God fashioned the 
human being (adarn) using dust from the fertile soil (adamah\ Gen 2:7). Our 
shape and form as human beings comes from living soil, or humus, or red clay 
(in various translations). We derive from that dark, rich element that is full of 
decomposing leaves, fruits, vegetables, animal bones, worm castings, and all 
biodegradable material. From a Biblical perspective then, we are walking, talking, 
and moving incarnate piles of compost. This is the starting point for human life. 
This is our essence that we were mandated in Genesis 2:15 to work and observe: 
“And YHWH God took the human being and set the creature in the garden 
of Eden to work it and to observe it.” Or, as Ellen Davis translates it, “to serve it 
and preserve it.”2As adam took shape, so did the creature’s purpose and identity. 
Rather than roaming the fertile soil like a wild animal, YHWH put adam in the 
garden with the direction to till and keep it, to be the guardian of the soil (Gen 
2:15). Genesis sets in motion one of our primary human vocations: tenders and 
cultivators of the soil. “...[W]e are not free to act upon the fertile soil without 
regard to its inherent character, we are charged to serve [the soil’s] needs as well as 
our own.”3

And so, at Pilgrims the starting point for our garden was at the place where 
the Holy One gave us our essence, where life and death both flourish, the soil 
beneath our feet. With shovels and spades in hand, we broke ground and began 
a new relationship with compacted dust, the place where all of us will eventually 
return. Pilgrims’ compost has been created from our own web of relationships: 
vegetables and fruits from our Sunday coffee hour, members schlepping their 
household scraps to church, veggie and fruit castoffs from college and high school

2 Ellen F. Davis, Learning Our Place: The Agrarian Perspective on the Bible, http://wordan-
dworld.luthersem.edu/content/pcifs/292־_Jesus/29-2_Davis.pdf (Spring, 2009)
3 Ellen Davis, The Bible and Our Topsoil, http://www.tikkun.org/article.php/Davis-TheBi-
bleandOurTopsoil (July/August 2004).
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groups staying at our Pilgrimage, and our in-house seminar center where groups 
come to participate in faith-inspired service learning.

Our compost bins allow those things that our culture calls garbage, dead, 
waste to be transformed into life-giving nutrients to help our Sacred Greens garden 
grow. In working together with God’s creatures, the bugs and bacteria, we can 
witness the restoration of creation in our own backyard. “Plants, animals, insects, 
and people are all inextricably linked in a complex web of interrelationships with 
air, water, soil, minerals, and other natural resources playing a vital role. Compost, 
too, plays an important role. There is a cycle, a continuity to life.”4 By intentionally 
adding organic material to the compost bins, our community can leave the soil 
and the earth with more nutrients than we first found in it and reduce our addi- 
tions to landfills. The compost represents the Pilgrims taking a stand for the vital- 
ity that comes from life (and death) for possibility, not inevitability; for progress, 
not stagnation.

Moving from talking about soil to making some of our own (via compost) 
was making the leap from abstraction to practice. The health of our soil, along 
with scale, sustainability, and purpose, set the framework for the creation of our 
garden. The compost was more than just a utilitarian endeavor. Compost was 
going to let us get our hands on resurrection. It would let life and death rest, 
crumble, and flutter off our hands. Compost would let us take what was once 
alive and let us experience its aliveness in death. This is the context from which we 
would eat and share our veggies.

On August 1st, 2010, we gathered around our first compost bin and blessed 
it, welcoming and honoring its presence in Pilgrims community.

Blessing of Church of the Pilgrims’ Compost5
In blessing the compost, we uphold, affirm, and bless those things which
the compost symbolizes for our community.
Let us bless the compost.
We bless a commitment to care for the earth, for God’s creation.

We bless the compost.
We bless a commitment to sustain and nurture life by adding nutrients to
the soil.
We bless the compost.
We bless a commitment to see life where others see death, in turning what
others call garbage into new life giving compost.
We bless the compost.
We bless a commitment to come together in community, working

4 Deborah L Martin and Grace Gershuny, eds. The Rodale Book o f  Composting (Emmaus,
PA: Rodale Press, 1992), 10.
5 August 1st, 2010. This blessing was written by Pilgrims summer intern, Jamie Hofmeister, 
then a rising senior at Davidson College, Davidson, North Carolina.
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together with those seen and unseen, human and non-human to create the 
compost. With church members, Pilgrimage groups, bugs, bacteria, and 
other organisms.

We bless the compost.
We bless a commitment to be aware of our effects on the earth, and strive 
to live in ways that leave the world healthier and more sustainable, rather 
than depleted and hurting.
We bless the compost.

We bless a commitment to make our lives a living testimony of our faith, 
not limiting its impact to Sunday Services, but extending its reach into 
our daily activities; may the compost remind us that even our trash is a 
testament to our beliefs.
We bless the compost.

We bless a commitment to continually challenge ourselves and our 
communities to practice creative new ways of living as people of faith.

We bless this compost.

On a practical level, compost makes sense. It lessens the amount of waste go- 
ing into landfills, and it can raise our consciousness about what types of foods we 
are putting in our bodies. Compost neutralizes soil’s pH, improves soil structure, 
and is a natural pesticide. As Christians, not only should we use compost, we are 
also called to find a deeper meaning, to experience the ordinary as holy, and to 
literally look below the surface of our actions and see where the values of the Cos- 
pel are being called forth and held incarnate. As our blessing affirms, through the 
seasons, our Sacred Greens composted soil absorbs death, or decomposition, and 
sets the groundwork for new life to begin again.

When our hands are covered with the dark, rich soil and compost of our 
garden, we are, in essence, covered with the resurrection. Our bodies touch 
transformation. Our skin cells are feeling the fusion of life and death. Covered 
in compost, the resurrection is literally getting under our skin. When we have 
that experience, of being covered in the resurrection, something happens to us, 
transformation happens. We can’t run from it, walk away from it. The planet’s soil 
— God’s resurrected body — is already within us, even if we scrub as hard as we 
can, with soap and water, to get it off.

This is the Holy One’s most fundamental welcome and act of hospitality: 
as we work and tend the soil with intention and gentleness, we re-connect with 
and are welcomed back to the context of our Biblical narratives. Now Pilgrims 
has found itself connecting in resurrection-like behavior with the first home that 
the Holy One birthed into being for us: soil. From this birthing place, it’s my 
hope that Pilgrims is discovering that “earth is not a planet we live “on” in some 
temporary role acted on some temporary stage. Earth rather is bone of our bone
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and flesh of our flesh and the only place in all the universe attuned to the kind of 
creatures we are.6״

Attunement, or consciousness raising, lets us see how healthy soil takes 
disorganized matter and makes it organized; allowing what’s growing within it to 
burst open with possibilities. One of the beautiful aspects of the garden is how it 
opens up possibilities not-yet imagined. It’s the experience, not just the talking 
about, of the resurrection. When life and death are embraced, as two holy births, 
we see the parallels between our garden and theological beliefs. Composting is 
Biblical mimicry of the resurrection. Even though Jesus’ death was one of the most 
despicable human executions in human history — being nailed to a cross for in- 
surrection — we believe that in his rising we find new life with healing and justice 
for the planet. In composting, we cannot disengage from this symbolism that we 
are embedding on our skin as we dig in the dirt. As we form our raised beds with 
compost we are connecting our adamah nature with the pulsating life and death of 
the resurrection, claiming there is an alternative, powerful way of connecting with 
the planet in ways that are void of dominating power but, rather, with mutuality, 
intentionality, curiosity, and connection.

It is from this localized context that our garden becomes a living image of 
an Earth-Honoring faith. Our non-Monsanto seeds push through the soil to create 
the produce of life: carrots, eggplants, peppers, butternut squash, and tomatoes. 
With a mystical type of wonder, we watch our seeds turn our backyard into an 
edible landscape. Ultimately this produce is consumed by our hungry, sometimes 
smelly and un-showered, Jesus-like neighbors. On one hot, humid Sunday in Au- 
gust, one of our neighbors eating a meal with some of our eggplant remarked, “you 
can taste the freshness.” Through that eggplant casserole, our neighbor consumed 
a delightful meal and the interconnectedness of life, the alternative to the empire 
of the food industrial complex. This Earth-Honoring way of growing food creates 
space for eating to become an act of remembrance — pushing us to remember we 
come from the same place as a yummy eggplant, connecting us back to the sacred 
myth of how we’ve come into being.

This type of growing is revolutionary. It’s radical. It gets to the root of who we 
are and who we are created to be as God’s human ones, agents of adamah.

We know that the soil alone isn’t the only factor in creating fresh eggplant.
It takes a creature a half-inch in length with wings beating at 200 times a second 
to pollinate and turn flower into vegetable and fruit. This leads us to an addition 
to our garden we never imagined: honeybees.

G r o w in g  as t h e  P r a c t ic e  o f  R esista nce

Soon after we created our first raised bed the spring of 2010, one of our 
members, Erin LittleStar, an advocate for food and agricultural sustainability, 
suggested we get a beehive for the garden. Erin thought that not only would a hive

6 Larry Rasmussen, Earth-honoring Faith: Religious Ethics in a New Key, (Oxford: Oxford
Press, 2013), 85.
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respond to colony collapse disorder,7 it would also help our garden, and any green 
space within a three mile radius, thrive. The potential impact of the phenomenon 
called “colony collapse disorder,” where beekeepers were experiencing 30-90% 
losses of worker bees in hives, is shocking. Honeybees pollinate more than 90 
fruit and vegetable crops, along with trees, flowers, and plants. Our human diet 
and existence is intrinsically linked to the honeybee. Albert Einstein once said, “If 
honeybees become extinct, human society will follow in four years.”

With a crisis and potential thriving of our garden, we took a leap of faith 
and purchased a hive. We hooked up with a local beekeeper who started DC Hon- 
eybees and we started off with one hive. By spring of 2012, we had three hives, 
and by the summer of 2012, we were home to 40,000 fuzzy, fat honeybees forag- 
ing for nectar and pollen. These powerful creatures were a consistent reminder that 
our human salvation, our healing, is dependent upon the vitality of soil and the 
existence of non-human creatures. Not everyone at Pilgrims was on board with 
the idea of honeybees. One of our Elders, Michael Oswalt, remembers that “not 
everyone thought that colonizing the church’s back garden with stinging insects 
made theological or even practical sense. But everyone saw that a portion of the 
congregation saw it as a new and exciting way to feel Gods presence and message. 
The hives show how Pilgrims is stretching itself to make sure that members experi- 
ence Christian community outside of their usual comfort zones. And that’s what’s 
important.”

Science isn’t the only narrative that speaks to the centrality of the gorgeous 
goodness produced by honeybees: honey. The people of ancient Israel named 
God’s vision for them through the image of “the land of milk and honey.” In that 
image, promise, challenge, and new life are held together. But for those making 
the journey, this image must have been a hard sell. YHWH was asking them to 
leave the fertile soil of Egypt and create community in the mountainous, arid, 
seemingly dead land of Canaan. Likewise in the New Testament we find the 
prophetic story of John the Baptist, Jesus’ cousin and the one who forged a way for 
Jesus, a Jew, born of Mary. John, the wild one, walked the planet with great clarity 
while eating locusts and wild honey.

With these narratives as our inspiration, we installed our first beehives at 
Pilgrims on Palm Sunday, 2011. Similar to the compost blessing, we used liturgy 
to intentionally welcome the bees, creating a sense of “place” by locating all of us, 
humans and bees, in the same spot in the Holy One’s ecosystem. Using a home- 
grown liturgy, with thirty Pilgrims gathered in the garden, we invoked the ancient 
presence of honey, named our place in our local ecosystem, installed the bees, took

7 Since 2005, millions o f bees have been dying due to a phenomena known as Colony
Collapse Disorder or CCD. CCD is from a complex array of factors including including pesticides, 
parasites, poor nutrition and a lack of genetic diversity. Most recently, beekeepers and some research- 
ers claim there is growing evidence that a new class o f pesticides known as neonicotinoids could be an 
important factor. In the spring o f 2013, in response to the global decline o f the bee population, the 
European Union proposed a vote to restrict the use o f pesticides that had been implicated in CCD. 
The Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) claims more study is needed before a ban of neonicoti- 
noids can be set into place.
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a few bee stings, and invited everyone witnessing to take a yummy “shot of milk 
and honey.”

Church of the Pilgrims Bee Blessing
On this Palm Sunday, amid the hosannas and palms of the festive crowd, 
there is a voice that echoes from the other end of Jesus’ story. It belongs 
to John the Baptist. It is a lone voice, a ragged, fiery, locust-and-honey- 
drenched voice, a voice that raised its cry long before the crowds began 
to do so. Early on, John turns to the prophet Isaiah for words to describe 
Jesus: “This is the one of whom the prophet Isaiah spoke when he said,

“The voice o f one crying out in the wilderness:
'Prepare the way of the Lord, make his paths straight.

John the Baptist, the one who baptized followers of The Way and Jesus, 
the one covered with honey, the food his ancestors ate to symbolize God s 
liberation and presence, reminds us that in our baptism we are to make 
way for the One who will come. In our baptism we are responsible for the 
creation of space for those our culture would rather do without. With our 
hive, our garden, with Open Table, we create a Way for healing and justice 
to be with more to come.
What is the way that we are preparing for Christ? From a beehive, to 
compost, a growing seed to food to share, to one whose stomach grumbles 
with hunger.
Let us bless this hive.
We remember the honey filled manna that provided life giving sustenance 
to the Israelites for 40 years Let us buzz with the vitality of the spirit.
We remember Jesus is always with us, as he appeared to his disciples at 
table eating broiled fish and honey comb Let us bless this beehive.
We remember Jesus’ wild and prophetic cousin, John the Baptist, whose 
body was covered with honey. Let us bless this beehive.
As the bees pollinate our Sacred Greens garden, Rock Creek Park, and our 
Nation’s Capital, Let our faiths be nourished by nature
As the bees provide honey to be offered to our friends at Open Table,
Let us use our gifts to be builders of community and comforters of 
the afflicted
As the beehives work toward survival, replenishing their population 
from the colony collapse disorder. Let us be in solidarity with all living 
creatures, here and abroad, who fight for life and visibility.
As we let bees be bees, not overworking them to maximize a profit, but 
letting them fulfill their God given purpose, Let us work toward a society 
where workers can provide for their families with dignity
As the bees pollinate the hives, Let our faith be strengthened and
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pollinated by the wonder of God’s creation

Let us bless our backyard as a life giving witness to the homeless, hungry, 
and the bees. Let us bless this backyard

Let the backyard be a place of community where Pilgrims’ relationships 
are strengthened with the homeless and nature. Let us bless this backyard
As a community of faith, let us continue to lift up the life giving ways of 
bees and cast aside the sting of cynicism and stagnation, consumption and 
oppression. Let us bless this beehive.
As a community of faith, let us buzz with the good news, working toward 
creating sustaining honey that sustains our faith and our community.

Amen

Witnessing our garden flourish and grow with bees is revolutionary. Most 
of the time we think of honeybees as rude, and even dangerous, interruptions to 
our outdoor leisure activities. We often ignore honeybees, rendering them and 
their pollinating work invisible, because we don’t often see bees foraging for nectar 
and pollen with legs full of yellow pollen. We don’t look closely enough. We aren’t 
awake to the subtle and powerful ways bees are connected to the growing process. 
We don’t respond to the crisis of colony collapse disorder because we don’t compre- 
hend their power.

When I look closely into the tomato plants in our garden, and I see a bee 
scurrying around in the flower of a soon-to-be-eggplant, I stand in awe because it’s 
one of our bees. That little bee, darting around an eggplant flower, has given me 
something I never imagined: power analysis. I had no idea that in watching a bee 
work, my mind would start to fill with questions like: Are honeybees indigenous 
to the U.S? Who is benefiting from colony collapse disorder? If honeybees become 
extinct, who or what will do the pollinating? Who or what will suffer the most if 
honeybees collapse? Whose diet is most vulnerable and will feel the most impact of 
reckless, human behavior in the loss of honeybees?

These little creatures have brought another dimension to our garden. Like 
with the compost, these natural processes of the created order invite a new lens in 
how we look at where food comes from. Who is growing the food, how is it grown, 
who has access to fresh, nourishing food?

Just as honeybees are neglected by humans, so are our homeless and hun- 
gry neighbors treated as disposable by the current economic system. When we 
combine the use of compost with caring for our own honeybees, it exposes our 
alternative way of being community. Compost and bees first and foremost nurture 
the planet. But our use and proximity to both pushes us to conform to models of 
power that align with the ways of Jesus. We have extracted ourselves from main- 
stream gardening practices like using Scott’s turf builder bags of soil and Mon- 
santo seeds, inherently showing our allegiance to the power of the Jesus movement 
with the use of compost and honeybees. We have gone “off the grid” so to speak, 
resisting the use of products from multi-national corporations and letting go of

35 

pollinated by the wonder of God's creation 

Let us bless our backyard as a life giving witness to the homeless, hungry, 
and the bees. Let us bless this backyard 

Let the backyard be a place of community where Pilgrims' relationships 
are strengthened with the homeless and nature. Let us bless this backyard 

As a community of faith, let us continue to lift up the life giving ways of 
bees and cast aside the sting of cynicism and stagnation, consumption and 
oppression. Let us bless this beehive. 

As a community of faith, let us buzz with the good news, working toward 
creating sustaining honey that sustains our faith and our community. 

Amen 

Witnessing our garden flourish and grow with bees is revolutionary. Most 
of the time we think of honeybees as rude, and even dangerous, interruptions to 
our outdoor leisure activities. We often ignore honeybees, rendering them and 
their pollinating work invisible, because we don't often see bees foraging for nectar 
and pollen with legs full of yellow pollen. We don't look closely enough. We aren't 
awake to the subtle and powerful ways bees are connected to the growing process. 
We don't respond to the crisis of colony collapse disorder because we don't compre­
hend their power. 

When I look closely into the tomato plants in our garden, and I see a bee 
scurrying around in the flower of a soon-to-be-eggplant, I stand in awe because it's 
one of our bees. That little bee, darting around an eggplant flower, has given me 
something I never imagined: power analysis. I had no idea that in watching a bee 
work, my mind would start to fill with questions like: Are honeybees indigenous 
to the U.S? Who is benefiting from colony collapse disorder? If honeybees become 
extinct, who or what will do the pollinating? Who or what will suffer the most if 
honeybees collapse? Whose diet is most vulnerable and will feel the most impact of 
reckless, human behavior in the loss of honeybees? 

These little creatures have brought another dimension to our garden. Like 
with the compost, these natural processes of the created order invite a new lens in 
how we look at where food comes from. Who is growing the food, how is it grown, 
who has access to fresh, nourishing food? 

Just as honeybees are neglected by humans, so are our homeless and hun­
gry neighbors treated as disposable by the current economic system. When we 
combine the use of compost with caring for our own honeybees, it exposes our 
alternative way of being community. Compost and bees first and foremost nurture 
the planet. But our use and proximity to both pushes us to conform to models of 
power that align with the ways of Jesus. We have extracted ourselves from main­
stream gardening practices like using Scott's turf builder bags of soil and Mon­
santo seeds, inherently showing our allegiance to the power of the Jesus movement 
with the use of compost and honeybees. We have gone "off the grid" so to speak, 
resisting the use of products from multi-national corporations and letting go of 



36

the perceived reality that we need those companies to thrive. In these ways, we are 
lifting up the stories of Jesus which tell us over and over again that Jesus trusted 
in symbolism and in practice in how he and his communities lived an alternative 
way vis à vis the Roman Empire. Sacred Greens is part of ecosocial and
geosocial location that stretches this mainline, middle-upper class congregation to 
embrace, tend, and prophetically relate with those who are damaged by dominant 
power, from bees to the oppressed poor and hungry. It calls us to see life not in 
isolation but in an interdependent, intertwined, complex design. Compost is an act 
of resurrection as we engage in the interdependent process of life and death that is 
never static, always dynamic. This relationship pushes us to act in life-giving ways 
at Pilgrims, naming how our culture sustains death-dealing power structures and 
participate in ways that let all of life grow, blossom, and thrive.

L itu r g y  as t h e  P r a c t ic e  o f  R e m em b r a n c e  a n d  T r a n sfo r m a tio n

A couple of years ago, my then seven year old daughter, Maddie, was asked, 
along with her classmates, to pick her favorite season of the year, write a poem 
about it, and give it a title. This was Maddie’s poem:

Spring and Bees: Bees come owt ofther havs. And when they do you will to}
Like the soil and compost in the garden, Pilgrims soon realized that our 

honeybees and compost were another way for us, as a congregation, to liturgi- 
cally come alive, to resurrect ourselves as people rooted in the practices of ancient 
liturgy. As the bees came out of their hive, we came out of our liturgical hive, 
stretching ourselves to connect with the ways of the early Church and making the 
connection between our garden and our Sunday morning liturgical life. Honey 
and compost have expanded our liturgical space, tethering our worship practices 
to our local ecosystem and literally ingesting the powerful, radical nature of an 
Earth-honoring faith. Maddie’s poem named a liturgical experience: the more 
we’ve connected to the garden, dug our hands into the soil, watched the honeybees 
fly in and out of their hives, prayed for their survival, the more Pilgrims has come 
out, resurrected itself, and created an even more expansive, emotional, ritual-based 
Sunday morning experience.

How does all of this translate into our liturgy? Here are some ways.
• On a given Sunday during the summer, our font can be filled with fresh 
produce just harvested from the garden. Volunteer plants have been seen 
on the communion table, letting the garden have a deeper meaning and 
giving worshippers a liturgical surprise when they enter into the sanctuary.

• At our Winter Solstice service in 2012, we honored the longest night of 
the year and the natural cycle of the seasons, using compost as a way to 
experience hibernation and new growth. After invoking an Easter vigil- 
like fire by roasting marshmallows over a fire pit, we processed into our

8 Madeline Ann Goff-Glennon, Spring and Bees, Claremont Immersion School/Escuela de
Immersion Claremont, Arlington, VA (Spring, 2010).
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sanctuary. As people gathered in pews, a wheelbarrow full of our compost 
was dumped in the middle of our liturgical space. Winter soil can appear 
dormant with the cold and darkness, yet we know that even frozen soil 
is still alive with creatures and microorganisms churning, pooping, and 
digging. During the service we asked people to spend some time reflecting 
on something that needed to hibernate in their lives and respond to the 
question: “What do you need to let go of, release, and set aside in this 
season in order for the darkness to nurture it and call it to grow into 
something more beautiful and powerful?”

• One participant shared later that she wrote down the name of her 
former partner on the paper and, “I am holding onto the image that it 
will grow into something more beneficial after a long winter. Hopefully he 
becomes a beautiful plant for someone else.”

• In Advent, Nancy Daughtery, one of our members, made our Advent 
wreath out of our homegrown lavender, rosemary, and boxwood. We filled 
our large, glass font with water, floating white and purple candles, and 
more lavender. As you walked through the sanctuary doors, you could 
smell the Promise resting on the Advent horizon.

• Our theme for Lent 2013 was non-violence and following in Jesus’
Way of Non-Violence. At the compost prayer station worshippers were 
invited to write down on flash paper an action, behavior, or thought 
that contributed to the cycle of violence. The paper was then set on fire, 
symbolizing a refining fire that transforms violent behavior into living into 
Jesus’ Third Way. That burning paper was placed in a fire proof bowl and 
dumped into the small pile of compost next to the bowl. This symbolized 
how our choices can grow into actions that create life and new beginnings.

• During the last Sunday worship before Holy Week, we created cups with 
the compost and ashes along with seeds, offering a rogation prayer station 
for folks to take the seeds and compost home to grow and bring back to 
plant in May. The title on the planting instructions read, “How to Plant a 
Sunflower and Subvert Empire at the Same Time.”

When the compost came into the sanctuary, so did honey from our hives. 
The bees’ utilitarian function of honey making and pollination became just a part 
of their value within our congregation. The bees were becoming part of us, and us 
part of them. Living out the essential biblical value of welcome and hospitality, we 
realized the bees, or at least their honey, shouldn’t be relegated just to the backyard, 
but should be integrated into the worship life at Pilgrims. Thankfully, the ancient 
church had set the precedent for combining honey and the sacraments, especially 
baptism. In the early church baptismal liturgy the first meal of the newly baptized
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was a meal of milk and honey, symbolizing the Eucharist and the sweetness of life 
in Christ and the journey of the “promised land” they were now a part of.

Now milk and honey have been incorporated into our baptismal liturgy. 
After the waters of baptism have been showered over the head of the baptized, we 
not only anoint the baptized with oil to show they have been marked as one of 
Christs own; we place a stole around the baptized s neck as a reminder they have 
been clothed with Christ, and milk and honey is received with these words: “With 
the living waters, may the justice and mercy o f Godflow from you like the sweetness of 
milk and honey. ”

In one baptism service, where we were all gathered around tables sharing a 
meal, each of us had a small cup of milk and honey. After Jane Jenne was baptized 
the entire congregation lifted our glasses and toasted “to Jane\” similar to the an- 
cient church’s practice of sharing toasts to Jesus in their liturgical life.

Last spring we harvested 25 pounds of honey from one of our hives — a 
little more than two gallons, and enough to fill a host of four-ounce canning jars. 
As a result of one of our gardener’s suggestions, we canned and labeled the jars 
with the hope of sharing with those who worship with us for the first time.

Sa c r ed  G reen s  a n d  t h e  U n c o n t a in e d  G o d

Denise Levertov’s poem “Annunication” invokes an image of an “Uncon- 
tained God” as she ponders Mary’s annunciation. Levertov takes this image from 
an ancient Greek Orthodox hymn “Agathistos Hymm, Greece, Vic” which pro- 
claims: “Hail, space for the uncontained God” or, in some translations, “Rejoice, 
land of the Uncontained God” or “Hail, space for the spaceless God.”

The Uncontained, spaceless God is the God of our Sacred Green garden and 
apiary. This is a God not contained by human insight, and, energetically, as close 
as a bee is to pollen on a flower. Come look at our garden in mid-summer and it 
has the look of an Uncontained God—this isn’t your Martha Stewart trimmed 
to the edges garden. We can barely keep up with the wild growth of the tomato 
plants. Our bean vines are growing up a hand-made trellis that looks like a giant 
badminton net. We’ve watched thousands of bees exit a hive all at once, swarm 
into a ball like a tornado in the sky, and take off into Rock Creek Park.

On Sundays after church in the summer, we can work in the garden along- 
side some of our hungry neighbors who often help out. We fight off rats from 
making nests in the butternut squashes. We recently got two barn cats from the 
Washington Area Humane Society with the hope that the cats will enact their 
prey-predator instinct and control our rat population.9 A hops garden was created 
this past spring. We water like crazy during the wicked, humid hot summers of 
Washington, D.C. One of our homeless neighbors with mental illness was having 
a bad day last spring and tossed one of our tomato pots against the church wall. It

9 Our barn cats, Foggy Bottom and Unnamed Kitty, have worked wonders in eliminating
most rats in our garden. The rats from the summer of 2012 have left us a gift in the summer o f 2013: 
volunteer tomato plants. In the place where the rats built their nests, a handful of tomato plants are 
rising up and thriving from the seed-filled poop left over from the rats.

38 

was a meal of milk and honey, symbolizing the Eucharist and the sweetness oflife 
in Christ and the journey of the "promised land" they were now a part of. 

Now milk and honey have been incorporated into our baptismal liturgy. 
After the waters of baptism have been showered over the head of the baptized, we 
not only anoint the baptized with oil to show they have been marked as one of 
Christ's own; we place a stole around the baptized's neck as a reminder they have 
been clothed with Christ, and milk and honey is received with these words: "With 
the living waters, may the justice and mercy of God flow from you like the sweetness of 
milk and honey. " 

In one baptism service, where we were all gathered around tables sharing a 
meal, each of us had a small cup of milk and honey. After Jane Jenne was baptized 
the entire congregation lifted our glasses and toasted "to Jane!" similar to the an­
cient church's practice of sharing toasts to Jesus in their liturgical life. 

Last spring we harvested 25 pounds of honey from one of our hives - a 
little more than two gallons, and enough to fill a host of four-ounce canning jars. 
As a result of one of our gardener's suggestions, we canned and labeled the jars 
with the hope of sharing with those who worship with us for the first time. 

SACRED GREENS AND THE UNCONTAINED Goo 

Denise Levertov's poem "Annunication" invokes an image of an "Uncon­
tained God" as she ponders Mary's annunciation. Levertov takes this image from 
an ancient Greek Orthodox hymn "Agathistos Hymm, Greece, Vic" which pro­
claims: "Hail, space for the uncontained God" or, in some translations, "Rejoice, 
land of the Uncontained God" or "Hail, space for the spaceless God." 

The Uncontained, spaceless God is the God of our Sacred Green garden and 
apiary. This is a God not contained by human insight, and, energetically, as close 
as a bee is to pollen on a flower. Come look at our garden in mid-summer and it 
has the look of an Uncontained God-this isn't your Martha Stewart trimmed 
to the edges garden. We can barely keep up with the wild growth of the tomato 
plants. Our bean vines are growing up a hand-made trellis that looks like a giant 
badminton net. We've watched thousands of bees exit a hive all at once, swarm 
into a ball like a tornado in the sky, and take off into Rock Creek Park. 

On Sundays after church in the summer, we can work in the garden along­
side some of our hungry neighbors who often help out. We fight off rats from 
making nests in the butternut squashes. We recently got two barn cats from the 
Washington Area Humane Society with the hope that the cats will enact their 
prey-predator instinct and control our rat population. 9 A hops garden was created 
this past spring. We water like crazy during the wicked, humid hot summers of 
Washington, D.C. One of our homeless neighbors with mental illness was having 
a bad day last spring and tossed one of our tomato pots against the church wall. It 

9 Our barn cats, Foggy Bottom and Unnamed Kitty, have worked wonders in eliminating 
most rats in our garden. The rats from the summer of2012 have left us a gift in the summer of 2013: 
volunteer tomato plants. In the place where the rats built their nests, a handful of tomato plants are 
rising up and thriving from the seed-filled poop left over from the rats. 



39

can be pretty chaotic in the garden. And its one of the most beautiful things I’ve 
ever seen: love and transformation are growing right in front of my eyes. When we 
prune the tomato plants and touch that energy of change and mystery over and 
over again, it does something powerful to us. Our church members who spend 
their days as policy wonks can let their bodies and brains relax and be restored 
while working together in the soil with creative human energy. When I go out 
into the garden in the early mornings, as bees are slowly making their way out of 
the hive, in and out, in and out, it’s a time of meditation. When the tomatoes and 
eggplants are consumed we are literally ingesting the values of the Jesus move- 
ment. Resurrection, revolution, resistance and transformation are embedded 
within our cellular nature. The eggplant casserole goes from a delicious dish to an 
experience of consuming “from soil we have come, to soil we shall return.” When 
we bring the garden into the sanctuary and that energy is released into liturgy, it’s 
like a visitation. It is an annunciation and brings us into close proximity to the 
Uncontained God. This is a God of vastness and intimacy, a God of delight and 
beauty, and a God of resurrection, revolution, remembrance, and transformation.

This is where the future of Church of the Pilgrims rests. You can take those 
books on church growth and management and leadership development and recycle 
them. Or, we would suggest, you burn them into ashes and turn them into com- 
post. I’ll take composted soil and stings from honeybees as the means for growth 
and healing and justice-making any day. Our sacred essence, adamah, comes back 
to life when we get covered in healthy soil and grow the freshest of produce to 
share with hungry neighbors. We align ourselves with the ways of Jesus, resisting 
imperial ways of living and creating a public symbol of resurrection, revolution, 
and remembrance. As our Uncontained God shaped and molded us from humus, 
we can shape our Christian identity and practices around the same earthly sub- 
stance. Rejoice! Hail! For the Uncontained God of a sacred, urban garden.

May it be so.
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Expanding the Table: 
Food Justice in a Hungry World1

B a r b a r a  K . L u n d b l a d

“In Lukes Gospel Jesus is either going to a meal, at a meal, or coming from 
a meal.”2

No wonder they called Jesus a glutton and a drunkard! Robert Karris makes 
that claim about Jesus and meals in his book Eating Your Way through Luke’s Gos- 
pel. When I first heard about that book I thought it might be one of those books 
filled with recipes based on Bible verses -  how to cook with mustard seeds or how 
to make fig pudding (since Lukes barren fig tree gets another year to bear fruit). 
But there weren’t any recipes in the book, just lots of Bible verses. And lots of eat- 
ing! Karris also makes a second claim about Jesus, one more stark and sobering:
“In Luke’s Gospel Jesus got himself killed because of the way he ate.”3 This isn’t a 
claim about Jesus having bad manners but about keeping bad company. Not eating 
with his mouth open but eating with his arms open to those who had never been 
invited.

The gospel text chosen for this advocacy weekend (Luke 14: 12 -  24) comes 
almost in the middle of Luke’s gospel. Jesus has been invited to the home of a 
Pharisee. If the Pharisees were Jesus’ enemies he eats with them often in Luke!
But Jesus is not a very polite guest. First he talks about how to choose your seat at 
a banquet — near the back or by the swinging kitchen door with waiters coming 
and going. When the host sees you she’ll say, “What are you doing way back here? 
Come up to the head table!” Was Jesus complaining about where he’d been seated? 
Then Jesus turns directly to his host and tells him who should be on the guest list. 
Don’t invite your friends or your relatives or your rich neighbors for they’ll invite 
you back. It will keep going like that — you invite them and they invite you until 
you can’t remember if it’s their turn or your turn and you end up eating with the 
same people all the time!

“But when you give a banquet,” Jesus said, “invite the poor, the crippled, the 
lame, and the blind.” If Jesus’ host and the other guests missed the point, he goes 
on to tell a parable repeating those very same words in a slightly different order: 
“Go out at once into the streets and lanes of the town and bring in the poor, the 
crippled, the blind, and the lame.”

Well, this will be a very different kind of banquet. Hopefully, somebody will 
respectfully ask the blind man, “Can I help you find a place to sit?” The woman

1 Keynote Address: Ecumenical Advocacy Days: April 5, 2013. Texts: Exodus 16: 16-18 and
Luke 14: 12-24.
2 Robert J. Karris, Eating Your Way through Luke's Gospel (Collegeville, Minnesota: Order of 
Saint Benedict, 2006) 97.
3 Karris, 97.
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with arthritic hands needs help cutting her meat and the man with a withered arm 
needs help pushing his chair close to the table. Space needs to be left at each table 
to fit in the wheelchairs. The poor man who has been living on the street isnt sure 
anybody wants to sit beside him and the poor children are so hungry they start 
eating before the minister says grace.

Well, it wouldn’t be quite like that because it’s unlikely that people would be 
sitting in chairs. They’d be reclining -  not like DaVinci’s “Last Supper” with Jesus 
and twelve disciples seated in chairs all on the same side of the table. Even if every- 
one was reclining in Jesus’ parable, someone could still help the blind man find a 
place. As for cutting meat, well, it would be rare for anybody to be eating meat -  
except the wealthiest people in the land. The woman with arthritic hands and the 
man with the withered arm would still need some help getting down and getting 
back up. Hopefully someone would be willing to recline next to the homeless man 
who hadn’t been to the public baths.

I’ve read this parable many times over the years — I thought it was really 
lovely that all these people got invited. But I missed something. Jesus didn’t say, 
“Invite the poor, the crippled, the blind, and the lame to dinner so I can cure 
them.” Jesus says simply, “Invite them.” Invite them as they are. How different this 
is from all those healing texts in the gospels! A blind man’s eyes are opened with 
spit and a prayer. A paralytic is let down through the roof and walks away carry- 
ing his bed. A man with a withered hand is cured on the Sabbath. A deaf mute 
begins to speak. Ten lepers look down and see their skin clear as a newborn baby.
A woman bent over for 18 years stands up straight and praises God. In all these 
stories the person with a disability is always cured.

But everybody wasn’t cured -  not in Jesus’ day and not now. Invite them 
to come as they are. Make room at the banquet. Nancy Mairs is a gifted writer 
who has lived with MS longer than she ever expected. In her book Waist-High in 
the World she writes about what it’s like to see the world from her vantage point 
in a wheelchair. She invites us to think about maps, the kind of maps we use to 
find our way in unfamiliar terrain — or in her case, an unfamiliar, unpredictable 
future. “I mean to make a map,” she writes. “My infinitely harder task is to con- 
ceptualize not merely a habitable body but a habitable world: a world that wants

·*. ”4me in it.
In Nancy Mairs’ language we’re called to imagine a world that wants her 

and every person with disabilities in it -  a habitable place for poor people, too. This 
awareness brings us closer to the theme of this weekend: FOOD JUSTICE rather 
than “ending hunger.” Of course these two strands are intertwined. If we advocate 
for food justice we will also be working for that day when manna isn’t hoarded by 
a few, a day when everyone has enough to eat. Food justice moves beyond food 
pantries and soup kitchens to a larger vision.

So I want to argue a bit with what Jesus says to his host. He seems to be 
talking more about charity than justice. He says, “When you invite the poor, the

4 Nancy ׳Mairs, Waist-High in the World: A Life Among the Nondisabled (Boston: Beacon
Press, 1996) 63.
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crippled, the lame, and the blind. And you will be blessed, because they cannot re- 
pay you — you will be repaid in the resurrection of the righteous.” Do the people 
Jesus tells his host to invite have nothing to offer? Is it justice to think of those who 
have disabilities being unable to give anything to us? Is it justice to think of people 
who are poor only as receivers? Or will we be changed if we sit together at the ban- 
quet? If we listen to one another? If we admit that we don’t have all the answers? 
We’ve gathered this weekend to set the table for everyone -  here in this banquet 
hall and in the halls of Congress.

Right after Jesus tells his host whom to invite, one of the guests blurts out, 
“Blessed is anyone who will eat bread in the kingdom of God!” Jesus responds to 
that guest by telling him a parable. Because this guest speaks in the future tense -  
“will eat bread” — some scholars interpret Jesus’ parable to be about the messi- 
anic banquet at the end of time, a feast described by the prophet Isaiah: “On this 
mountain the Lord of hosts will make for all peoples a feast of rich food, a feast of 
well-aged wines...” (Isaiah 25: 6) That text is often read on All Saints Sunday. This 
feast isn’t about the present but the future, not now but then. Other interpreters 
hear Jesus’ parable as an invitation to be part of the kingdom of God. In this inter- 
pretation, Jesus is the servant. He goes first to his own people of Israel who make 
excuses, then to the outcasts among the people of Israel (the poor and disabled), 
and last of all to the Gentiles -  out into the lanes and roads beyond the village. In 
a final word of judgment the master of the household says, “None of those invited 
shall taste my dinner!” They will never be part of the kingdom of God. Such an 
interpretation is surely dangerous for Jesus’ own people, the Jews. But this inter- 
pretation also spiritualizes the dinner! Jesus isn’t talking about food and eating, 
but about personal salvation. Will we accept Jesus’ invitation to be part of God’s 
commonwealth or be left behind? Jesus isn’t really talking about eating at all.

Or is he? Remember: before Jesus told the parable, he had already told his 
host to invite the poor, the crippled, the blind, and the lame to dinner. That wasn’t 
a metaphor or a parable! So why would we turn his parable into a banquet in the 
sky by and by? Or why would Jesus be talking only about personal salvation? We’re 
always tempted to analyze Jesus’ parables when he invites us to live in them. So 
we need to dig deeper: what if Jesus is talking about eating? Why did people make 
excuses about coming to this dinner? Why didn’t people share Jesus’ vision of table 
justice? Maybe we need to pay closer attention to what Jesus was saying. In his 
parable we hear three excuses. Maybe you remember the song from the Medical 
Mission Sisters -  if you do, sing along with me:

I cannot come to the banquet, don’t trouble me now,
I have married a wife, I have bought me a cow,
I have fields and commitments that cost a pretty sum,
Pray hold me excused -  I cannot come.

That’s not a bad rendition of the three excuses! The first one invited said,
“I’ve bought a piece of land, and I must go out and see it; please accept my re- 
grets.” Now, who would buy a piece of land without ever seeing it? Even if you’ve 
never seen it, do you have to see it right now? Won’t the land still be there tomor­
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row? This person is clearly dissing the host who would surely hear this excuse as 
bogus -  nobody buys a piece of property without seeing it first! There’s another 
question: who in Jesus’ world could buy land? Perhaps someone like the farmer 
who lived down the road from my family when I was growing up. He was buying a 
farm for each of his grandchildren! Years ago at the Center for Theology and Land 
I heard an agronomist from the University of Iowa say that if agricultural policies 
didn’t change there would someday be nothing left in Iowa but huge mega-farms, 
tended by migrant workers. Small family farms would be gone and small towns 
along with them. In Jesus’ parable, this landowner thought property was more 
important than people.

Another person invited sent this RSVP: “I’ve bought five yoke of oxen and 
I’m going to try them out; please accept my regrets.” The host would see right 
through this absurd excuse. Have you ever watched the oxen pull at a county fair? 
You don’t want one ox to go left, the other right! Nobody would buy one team of 
oxen without knowing if they could pull together! And you surely wouldn’t buy 
five teams! This person might as well say, “I’d rather eat with an ox than come 
to your banquet!” Now Jesus could have made his point with one yoke of oxen.
But five? Five yoke of oxen -  that would be ten oxen. Literally tons of oxen! You 
wouldn’t need five pairs of oxen unless you had a really big plot of land.5 Today 
that would be like buying a Model 1790 24-row John Deere corn planter, a planter 
you’d need for a really big farm. When I was growing up we had a puny 4-row 
corn planter. O f course my dad farmed only 280 acres and didn’t own even one of 
them.

Vandana Shiva, environmental activist from India, has spent years raising 
her voice about the downside of globalization. She has seen the damage caused 
by big farms, big money and those who can afford five yoke of oxen. In 1998 the 
World Trade Organization’s structural adjustment policies forced India to open 
up its seed sector to global corporations like Cargill and Monsanto. Farm-saved 
seeds were replaced by corporate seeds that need fertilizers and pesticides and can- 
not be saved. Now, in every planting season, poor farmers have to buy seeds that 
they used to save from one year to the next. Not only do they have to buy seeds, 
but prices of farm produce have fallen dramatically because of the W TO’s free 
trade policies. The fall in farm income is due not to a change in productivity, but 
to an increase in subsidies in countries such as the United States and an increase 
in monopolies controlled by a handful of agribusiness corporations. Indebtedness 
has increased manyfold and despair along with it.6 Since 1997 200,000 farmers in 
India have committed suicide -  and she reported those numbers in 2009.7 Shiva

5 Insights on the absurdity o f the excuses sparked by Kenneth E. Bailey, Poet &  Peasant and
Through Peasant Eyes: A Literary-Cultural Approach to the Parables in Luke (Grant Rapids: Eerdmans 
Publishing Company, 1980) 95-98.
6 Vandana Shiva, “Destroying Small Farmers,” in George S. Johnson, ed., Courage to Think
Differently (Cambridge, Minnesota: Adventure Publications, 2013) 179-180.
7 Vandana Shiva, “From Seeds o f Suicide to Seeds o f Hope: Why Are Indian Farmers Com-
mitting Suicide and How Can We Stop This Tragedy?” (The Blog: Huffington Post: April 28, 2009) 1.
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says, “Feeding humanity should not depend on the extinction of farmers and the 
extinction of species.”8

Jesus’ banquet has gotten far more complicated! Ah — you probably 
remember that there was one more excuse for not coming to the banquet: “I have 
just been married, and therefore I cannot come.” Well, that seems like a reason- 
able excuse though that person didn’t even express regrets. Many of my excuses 
are also reasonable. My family needs me. I have a fulltime job. I don’t have time to 
advocate for a more just banquet. I don’t know enough about global food policies. 
The needs are too great. After the poor, the crippled, the blind, and the lame have 
been invited -  the master sends his slave out again: “Go out into the roads and 
lanes, and compel people to come in so that my house may be filled.” How many 
will that be? This guest list is overwhelming. We’ll need a lot more help! It’s always 
tempting to wait for God to set the table for the messianic banquet at the end of 
this age.

O f course this is a room full of people who aren’t waiting! You haven’t come 
here for Ecumenical Waiting Days or Ecumenical Charity Days but for Ecumeni- 
cal ADVOCACY Days. You’re thankful for the vision of God’s feast at the end of 
time but you believe such visions are meant to shape our meals within this span of 
time. You also remember that Jesus taught us to pray: “Give us this day our daily 
bread.” Not only is this prayer in present tense but the pronouns are plural -  “Give 
us this day our daily bread.” I know that “us” includes more than me!

A couple years ago David Beckmann, president of Bread for the World, spoke 
at Advent Lutheran Church in New York City where I’m part of the clergy team.
He talked to pastors and lay people downstairs in the same room where folks come 
for groceries and for community lunch -  and he invited us to see beyond the base- 
ment! Some of the things he told us are in his wonderful book Exodus from Hunger. 
“When I speak in churches,” he says, “I ask folks how they help hungry people. Al- 
most everybody contributes to food charities and food charities now donate about 
$5 billion every year in this country. This is wonderful.” Then, he went on:

But when I ask people in churches whether they have ever con- 
tacted an elected official about national nutrition programs such 
as food stamps and school lunches, only a few people raise their 
hands. Yet all the food provided by all the charities in this country 
amounts to about 6 percent of food that poor people receive from 
federal food programs such as school lunches and food stamps.9

David Beckmann wasn’t saying, “Stop feeding hungry people at Advent.” He 
was saying:

Expand your pronouns and your invitation -  and call on your elected of- 
ficials to expand their vision and their policies. I know you already know this or

8 Vandana Shiva, “Destroying Small Famers,” in George S. Johnson, ed., Courage to Think 
Differently, 181 (Shiva’s chapter is from her book Earth Democracy: Justice, Sustainability, and Peace, 
South End Press, 2005).
9 David Beckmann, Exodus from Hunger: We Are Called to Change the Politics o f Hunger 
(Louisville: Westminster John Knox Press, 2010) 10-11.
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you wouldn’t be here this weekend. We know that Congress can wipe out seats at 
the banquet and we know its happening now -  not in the future. One more word 
from David Beckmann:

In August 2010 Congress cut $12 billion from future food stamp benefits. 
That one, quick decision by Congress took away from needy people more 
food than all the charities in this country can mobilize in two years. 10

YouVe come to Washington this weekend to talk to your representatives and 
senators about food justice. You have already experienced that raising your voices 
matters. Lobbying by Bread for the World and other groups gained support for 
Earned Income Tax Credits that lifted 7 million people -  half of them children 
-  out of poverty.11 Remember the tragic suicides among India’s farmers? Vandana 
Shiva and others said, “Enough!” They started a Seeds of Hope campaign to stop 
farmers’ suicides. The transition from seeds of suicide to seeds of hope includes:

• a shift from genetically modified, non-renewable seeds to organic, open
pollinated seed varieties which farmers can save and share.

• a shift from chemical farming to organic farming.

• a shift from unfair trade based on false prices to fair trade based on real
and just prices.

The farmers who have made this shift are earning 10 times more than the 
farmers growing Monsanto’s Bt-cotton.12

Jesus’ parable may be about the messianic banquet and it may be about 
the urgency of accepting his invitation to discipleship, but it is also about eating, 
about expanding the banquet table now. Jesus keeps eating his way through Luke’s 
gospel to the very end. The night before he was killed, Jesus gathered to share the 
Passover meal with his disciples. Surely that meal included not only twelve men, 
but also Mary Magdalene, Joanna, and Mary the mother of James. They must have 
been there because Luke remembers them by name at the empty tomb, along with 
other women who followed Jesus from Galilee. At that last supper, Jesus shared 
bread and cup with those around the table and said, “Do this in remembrance of 
me.” When Jesus said, “Do this,” did he mean only this bread and this cup? Not 
if we pay attention to the witness of Luke’s gospel! Remembering that witness, we 
hear Jesus gathering up all the meals he shared with others.

Do this: eat with people who are poor and crippled and lame and blind

Do this: share meals with tax collectors, prostitutes, and sinners

Do this: dare to be as disruptive as the woman who crashed Simon’s
dinner party and wept all over Jesus feet

Do this: praying “Give us this day our daily bread.”

10 Beckmann, 11.
11 Beckmann, 134.
12 Vandana Shiva, “From Seeds o f Suicide to Seeds of Hope,” p. 2.
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Do all of this in remembrance of me. Do this now and the future will be 
different.

With the hope of Jesus in our hearts, join me in a closing poem, Lucille 
Clifton s “spring song” -  slightly adapted for our gathering. Simply echo the 
words I say...

the green of Jesus 
is breaking the ground 
and the sweet 
voice of the risen Jesus 
is opening the house and 
the dance of Jesus music 
has hold of the air and 
the world is turning 
in the body of Jesus and 
the future is possible. 13

13 Lucille Clifton, “spring song” in Good Woman: Poems and a Memoir 1969— 1980 (Brock-
port, New York: BOA Editions, Ltd.) In the original poem lines 3 and 4 read: “and the sweet smell of 
delicious Jesus.”
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A Journey into the Yoga of Ecology
C h r i s t o p h e r  F ic i

The realization that the planet Earth is divinely connected in reciprocal 
loving devotion to God has many roots firmly planted in the cosmologies, theolo- 
gies, and ontologies of the enduring spiritual traditions of our collective human 
history. One such example comes from the Vedic spiritual tradition/culture of 
India, particularly from the essential scriptures of the bhakti (devotional) strands 
of the Vedas. In the Tenth Canto of the Bhagavat Purana, Mother Earth, known 
in the Vedas as Bhumi Devi (the Earth Goddess), finds herself overburdened and 
overwhelmed by a vast and massive increase in militaristic activities by the various 
kings who tread upon her ground. With tears flowing from her eyes, in the form of 
a gentle and simple cow, she comes before the great universal engineer Lord Brah- 
ma begging for divine assistance to help her relieve this terrible burden. Brahma, 
deeply moved by her cries, is able to compel Lord Visnhu, the supreme deity of the 
Vedic tradition, to descend to Earth in his original form as Krishna to rescue her 
and the gentle devoted souls sustained by her bhum (soil) from the oppression of 
these terrible and grotesque beings masquerading as responsible rulers.

The intimate relationship between God and the Earth is highlighted 
elsewhere in the Bhagavat Purana in the pastime of Varaha, a boar-like avatar 
(incarnation) of God. Renowned contemporary Vedic scholar Urmila Devi Dasi 
explains that

In Vedic cosmology, planets are conscious persons. The planet 
Earth once fell into the universal water when demonic persons 
disturbed her orbit by drilling for oil and upsetting her balance.
Celestial beings, called devas, who control the universe in service 
to Krishna, wanted Earth to be rescued. Responding to their desire, 
the Lord came to save her. He assumed the form of a splendid, 
gigantic boar (Varaha), dove to the bottom of the universal ocean, 
picked up Earth, and gently carried her on His tusks to the 
waters surface.1

These fantastic mystical tales from the Vedic tradition speak to the personal 
intimacy between God and all living beings. The Vedic tradition posits a number 
of different types of yoga, or practical and spiritual methodologies that allow one 
to connect, to yoke, in intimate relation to God. Some of these forms oí yoga, as 
explained in the preeminent wisdom text of the Hindu tradition, the Bhagavad- 
Gita, focus on methodologies based around ones activities or work (karma), one s

1 Devi Dasi, Urmila, “Water: A Meditation,” published July/August 2008, http://btg.
krishna.com/water-meditation
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development of transcendental knowledge (jnand)t or the development of mysti- 
cal awareness through an eight-limbed system of bodily and mental practices 
(astanga). The wisdom of the Gita concludes that the highest form of yoga is the 
devotional form, the art of bhakti-yoga, in which the loving and selfless recipro- 
cal exchange of service, care, and affection between the living being and God is 
considered the highest form of self-realization. God is not seen primarily, solely, 
or ideally as an impersonal energy or emanation. She/He, in multifarious incarna- 
tions, is a metaphysically independent individual personality who has great per- 
sonal concern for the beings of the physical universe. The narratives of the Vedas 
mentioned above are but a few of the countless examples of the exquisitely devoted 
love God has for the Earth. God is determined enough in these extraordinary 
circumstances to personally incarnate to restore the inherent harmony and dignity 
of the Earth. For God, there is no greater desire than to ensure that the Earth is a 
vessel, place, and ground where reciprocal love can be expressed between God and 
all living beings.

Devotion is what binds God and all living beings in relationship, and 
which also binds all living beings to each other. Devotion is the essence and very 
definition of bhakti. The expression of devotion underlies all profound spiritual 
truth, which is the foundation of all religious, cultural, and social expression on 
this planet. When we look upon the joys and catastrophes that emanate from the 
grand human experiment upon the earth, we must understand how these emana- 
tions relate, reveal, or ignore these roots of bhakti. Nowhere is this more important 
to consider as when we examine the nature and reality of our existential ecological 
crisis, which is changing the fabric, definition, and infrastructure of our civiliza- 
tion. In this article, I explore how the understanding of our collective ecological 
crisis must move towards these roots in bhakti to create 2, yoga o f ecology. Exploring 
the connection of our ecological relations to these spiritual roots will also enable us 
to recreate and restore harmonious modes of community, consciousness, worship, 
and spirituality so that we may justly and sustainably live in relation to the planet 
and to each other. A  yoga o f ecology can help us to understand that the metaphysi- 
cal spiritual truths of our being and our relation to God must be expressed in 
relation to the physical truths of our relation with the bhum. The metaphysical and 
the physical must work together in the harmony of devotion.

T h e  Yo g a  o f  E c o lo g y  a n d  t h e  H ea r t  o f  S u stain a ble  D ev o t io n

Having spent over five years living as a monk in the bhakti-yoga, or 
Gaudiya Vaisnava2 tradition, I was afforded the unique opportunity to cultivate a

2 “Gaudiya Vaishnavas are the followers o f the mystic avatar Sri Chaitanya (1486-1534).
Sri Chaitanya worshiped Radha and Krishna and popularized the practice o f kirtan (congregational 
chanting o f the names of God). His followers revere him as an incarnation of Krishna, prophesied in 
the later chapters of The Srimad Bhagavtam, who appeared to teach the path o f Bhakti. Sri Chaitanya 
taught the belief in one supreme God, the ultimate manifestation being in the form o f Krishna, ac- 
companied by Radha, whose power and majesty is secondary to his beauty, love and sweetness. They 
believe that the Absolute Truth, or God, is all-attractive and has both a male and female nature that is

48 

development of transcendental knowledge (jnana), or the development of mysti­
cal awareness through an eight-limbed system of bodily and mental practices 
(astanga). The wisdom of the Gita concludes that the highest form of yoga is the 
devotional form, the art of bhakti-yoga, in which the loving and selfless recipro­
cal exchange of service, care, and affection between the living being and God is 
considered the highest form of self-realization. God is not seen primarily, solely, 
or ideally as an impersonal energy or emanation. She/He, in multifarious incarna­
tions, is a metaphysically independent individual personality who has great per­
sonal concern for the beings of the physical universe. The narratives of the Vedas 
mentioned above are but a few of the countless examples of the exquisitely devoted 
love God has for the Earth. God is determined enough in these extraordinary 
circumstances to personally incarnate to restore the inherent harmony and dignity 
of the Earth. For God, there is no greater desire than to ensure that the Earth is a 
vessel, place, and ground where reciprocal love can be expressed between God and 
all living beings. 

Devotion is what binds God and all living beings in relationship, and 
which also binds all living beings to each other. Devotion is the essence and very 
definition of bhakti. The expression of devotion underlies all profound spiritual 
truth, which is the foundation of all religious, cultural, and social expression on 
this planet. When we look upon the joys and catastrophes that emanate from the 
grand human experiment upon the earth, we must understand how these emana­
tions relate, reveal, or ignore these roots of bhakti. Nowhere is this more important 
to consider as when we examine the nature and reality of our existential ecological 
crisis, which is changing the fabric, definition, and infrastructure of our civiliza­
tion. In this article, I explore how the understanding of our collective ecological 
crisis must move towards these roots in bhakti to create a yoga of ecology. Exploring 
the connection of our ecological relations to these spiritual roots will also enable us 
to recreate and restore harmonious modes of community, consciousness, worship, 
and spirituality so that we may justly and sustainably live in relation to the planet 
and to each other. A yoga of ecology can help us to understand that the metaphysi­
cal spiritual truths of our being and our relation to God must be expressed in 
relation to the physical truths of our relation with the bhum. The metaphysical and 
the physical must work together in the harmony of devotion. 

THE YOGA OF ECOLOGY AND THE HEART OF SUSTAINABLE DEVOTION 

Having spent over five years living as a monk in the bhakti-yoga, or 
Gaudiya Vaisnava2 tradition, I was afforded the unique opportunity to cultivate a 

2 "Gaudiya Vaishnavas are the followers of the mystic avatar Sri Chaitanya (1486-1534). 
Sri Chaitanya worshiped Radha and Krishna and popularized the practice ofkirran (congregational 
chanting of the names of God). His followers revere him as an incarnation of Krishna, prophesied in 
the later chapters of The Srimad Bhagavram, who appeared to teach the path of Bhakti. Sri Chaitanya 
taught the belief in one supreme God, the ultimate manifestation being in the form of Krishna, ac­
companied by Radha, whose power and majesty is secondary to his beauty, love and sweetness. They 
believe that the Absolute Truth, or God, is all-attractive and has both a male and female nature that is 



49

critical lens in viewing the shape of the civilization I was raised in, including the 
privilege that upbringing foisted upon me in so many conscious and unconscious 
ways. What became clear to me — and what only becomes clearer as I grow physi- 
cally, mentally, and spiritually — is that as much as my own privilege is a con- 
struct that has no sustainable substance, similarly the structure of the civilization 
that I was raised in has a similar amorphous quality and destiny.

The Vedic spiritual paradigm tells us that the very substance of material 
nature, of the ground we walk on, the air we breathe, the water that we drink, is 
temporary, ever-shifting, never fully solid or inert. Yet the Vedas also tell us there 
is a spiritual substance underlying the fabric of reality that is eternally present. The 
Gita clarifies this distinction of the nature of reality in terms of the constituents 
of our existential being in and beyond this world, in terms of the relation of our 
body and our soul. In the Gita, Krishna, the Supreme Personality of the Divine, 
in speaking to his dear friend, the troubled warrior Arjuna, says “those who are 
seers of the truth have concluded that of the nonexistent [the material body] there 
is no endurance and of the eternal [the soul] there is no change. This they have 
concluded by studying the nature of both.”3 Renowned Vedic scholar/teacher A.C 
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ent cells is admitted by modern medical science; and thus growth 
and old age are taking place in the body. But the spirit soul exists 
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beyond the influences of this temporary world.” Courtesy o f http://www.radhanathswami.com/about/ 
what־do־the־gaudiya־vaishnavas-believe/
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Trust: Los Angeles, 1972), 93.
4 Ibid, 93.
5 Ibid, 105.
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most profound is the love of God, in the temporal realms of our everyday life.
We are seeking a harmony, *yoga, of the metaphysical and the physical, 

in which the ideal and reality of sustainability is dependent on right relation with 
both of these elements. The concept of sustainability remains nebulous and vapid 
if it is too invested in what is beyond this world at the expense of being in this 
world. On the contrary, any attempt at sustainability that is too invested in the 
temporary substance of the material world at the expense of not planting its roots 
in that which is eternal will never be able to truly sustain anything. A xxxxtyoga of 
ecology is that which is able to integrate the reality of the material and spiritual, of 
the body and the soul, beyond dualistic understandings that confuse our essential 
understanding of the inherent connections between our eternal nature and our 
practical reality.

It is the understanding of many people of faith, who also identify as ecologi- 
cal activists, that enlightenment and aloofness do not go hand-in-hand. It is also 
the great frustration of people of green faith when colleagues choose to respond to 
this seemingly paradoxical and dualistic relationship between matter and spirit by 
remaining too engrossed and invested in either matter or spirit, thereby discon- 
necting themselves from sustainability in both the material and spiritual sense. In 
the tradition of bhakti, this paradox is resolved by the devotional use of material 
nature. In the offering of the fruits of this planet to God, all of the potential dyna- 
mism of creation in terms of the arts, of cuisine, of emotion, of energy, is actual- 
ized fully. What is of material substance, when offered in the mood and intent of 
loving devotion to God, is then able to receive the influence of the eternal spiritual 
substance into its essence. The metaphysical enters into the physical through subtle 
processes largely beyond the reach of empirical observation, but which neverthe- 
less have tangible effects upon the consciousness of the devoted. The traditional 
village-based communities of Indian culture, the womb of Vedic spiritual life, 
understood this devotional mood of sustainability inherently. The peoples of this 
culture understood deeply that if what they grew from the roots of their soil were 
to be offered in love and gratitude towards God, then the roots of devotion, of 
spiritual understanding and realization of their eternal selves, would grow in their 
hearts without a doubt.

During my time as a monk, I spent a year in service at the Small Farm 
Training Center, an organic farm project tucked away in the hills of mining (and 
now fracking) country in the panhandle of West Virginia, just south of Pittsburgh. 
The project was associated with a spiritual community of the bhakti tradition that 
had planted its roots in those hills in 1969, as Swami Prabhupada encouraged a 
few of his eagerly surrendered students to create a sustainable community that 
would reflect the original and eternal spiritual principles of the Vedas. Befitting 
the difficulties and complexities of Swami Prabhupadas general experiment of 
transplanting a traditionally Indian spiritual culture onto modern Western soil, 
the spiritual community in West Virginia, named New Vrindavan,6 has gone

6 Vrndavana is one o f the main holy places o f pilgrimage in the Gaudiya Vaisnava or bhakti-
yoga tradition. Located in the state of Uttar Pradesh in India, it is home to nearly 5,000 temples of
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through a difficult, complex, and painful history, but it has endured as a pilgrim- 
age center for many contemporary members of the bhakti tradition and worshipers 
across the Hindu diaspora. The Center project is currently run by Terry Sheldon, a 
long time bhakti-yoga practitioner and student of Swami Prabhupada. His relation- 
ship to this land is decades old, and despite rampant abuse of the land by farming 
and mining interests over those decades he has been able to carve out an eight acre 
garden he calls “The Garden of Seven Gates.” Here a number of organic vegetables 
such as tomatoes, squash, green beans, and kale are grown and harvested for use 
in New Vrindavan and for offering to local charities in the neighboring commu- 
nities. The Center also features a half-acre teaching garden, where many of the 
same vegetables are grown in smaller patches along with various flower and herb 
species. A workshop for further training in sustainable crafts stands next to the 
teaching garden. Each growing and harvesting season, for the past decade, Sheldon 
has attracted interns and volunteers from across the country to stay and receive 
his guidance in the art and theory of organic farming. The Center has networked 
with a number of local universities in the West Virginia area, including Virginia 
Northern Community College, where a collaborative project to create a “Green 
Wheeling Initiative”7 in Wheeling, West Virginia has inspired the creation of a 
number of community gardens in the urban Wheeling area. The Center has also 
collaborated with West Virginia State University on an “Organic Seed Project” to 
work with organically grown seed lines cultivated within the Center project. Shel- 
dons teaching not only includes his vast and dynamic knowledge and experience 
in the practical art of organic, just, and sustainable agriculture, but he also goes 
beyond this to consider such metaphysical elements as the karma that is involved 
in the material processes in seeding, growing, and cultivating the products of the 
Earth. At the heart of his teaching mission is an understanding of the deep and 
inherent consideration for the metaphysical quality of the work being done, and 
how ones intentions should be based on ensuring that this metaphysical quality is 
at the forefront of the work itself.

Speaking at the 2008 Yearly Convention of the Pennsylvania Association of 
Sustainable Agriculture at Penn State University, Sheldon expanded upon his phys- 
ical/metaphysical vision in a talk titled “Bad Karma Is Not Sustainable.” In this 
talk, Sheldon gently but firmly implored his audience to consider that the physical 
actions in their agricultural practice (and in the practice of their life in general) 
can have metaphysical effects. He said that:

One of the peculiarities of the current sustainable farming move- 
ment in the Western world is how little attention is paid to the law 
of consequence. Especially when it involves the taking of life to feed

Radha/Krishna. In Vaisnava theology, it is said that Vrindavan is the place where Krishna, in his 
incarnations into the material realm, is born and resides in his youth. The village o f Vrindavan is a 
reflection of the original Vrindavan in the spiritual realm, where Krishna resides eternally with his 
closest associates and devotees.
7 Glynis Board, “Small Farm Training Center teaches organic gardening”, West Virginia
Public Broadcasting, posted on July 12, 2012, http://www.wvpubcast.org/newsarticle.aspx?id=25801.
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or financially support ourselves. Environmentally responsible farm- 
ing protects not only the plant, animal, and land, but also shelters 
the farmer from future entanglement in the axiomatic wheel of 
cause and effect. Subtle codes of conduct, karmic law if you will, 
govern all universal behavior, be it human־to־human, human-to- 
plant, or human־to־animal relationships...the Sanskrit literatures 
of ancient India clearly identify what it means to be involved but 
not bound by the world of action-and-reaction. They guide us past 
the perils of being needy. We do have to eat after all, without being 
greedy by keeping body and soul together. The sobering results of 
choosing diets and occupations which unnecessarily encroach upon 
the intrinsic rights of other beings, be they embodied as plants or 
other animals, is not to be ignored.8

Inherent within Sheldon s model is the element of devotion, bhakti, in 
harnessing and harvesting the products of the soil of his work for the pleasure of 
God and all living beings. This devotional intention, when understood properly, 
liberates the worker from any undue karmic effects.

One of the most direct expressions of this intention is the devotional art of 
cooking in the bhakti tradition. The cook, when preparing food, does so with the 
mood that she/he is doing so for the personal pleasure of God. In the Gita, Krish- 
na reveals that he is conscious of such intention and that he reciprocates when he 
says: “If one offers Me with love and devotion a leaf, a flower, a fruit or water, I 
will accept it!*9 In the bhakti tradition, these sanctified foodstuffs, once cooked 
and offered, are known asprasadam, which is defined as the “Lords mercy.” By 
partaking of this prasadam, one is engaging in a recognition and ritual of gratitude 
that is at the very heart of xkvzyoga o f ecology. The partaking of prasadam cleanses 
the heart of the dust that obscures the enlightened clarity that exists within us.
This dust consists of the qualities of greed, envy, and hatred. Cooking and eating 
prasadam is a kind of “normal mysticism” which is essential to the life of the bhakti 
tradition, as a form of worship that stands alongside the other essential practices of 
the tradition.

Swami Prabhupada relates in the Vaisnava scripture Caitanya-Caritamrta 
how the eating of prasadam is identical to the chanting of Gods holy names, 
which is considered the main spiritual practice of the bhakti tradition. He writes:

Those who are honoring prasadam, accepting the remnants of food 
offered to the Deity, must always remember that prasadam is not 
ordinary food. Prasadam is transcendentaL.Both prasadam and the 
Lords name are on the Brahman platform, or spiritual platform...
One should take prasadam with great faith and should chant the

8 Sheldon, Terry, “Bad Karma Is N ot Sustainable” (presented at the 2008 Yearly Convention
of the Pennsylvania Association of Sustainable Agriculture at Penn State University, State College, 
Pennsylvania, February 9, 2008).
9 Swami Prabhupada, Bhagavad-Gita, 478.
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holy name of the Lord and worship the Deity in the temple, always 
remembering that the Deity...prasädam and the holy name do not 
belong to the mundane platform. By worshiping the Deity, eating 
prasädam and chanting the Hare Krishna mahä-mantra10 one can 
always remain on the spiritual platform (brahma-bhüyäya kalpate).11

The prasadam diet, by its vegetarian/vegan content, also enables participa- 
tion in more just and sustainable food systems. Befitting Swami Prabhupadas 
original Gandhian ideal of “simple living and high thinking,” the food systems 
of communities centered on the bhakti tradition are aimed towards models of 
mutuality with locality. These communities are to be designed to produce food 
from their own immanent bhum for their material and spiritual sustenance, in 
harmonious relation with other local communities and with the nature of the local 
ecological systems. It is this spirit that is at the heart of Sheldons work and vision:

The real future of this whole thing is gonna become village life, 
where we develop ways to communicate and entertain and grow our 
own food, raise our children, educate, that is so location specific 
that it works. You develop loving, interdependent relationships with 
people, mutually interdependent relationships. Thats our back- 
ground actually. That’s where were all actually coming from. That’s 
what we’re all looking for.
Defining relationships in this universe that are not competitive.
They’re cooperative. They’re interdependent...Fact is that we’re 
divine in origin. We are spirit souls. We are not bodies. We need a 
farming system, and a philosophy that drives that farming system 
that recognizes the position of the soul, and it reveres it as sacred.12

Sheldon’s work, and the spiritual art of devotional cooking/eating, are exam- 
pies of a deeper understanding of the relation between the material and spiritual 
energies that make up our reality. They are examples of how the value of devotion

10 The main spiritual practice o f the bhakti tradition. The maha-mantra is a combination
of three names o f God in the bhakti tradition: Hare (the feminine, energetic aspect o f the Divinity), 
Krishna (the masculine, personal aspect o f the Divinity) and Rama (the pleasure potency of the Di- 
vinity). The maha-mantra consists of a 32-syllable combination of these three names: Hare Krishna/ 
Hare Krishna/Krishna Krishna/Hare Hare/Hare Rama/Hare Rama/Rama Rama/Hare Hare. The 
bhakti practitioner chants the maha-mantra either on prayer beads or through musical congregational 
practice, known as kirtan, at prescribed and/or spontaneous portions o f their daily life.
11 The main spiritual practice o f the bhakti tradition. The maha-mantra is a combination
of three names of God in the bhakti tradition: Hare (the feminine, energetic aspect o f the Divinity), 
Krishna (the masculine, personal aspect o f the Divinity) and Rama (the pleasure potency o f the Di- 
vinity). The maha-mantra consists o f a 32-syllable combination of these three names: Hare Krishna/ 
Hare Krishna/Krishna Krishna/Hare Hare/Hare Rama/Hare Rama/Rama Rama/Hare Hare. The 
bhakti practitioner chants the maha-mantra either on prayer beads or through musical congregational 
practice, known as kirtan, at prescribed and/or spontaneous portions o f their daily life.
12 Sheldon, “Bad Karma Is Not Sustainable.”
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at the heart of bhakti inherently leads to ecologically conscious living. In the next 
section we will examine how the value of devotion leads us into a contemplative, 
yet confrontational, space with how our dualistic understandings of reality have 
led us to the ecological state of crisis that we are in.

T h e  Yo g a  o f  E c o lo g y  in  C o u ra g e  a n d  C o n f r o n t a t io n

To understand the roots of the yoga o f ecology requires a firm and coura- 
geous confrontation with the reality of our human nature, and how that reality 
has manifested an ecological crisis, and a planetary change, that is our reckoning.
I say this not to be defeatist, nor to downplay any of the efforts being undertaken 
to prevent or mitigate many of the actual or predicted effects of climate change 
upon our communities. However, I think there is a very vital clarity to be had in 
understanding our limitations in this regard, both in the substance of our own 
nature, and in our capacity, as individuals and as communities, to preserve a 
structure of civilization that is already being drastically affected by the changes in 
our planets climate. The roots of our nature, when examined with courage and 
clarity through development of spiritual knowledge and practice, reveal to us what 
finite beings we are, not only in the fragility of our bodies, but in the chimeras and 
delusions of our minds which draw humanity to a god-like, narcissistic ideal. We 
have confused transcendence as something calling us to mastery over the instru- 
ments and elements of nature. Instead we have become blinded to the actual ideals 
of transcendence as they work in harmony with our own nature and with nature 
herself. We have confused progress by identifying it with the temporal and the 
material, misunderstanding that our spiritual progress is what is really important. 
The influential theologian Reinhold Niebuhr was, at the heart of his work and 
thought, particularly sensitive to the fallacies and potentials of human nature. In 
my own intellectual and spiritual journey as a student at Union Theological Semi- 
nary, there is no way I can ignore the spirit of Niebuhr’s thoughts and convictions 
that permeate this institution, as flawed as they may be in fully confronting the 
realities of socio-economic privilege. Yet because privilege is such a potent source 
of pollution, Niebuhr’s deconstruction of human nature has much to say to those 
of us who consciously and unconsciously express a sense of advantage because of 
our normalized race, gender, and sexuality. The essence of Niebuhr’s thought leads 
us to an understanding of how deeply we have misunderstood the truth about the 
limitations of our nature which blinds us to the natural, spiritual harmony of our 
being in the relation of service to God and to our neighbor.

Niebuhr’s understanding of human nature can uniquely permeate the knots 
of our existential ecological crisis. He points us to the juncture of our spirit and 
our identity in this world, where we have lost the understanding of our depen- 
dence on the transcendence of God. In Nature and Destiny 0fMan> he writes:

The catastrophes of history by which God punishes this pride, it 
must be observed, are the natural and inevitable consequences of 
men’s effort to transcend their mortal and insecure existence and to
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establish a security to which man has no right. One aspect of hu- 
man pride is man’s refusal to acknowledge the dependent character 
of his life...One might write pages on the relevance of this prophetic 
judgment upon the self-sufficiency of modern man whose technical 
achievements obscure his dependence upon vast natural resources 
beyond his control and accentuate the perennial pride of man in his 
own power and security.13

A xxxizyoga o f ecology is set within the parameters of the transcendent, which 
may appear to superficially limit the expressions of our agricultural, industrial, and 
technical wonders. The philosophy that surrounds the industrialization and com- 
modification of our food supply, such as the claims of ownership by biotechnology 
firms over the organic substances of nature such as the seed, are examples of the 
rupture of our natural relation and dependence on the transcendent through the 
element of pride. We are increasingly losing touch with the harmony of the local- 
ized through the hubris, both intentional and unintentional, of a food system that 
has been industrialized, commodified, and corporatized. This superficial limitation 
may also seem to present itself in terms of the manifestations of our inordinate 
sense of desire. Niebuhr writes in this regard:

Inordinate self-love is occasioned by the introduction of the per- 
spective of the eternal into natural and human finiteness. But it is 
a false eternal. It consists in the transmutation o f ‘mutable good’ 
into infinity.
This boundless character of human desires is an unnatural rather 
than natural fruit of man’s relation to the temporal process on the 
one hand and to eternity on the other. If man knew, loved and 
obeyed God as the author and end of his existence, a proper limit 
would be set for his desires including the natural impulse 
of survival.14

The hubris and pride behind our modern food system, and largely behind 
our collective relationship with our ecology, is that we are trying to create a situa- 
tion to facilitate our unlimited desires, or the ongoing march of economic growth. 
We have lost sight of the real understanding and relation between our essential na- 
ture as beings and the nature of our desire. We have put aside traditional spiritual 
values, which teach us how to align our natural desires in natural harmony with 
our environment and in natural harmony with the desires, or devotion, that God 
has for us. Niebuhr’s thoughts connect essentially and inherently with a passage 
from the classical Vedic text Sri Isopanisady one of the essential scriptures of the

13 Reinhold Niebuhr, The Nature and Destiny o f Man (Westminster John Knox Press: Louis-
ville, 1996), 139.
14 Niebuhr, The Nature and Destiny o f  Man, ! .(?כי
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bhakti tradition, which speaks to the necessity of understanding our harmonious 
quota, or allotment, of resources:

Everything animate or inanimate that is within the universe is 
controlled and owned by the Lord. One should therefore accept 
only those things necessary for himself, which are set aside as his 
quota, and one should not accept other things, knowing well to 
whom they belong.15

In his commentary on this verse, Swami Prabhupada further elucidates what 
this means in our lives and spiritual practices:

One should therefore be intelligent enough to know that except for 
the Lord no one is a proprietor of anything. One should accept only 
those things that are set aside by the Lord as his quota. The cow, for 
instance, gives milk, but she does not drink that milk: she eats grass 
and straw, and her milk is designated as food for human beings.
Such is the arrangement of the Lord. Thus we should be satisfied 
with those things He has kindly set aside for us, and we should 
always consider to whom those things we possess actually belong.16

It is important to understand that these passages are not a call to some 
extreme ideal, towards a savage kind of Luddite or ascetic sentiment. They are 
instead a reminder — a firm reminder — to understand, respect, and live by the 
systems of harmonious relation that exist between the material and spiritual en- 
ergy. They are a call to re-discover these diverse harmonious relations by giving up 
the mood of selfishness and exploitation. The thought and convictions expressed 
by Niebuhr and Swami Prabhupada have at their essence a lesson we must learn 
about the power and capacity we hold in these unique, exquisite, and precious ex- 
istential forms of existence we live in as human beings. There are two clear realities 
we can consider here: first, the inescapable humility we must feel as tiny, limited, 
fragile beings next to the transcendence of God; and the tremendous responsibil- 
ity we have to understand our relation to all other living beings on this planet. As 
Thomas Berry writes in The Sacred Universe:

In this mother-child relationship, an essential, fundamental shift 
has taken place. Until recently, the child was taken care of by the 
mother. Now, however, the mother must be extensively cared for 
by the child. The child has grown to become an adult. The Earth- 
human relationship needs to undergo a renewal similar to that 
which occurs in the ordinary process of human maturation, where

15 A.C Bhaktivedanta Swami Prabhupada, Sri Isopanisad (Bhaktivedanta Book Trust: Los 
Angeles, 1969), 14
16 Ibid, 15.
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both child and mother experience a period of alienation, followed 
by a reconciliation period characterized by a new type of intimacy, a 
new depth of appreciation, and a new mode of interdependence.17

The unique wisdom we have as human beings doesn’t absolve us of the 
responsibility to survive, and to not trample upon other beings’ ability to survive, 
but it does, however, also take us beyond the considerations of survival. This 
unique mental space can either carry us towards the transcendent or it can inspire 
us to create every instrument we need to exploit and take advantage of the advan- 
tage that we have.

Contemporary eco-activist/prophet Bill McKibben posits, in his 2010 work 
Eaarth, that the planet we live on now is significantly different from the planet our 
own grandparents, parents, and even our own selves as children lived on. One of 
McKibben’s main points, which is perhaps most challenging to our conditioning 
as “civilized beings,” is that the idea of unimpeachable material/economic progress/ 
growth that we think is the essence and birthright of our privilege as developed/ 
developing people has reached its endpoint. McKibben quotes the eminent socio- 
historical theorist Jared Diamond to explain this reality:

It’s not that such collapse is impossible, not by any means...the 
seeming solidity of our civilization could be illusory. As Diamond 
shows with abundant example, one of the main lessons to be 
learned from the collapses of the Maya, Anasazi, Easter Islanders, 
and those other past societies is that a society’s steep decline may 
begin only a decade or two after the society reaches its peak num- 
bers, wealth, and power.’
...we’re overleveraged in ways that resemble those past civilizations.
In fact, they were pikers compared to us: the Anasazi may have 
died out when the climate shifted, but they didn’t make it hap- 
pen. And if our societies start to tank, we’ll be in worse shape than 
those who came before. For one thing, our crisis is global, so there’s 
no place to flee. For another, most of us don’t know how to do very 
much in your standard collapse scenario, it’s nice to know how to 
grow wheat.18

Nevertheless, the forces of exploitation continue undaunted despite the 
increasing clarity of our crisis. Vandana Shiva, the wise Indian eco-feminist/activ- 
ist/scholar, continues to shed light on the evolution of the spirit of piracy, which is 
at the heart of the exploitative model of “dominion.” This piracy has now extended 
into the fabric of nature itself, especially in the use of patents and other elements 
of intellectual property control, which allow corporate interests to claim owner­

17 Thomas Berry, The Sacred Universe: Earth, Spirituality, and Religion in the Twenty-First 
Century (Columbia University Press: New York, 2009) 77.
18 McKibben, Bill, Eaarth: Making a Life on a Tough New Planet (St. Martin’ Griffin: New  
York, 2011), 98-99
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ship over organic technologies o f nature such as seeds, genes, and the reproductive 
elements of the feminine body. These are fundamental elements provided by direct 
design of the transcendent upon the total immanence of our reality, yet which are 
now being partitioned off from certain sectors of humanity as if the ownership and 
control of these elements can be removed from their common essence that belongs 
to all on the physical level. Shiva calls this biopiracy. Speaking to In Motion Maga- 
ziney Shiva explains biopiracy:

Patents are a replay of colonization as it took place 500 years ago in 
a number of ways. Interestingly, even at that time, when Columbus 
set sail and other adventurers like him, they also set out with pieces 
of paper that were called the letters patent which gave the power to 
the adventurers to claim as property the territory they found any־ 
where in the world that was not ruled by white Christian princes. 
Contemporary patents on life seem to be of a similar quality. They 
are pieces of paper issued by patent offices of the world that basi־ 
cally are telling corporations that if there’s knowledge or living ma- 
terial, plants, seeds, medicines which the white man has not known 
about before, claim it on our behalf, and make profits out of it.
That then has become the basis of phenomena that we call biopi- 
racy, where seeds such as the Basmati seed, the aromatic rice from 
India, which we have grown for centuries, right in my valley is 
being claimed as novel invention by RiceTec.
Neem, which we have used for millennia for pest control, for 
medicine, which is documented in every one of our texts, which my 
grandmother and mother have used for everyday functions in the 
home, for protecting grain, for protecting silks and woolens, for pest 
control, is treated as invention held by Grace, the chemical company.
This epidemic of piracy is very much like the epidemic of piracy 
which was named colonialism 500 years ago. I think we will soon 
need to name this round of piracy through patents as recolonization 
as a new colonization which differs from the old only in this ־ the 
old colonization only took over land, the new colonization is taking 
over life itself.19

At a time when we are expecting a certain consolidation of resources due to 
global scarcities of food, water, and energy, we can go in two directions. The first 
involves those privileged with resources beginning the painstaking process of level־ 
ing the field as much as possible, with the motivation of confronting and detach־ 
ing from the mechanisms, both conscious and unconscious, of exploitation. Or, as 
Shiva details, those with privilege can continue their own private consolidation of

19 Nic-Paget Clarke and Vandana Shiva, “An Interview with Dr. Vandana Shiva”, conducted
on July 18, 1998 for In Motion Magazine, http://www.inmotionmagazine.com/shiva.html
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resources, largely at the expense of the vulnerable and marginalized, including the 
fundamental elements of nature herself.

C a lle d  t o  M y  R o o t s  in  T h e  Yo g a  o f  E c o lo g y

The transcendent values of devotional yoga are a time-tested and pragmatic 
method to help create a transvaluation of values, which can help us as individuals 
and as a civilization to regain much of the harmony with our ecology that we have 
lost in the industrial and post-industrial age. Thejwga of ecology is a true ortho- 
praxis: an essential combination of spiritual wisdom and enlightened action. This 
is simply an extension of the inherent orthopraxis within the practices and values 
of yoga itself. Hindu scholar Edwin Bryant, in his translation of the classical text 
The Yoga Sutras, quotes fellow religious scholar Ian Whicher, who says:

Yoga extends the meaning of purification and illumination of hu- 
man identity to incorporate an enlightened mode of activity as well 
as knowledge...We need not conclude that liberative knowledge and 
virtuous activity are incompatible with one another, nor need we 
see detachment as an abandonment of the world and the human 
relational sphere.20

The Hindu tradition understands that this yogic orthopraxis must be based 
in the natural sense of responsibility and harmony we share with, and toward, our 
ecological foundation. This yogic praxis in relation to our ecology is a way to be 
connected and devoted to God. The value of devotion is the axis of cultivating en- 
lightened spiritual knowledge, which goes hand-in-hand with enlightened action 
in this world. The definition and value of yoga in relation to ecology is a universal 
spiritual value, which can be shared and realized across any sectarian boundary.

As I ruminate further and further upon my own spiritual and ecological 
standing, and the intimate, essential, and very necessary connection between 
those two facets of my being, I feel that I am being called back to my roots. My 
current academic interests and studies in the fields of ecological ethics, justice, 
and the science of sustainability are motivated by my need to increase what eco- 
feminist Christian theologian Sallie McFague calls our “ecological literacy.”21 My 
literacy does not solely depend on the theories, philosophies, and case-studies I am 
encountering. It requires that this reconnection with my roots, with the ground 
of my being, must be balanced with something more visceral, with the literal soil 
under my feet, with the knowledge of how to cultivate a seed into something that 
can be offered to God, in the experience of sweat upon my brow and body as I till

20 Edwin Bryant, The Yoga Sutras ofPatanjali (North Point Press: New York, 2009), 469.
21 McFague, Sallie, A Life Abundant (Fortress Press: Minneapolis, 2007), 7.
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20 Edwin Bryant, The Yoga Sutras of Patanjali (North Point Press: New York, 2009), 469. 
21 McFague, Sallie, A Life Abundant (Fortress Press: Minneapolis, 2007), 7. 
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and toil. I want to strengthen my backbone, my foundation, as a human being and 
as a spiritual being, as Shiva writes:

For communities who derive their sustenance from the soil it is not 
merely a physical property situated in Cartesian space, for them, 
the soil is the source of all meaning. As an Australian aborigine 
said, ‘My land is my backbone. My land is my foundation.’ Soil and 
society, the earth and its people are intimately interconnected. In 
tribal and peasant societies, cultural and religious identity derive 
from the soil, which is perceived not as a mere ‘factor of production 
but as the very soul of society. Soil has embodied the ecological 
and spiritual home for most cultures. It is the womb not only for 
the reproduction of biological life but also of cultural and spiritual 
life; it epitomizes all the sources of sustenance and is ‘home’ in the 
deepest sense.22

I am a soul who was born and raised in the soil just outside the city of 
Detroit, spitting distance from a massive highway, ensconced in the pleasures and 
pains of suburbia. That foundation has given me a serious case of what author 
Richard Louv calls “nature-deficit disorder.” I must treat this disorder within 
me with all seriousness and compassion if I am to be any kind of eco-activist, or 
any kind of serious and steady within my tradition. This summer I plan on 
returning to Terry Sheldon’s farm, and to the Yoga Farm project we have at our 
bhakti-yoga temple in rural Pennsylvania. I also plan to commune with other such 
like-minded sustainably minded communities in upstate New York, including the 
Bluestone Farm project run by the Episcopal Community of the Holy Spirit. My 
hopes in going on this journey of service are both gritty, in the sense of finding a 
place in the knowledge and wisdom that lies in the dirt and soil, and lofty, in that 
I hope to recover some of the innocence I have lost in between the city walls — an 
innocence that is very necessary to the art of bhakti, of devotion. I simply hope to 
recover what Rabbi Abraham Joshua Heschel calls my “sense of the ineffable,” or 
my sense of wonder with creation, and how this sense of wonder can help to fur- 
ther build my moral and spiritual imperative and calling. I see this regaining of my 
sense of wonder as a chance for me to understand the yoga o f ecology and the reality 
of God that lives in the in the ecology of my own being and of our planet.

Many of us have realized that, concerning the present and future effects of 
climate change, there is little we can do to prevent many of the potential changes 
to our communities and civilization as a whole. We are morally bound to do all 
that we can do, within reason, to shape today and tomorrow for the better, but 
we are limited by our human nature and the immensity of the problem. What we 
need to understand and put into praxis to how to adapt to the new planet we share 
together in the most ethically and spiritually responsible way. Particular atten­

22 Vandana Shi a, “Homeless in the Global Village”, Ecofeminism (Zed Books: London,
1993), 102.
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tion must be paid, foremost, to the damaging effects of climate change upon the 
most vulnerable and marginalized, whether they are victims of Hurricane Sandy 
in Rockaway Beach and Staten Island, victims of extensive drought in Africa, or 
farmers in the South American Andes who can no longer trust the rhythm of the 
seasons. I sincerely hope that the practical and profound wisdom at the heart of 
our spiritual traditions, which point us towards a reality beyond the limited physi- 
cal reality we inhabit, can help us as people of faith to take on the role of servant- 
leadership in relation to the ecological crisis. We will require both great strength 
and clarity in humility and courage to go forward on this very uncertain and 
frightening journey into a reality we can barely begin to imagine.
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W i n n i e  V a r g h e s e

In January of 2012 I met Jyoti Sahi, an artist and public theologian, in 
Selvapuram near Bangalore in India. Jyoti Sahi is a Vatican II Roman Catholic 
educated in India and England. He and his wife and some extended family have 
created what they call an Art Ashram in what was a Dalit village on the outskirts 
of what has become tech-hub Bangalore.

I was introduced to his work through a Google search. As a chaplain to 
university students and as a parish priest, I am regularly in search of images that 
preach. I also appreciate my assumptions being challenged by beauty. Jyoti Sahi s 
work includes meditations involving traditional Indian forms and techniques, 
“folk” and “classical” to illustrate Biblical stories and concepts. I find the color and 
movement, even as seen through blog posts, quite moving.

His work includes images of an anguished face in the lines of the bark of 
a tree trunk or a Nataraj, and Christ-like figure in the veins of a stem and leaf 
sprouting from the earth. For me, these images of Christ represent the whole- 
ness of life. Raimon Pannikar encapsulates this work as the confluence of Hindu 
philosophy and contemporary Christian theological reflection rooted in Roman 
Catholic practice.

The basic idea is that the Christ of the resurrection — the undeniable force 
of life experienced through the defeat of death in the story of Jesus — is universal, 
m eaning^r all of us and 0/all of us. I see, as I suspect I am being guided to see 
in Jyoti Sahis work, that in the Christian tradition, the resurrected Christ is the 
life force. Christ is the enervating power behind sprouting new life, the soul in the 
heart of a tree, as well as the anguish on the face of the worker and the lithe delight 
in the body of the dancer.

Because of the power of these images, I used them as bulletin covers for our 
Sunday services.

Today I am the priest at St. Mark’s Church in-the-Bowery, an Episcopal 
church in New York City in a neighborhood called the East Village. We are an 
urban church in a gentrified, historic neighborhood. We take up a lot of space 
because we are the oldest site of continuous worship in New York. We are built on 
the site of Peter Stuyvesant’s chapel. Peter Stuyvesant was the last Dutch Governor 
General of New Amsterdam. We sit on a legacy of colonialism and the early aspi- 
rations of Europeans in this land. We face the Lower East Side, and its tenements 
of generations of desperate immigrants who came to these shores from the Irish 
and German to the Fujian Chinese. One side of our building is covered in brick, 
gravestones, and ivy and the other in brick, gravestones, and loose, polluted dirt. 
We are shaded by enormous trees growing up through the brickwork and conquer- 
ing the sidewalks. The East Yard, looking out onto 2nd Avenue has been desolate
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and dusty since at least the 1960’s, when planting grass, as the rector at the time 
said, would be folly when the inner city was burning.

This neighborhood became famous in the second half of the 20th century 
for art, self expression, drugs, prostitution, AIDS, and violence, and it still draws 
visitors nostalgic for those days. The East Village continues to be a haven for art- 
ists, lovers of peace and freedom, and eccentrics of all types. During the heyday of 
the community gardens and reclamation projects, St. Mark’s hosted protests, talks, 
and performances that crossed established boundaries, supported movements for 
change, and struggled to keep a congregation. Since that time St. Mark’s has been 
a virtual hotbed, fertile and generative of movements in the arts, liturgy, and poli- 
tics, riding the boundary between nutritive and explosive.

In relationship to our plot of land, St. Mark’s bricked over the yards, left the 
East Yard to erosion, and occasionally trimmed the ivy. I wonder if in its neglect 
of its landscape, the church was expressing its disillusionment with the capacity of 
the church — maybe established religion — to nurture the souls of this commu- 
nity. Or if it was illustrating the disregard of Christian teaching for the restorative 
and essential qualities of tending the earth.

Soon after I arrived in 2009,1 overheard someone in our office order food 
to be delivered to the office. To help the delivery person, she described our loca- 
tion as the church on 10th St. that sits in the middle of the dusty graveyard. I had 
not yet considered it that way. I saw a majestic building emerging on a prominent 
corner with a glorious steeple and four broken clock faces all stopped at different 
times in permanent disagreement as to when it stopped working — classic St. 
Mark’s. She was right. We could also be seen as a pile of stones in the middle of a 
neglected graveyard.

I wondered then and now: is it folly or distraction to want to see a block of 
green on 2nd Avenue? Is it folly to grow grass and food in the dust? Is it a gift to 
the neighborhood or my suburban aesthetic misapplied? Maybe there is some edgy, 
poetic, urban understanding of why a large yard would be decorated by brickwork 
in the dirt that I was unable to understand. Maybe my Anglican clergy collar was 
planting images of English fields into this not at all English landscape.

It is an enormous yard at roughly 100 ft square, making it a larger project 
than we can afford or manage. Yet, despite our inattentiveness to our own small 
patch of earth, the earth keeps giving this church fresh, beautiful food at no cost. 
Soon after I arrived at St. Mark’s I decided to try to improve our small food distri- 
bution program. We received the ends from a local chain store, stored them in the 
kitchen and distributed them during the week to people who came by and asked 
for help. It appeared to me that it would be hard to find out about this distribution 
if you didn’t already know about it, and it seemed that if we got organized about 
how we picked up these ends, we could distribute more. Gleaning.

A one of a kind East Village character named Jerry the Peddler, who owned 
his own grocery shopping cart, walked over to the store and pick up things a few 
times a week. We got a little organized so that we could distribute bags from the 
front door of the church on Wednesday’s at 6PM before Evening Prayer at 6:30. 
That time was a time when the sanctuary and kitchen were not otherwise in use,
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so we could use the space, and it created a nice project for new members to prepare 
the bags and help with the distribution before attending Evening Prayer. We 
posted fliers around the neighborhood and offered up to 75 bags a week to up to 
45 or so people. It wasn't ideal, but it was getting the church organized to redis־ 
tribute a resource in our neighborhood.

About a year into that project, the donor store decided to stop giving to in- 
dividual churches because it took up too much staff time to manage all of us. They 
began to donate their ends to a city-wide agency that distributed to established 
large food programs.

The Food Justice Committee decided to take letters to local stores and ask 
for end־of־the־day contributions to the St. Marks Food Pantry. Everyone said 
“no” except for vendors at the Greenmarket at Union Square and the Tuesday 
Greenmarket in front of the church. Eventually, the Union Square Greenmarket 
moved to another donor. The Greenmarket in front of the church, called the St. 
Mark’s Greenmarket, only has 3-6 vendors any given week, usually a bakery or 
two, a small family farm or two, and a large family farm. Our agreement is to 
meet them as they are closing up for the day on a Tuesday, gather what they tell 
us to gather in clear bags, store it safely in the church building, and document 
what we receive. During the growing season we take in trash bag sized bags filled 
with fresh produce like zucchini, eggplant, peaches, cucumbers, beans, and corn 
and find places to store them safely in the church’s kitchen and basement. On 
Wednesday evenings we set up tables in our parish hall and lay out the abun- 
dance. This usually includes a few bags of fresh loaves of bread and the remain- 
ders from the Community Supported Agriculture (CSA) that distributes from 
the church on Tuesdays. We then invite people to take what they can use at no 
cost. It is a gleaning food pantry. The only cost to us is that a neutral party, the 
church, has to agree to collect the food and distribute it on a different day than 
the Greenmarket operates.

In 2010 we decided to build raised beds in the West Yard. We distributed 
seeds in small pots to the congregation to care for during Lent. They returned 
with them for Easter and we planted them together. We only have two beds, 
but, for us, they have been a first step in recognizing the potential of the earth all 
around our church. We planted herbs and lettuces. And we found ourselves out in 
the yard on Wednesday afternoons picking herbs, greens, and lettuces to distrib- 
ute in our food pantry and out in the yards again on Sundays harvesting herbs for 
ourselves to use at home.

During the growing season, our food pantry costs us the price of clear plas- 
tic bags and our time. It is food that would be thrown out or composted because it 
cannot make the trip back to market. It is food from seed in our own yard, gifted 
to us and given away.

Since 2009, the congregation of this church has grown to a vibrant nicely 
full Sunday that still embraces the radical welcome of the neighborhood, but today 
is a part of a larger church that also holds those values as an ideal. We are not in 
resistance to The Episcopal Church anymore. We are at home. It has given us the 
gentleness of spirit to welcome newcomers warmly and begin to plan to care for
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this site and establish long-term commitments amongst ourselves, with the earth, 
and with movements for justice.

I still look out over a desolate East Yard and wonder if this life force that 
keeps pulsing in this church would like an outlet out there. We seem to gather it 
and distribute it easily in this place. In the East Yard, we have some revitalizing of 
the soil itself to do, something like the life of our congregation, tilling and turning 
over before rolling level again. Seeding or sodding to revive what lays below and 
nourish a new and beautiful thing freely offered to all who wander this way.

The life force in Jyoti Sahfs work, the Christ that overcomes death, is our 
story here at St. Mark s. It is the pulse of life through the veins of fresh leaves. It 
is the essential force, the one we might forget how to notice or forget to nurture 
because it seems so easy and is often free. It is the source of life that brings health 
to our bodies, and that can be made available at no cost as the fruit of our labor 
and the grace of the earth. It is the pulse of music and prayer in the heart of these 
old stones that calls home the wandering soul and nourishes the stranger. It is the 
cry for justice from the trunk of the tree, the dancing beauty in the heart of a leaf, 
the source and offering of the man Jesus in whose footsteps we seek to follow.
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Well it s great to be here. I am really excited to participate in this confer- 
ence tonight and tomorrow and I thank my friend James for inviting me to be 
here. This conference in addition to focusing on a variety of social and ecological 
challenges will also be a feast. Its a gathering of wholesome perspectives and in- 
novative initiatives, which also tonight, tomorrow morning, and at our concluding 
lunch there will be a variety of tasty food to share, and I think this is important to 
mark at the beginning. Much of this food will be local in origin because the fact 
is we are gathering here not just to talk but also to eat and to be nourished. One 
of our purposes in fact is to foster and celebrate a more inclusive and responsible 
sense of community. This aspect for a gathering accounts for the title of my talk 
that emerged the more I began to think about giving it, which is ”Together at 
the Table.” I think it’s especially fitting to hold this kind of conversation on food, 
justice, education, and sustainability at the Yale Divinity School, and I am sure 
that many of us have chosen to participate in it in the hope of receiving not just 
information but also inspiration for cultivating an outlook on food that is more 
practical, more equitable, more sensual, and more spiritual.

These goals are luminously expressed in a poem by Denise Lever- 
tov called Oh Taste and See, which is written in response to the eighth verse of 
Psalm 34: O h  taste and see the Lord that He is good.” “The world/ is not with 
us enough./ O taste and see/ the Subway Bible poster said,/ meaning the Lord, 
meaning/ if anything all that lives/ to the imaginations tongue,/ grief, mercy, 
language,/ tangerine, weather, to/ breathe them, bite,/ savor, chew, swallow, 
transform/ into our flesh/ our deaths, crossing the street, plum, quince/ living in 
the orchard and being/ hungry and plucking /the fruit.” I love Levertovs phrase 
“the imagination s tongue” because it registers the inner change between food and 
the aesthetic, emotional, and civic meaning of our lives similarly as she insists the 
food we savor and swallow transforms into our flesh. This is a process of transub- 
stantiation as mysterious and as profound as the ceremony of communion. Such 
a sacramental perspective on food reinforces my belief that over the past decade 
and a half food has replaced wilderness as the beating heart of the environmental 
movement. It’s the core because it has a strong connection with the issues of equity 
that I think are the biggest area of environmental thought not sufficiently explored 
through wilderness, though I was an adament lover of the wilderness movement 
too. The value of local and sustainable food invites the full spectrum of faith 
communities also to engage more vigorously with the more daunting ecological

1 Adapted from a talk given at Nourishing New Haven, given February 22, 2013 at Yale
Divinity School.
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challenges of our time including climate change. In short I think there could not 
be a more timely and important topic for a conference at this school.

Well its especially meaningful for me to be here with you this evening 
because 44 years ago as a graduate student of Yale in English I took a couple 
of theology courses here at the Divinity School. They seemed to have a kind of 
laissez-faire attitude toward what courses we took as long as we were prepared 
for our Master’s oral and I chose to take a couple of courses here where I learned 
about the New Hermeneutic and read the parallel Gospel accounts and it was a 
great part of my education and that year, the ’6 9 7 0  academic year, when I was ־’
taking the courses here I had a couple of experiences that I would like to tell you 
about in framing my remarks tonight. Things that have remained vividly in my 
mind as I reflect about these issues of local food, justice, and sustainability. These 
are experiences that have shaped my thinking and my teaching ever since and I 
hope and believe that the present conference may further influence the vocations 
of all of us who are in attendance here tonight. One of these experiences from 
all those years ago was my first attendance at a Seder. A diverse group of us grad 
students were invited to share in that ritual meal commemorating the history and 
covenants of the Jewish people. The printed text we followed on that occasion was 
Arthur Waskow’s Peace Seder, which explicitly connected this ancient ceremony 
with an anti-war impulse and also powerfully addressed the Civil Rights, envi- 
ronmental, and women’s movements. I was really stirred by this Seder with its 
drama of the Biblical accounts of the Jews’ escape from bondage, with its bitter 
herbs that reminded us there at the table of the stringent historical context for our 
own conviviality and comfort, and also by the rituals pertinent to our own need 
for bravery and solidarity when confronting the abuses of our own time and place. 
We were gathered together at that table because in sharing a meal we could also 
engage in an effort of collective memory while provisioning ourselves for the next 
stage in the journey.

It’s interesting, you know, not only does the Passover figure in Christian 
tradition because of its anticipation of the Lord’s Supper and Communion, but 
it also echoes other crucial moments in the Gospels where food and drink ac- 
company the teachings of Jesus. And I think especially of the sixth chapter of the 
Gospel according to St. John when Jesus has crossed to the farther shore of the Sea 
of Galilee and 5,000 people have come to hear him speak. It was not nearly as well 
prepared an event as this one where there is certain to be food for all because all 
they had was five little loaves of barley and two fish and the disciples were clearly 
flustered by this. But Jesus, as you all know, asked them to carry the food around 
and distribute it breaking the bread and distributing the bread and the fish. And 
we read in the 12th and 13th verses of this chapter, “when they all had enough to 
eat he said to his Disciples, ‘Gather the pieces that are left over. Let nothing be 
wasted.’ So they gathered them and filled twelve baskets with the pieces of the five 
barley loaves left over by those who had eaten.” What the Gospel account shows
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us, I believe, is that a meal can inscribe people within a circle of blessings and can 
offer endless parables.

Last night I was interviewed on the phone by somebody and he had a lot 
of hard questions for me but one was to ask whether I thought that the population 
explosion was not the central problem in all of our environmental issues today 
and what I wanted to say to him, what I did say to him was that while the human 
population which will pass 10 billion certainly within the lifetime of my chil- 
dren is a challenge in many ways. I would never want to think about it without 
also thinking about issues of poverty because the countries that will see the most 
overwhelming population growth are often the poorest in the world. The wealthi- 
est nations like ours are not going to see that kind of growth and if we want to 
think about population we have to think about redistributing the worlds goods. 
We know that, I am going in a tangent and I will stop myself soon, but we know 
that the single most decisive factor in curbing population growth in economi- 
cally disadvantaged countries is educating women and offering them professional 
opportunities and we also know that a baby born in America today will use, IVe 
read, between 60 and 80 times the natural resources of a baby born on the same 
day in Bangladesh. So in some ways the population problem is our problem, if you 
want to figure it as an issue of consumerism, and in order to address it we need 
to redistribute the loaves and the fishes. We need to think about fairness and we 
need to know that this kind of sharing galvanizes a new way of being together 
with our neighbors.

After Jesus’ distribution of the food the crowd was really revved up and he 
could tell they wanted to come by force make him king so he fled to the moun- 
tains at that point. No sermon that day, but the mere sharing of food was as elo- 
quent as any sermon could have been; a good thing for us to remember. My second 
food related experience in my first year in New Haven came through participation 
in a fast organized by William Sloane Coffin in opposition to the Vietnam War. 
Reverend Coffin had a design here. It was not a total fast but in the specified days 
for fasting we didn’t eat very much. We had sort of a clear liquid diet and a piece of 
bread and the first week we did that for one day of the week, and the next week for 
two days, and the third week for three days, and I have to confess that by the time 
we got to the fifth week we began to figure that maybe we would stop the fast right 
there and we did. But, nonetheless, it had a tremendous impact on me as a child of 
the California suburbs. This was my first serious experience of hunger and when 
we were on the liquid diet for three or four days I was definitely feeling it. And on 
those fasting days we gathered in Patel Chapel to talk about our shared experiences 
and also the motivations and ideals that lay behind our participation.

That was really the first incentive I had had to delve into the relationship 
between my own physical appetite and privilege and my responsibilities as a citi- 
zen. I was reminded of this fast also by recent news accounts of how Corey Booker 
and Michael Nutter, mayors of some of our major cities, have recently taken the 
food stamp challenge where they have chosen to live on $33 per week as people on 
food stamps need to do, and they were both very clear in talking about what they 
were doing so to raise awareness on two fronts: one was to raise public awareness

68 

us, I believe, is chat a meal can inscribe people within a circle of blessings and can 
offer endless parables. 

Last night I was interviewed on the phone by somebody and he had a lot 
of hard questions for me but one was to ask whether I thought that the population 
explosion was not the central problem in all of our environmental issues today 
and what I wanted to say to him, what I did say to him was chat while the human 
population which will pass 10 billion certainly within the lifetime of my chil­
dren is a challenge in many ways. I would never want to think about it without 
also chinking about issues of poverty because the countries chat will see the most 
overwhelming population growth are often the poorest in the world. The wealthi­
est nations like ours are not going to see that kind of growth and if we want to 
think about population we have to think about redistributing the world's goods. 
We know that, I am going in a tangent and I will stop myself soon, but we know 
that the single most decisive factor in curbing population growth in economi­
cally disadvantaged countries is educating women and offering them professional 
opportunities and we also know that a baby born in America today will use, I've 
read, between 60 and 80 times the natural resources of a baby born on the same 
day in Bangladesh. So in some ways the population problem is our problem, if you 
want to figure it as an issue of consumerism, and in order to address it we need 
to redistribute the loaves and the fishes. We need to chink about fairness and we 
need to know that this kind of sharing galvanizes a new way of being together 
with our neighbors. 

After Jesus' distribution of the food the crowd was really revved up and he 
could tell they wanted to come by force make him king so he fled to the moun­
tains at that point. No sermon that day, but the mere sharing of food was as elo­
quent as any sermon could have been; a good thing for us to remember. My second 
food related experience in my first year in New Haven came through participation 
in a fast organized by William Sloane Coffin in opposition to the Vietnam War. 
Reverend Coffin had a design here. It was not a total fast but in the specified days 
for fasting we didn't eat very much. We had sort of a clear liquid diet and a piece of 
bread and the first week we did that for one day of the week, and the next week for 
two days, and the third week for three days, and I have to confess that by the time 
we got to the fifth week we began to figure that maybe we would stop the fast right 
there and we did. But, nonetheless, it had a tremendous impact on me as a child of 
the California suburbs. This was my first serious experience of hunger and when 
we were on the liquid diet for three or four days I was definitely feeling it. And on 
those fasting days we gathered in Patel Chapel to talk about our shared experiences 
and also the motivations and ideals that lay behind our participation. 

That was really the first incentive I had had to delve into the relationship 
between my own physical appetite and privilege and my responsibilities as a citi­
zen. I was reminded of this fast also by recent news accounts of how Corey Booker 
and Michael Nutter, mayors of some of our major cities, have recently taken the 
food stamp challenge where they have chosen to live on $33 per week as people on 
food stamps need to do, and they were both very clear in talking about what they 
were doing so to raise awareness on two fronts: one was to raise public awareness 



69

of what it meant to get by with that much support, and secondly to raise their own 
awareness to make it very real to them as well as to their citizens what the oppres- 
sive daily realities are that confront the poor. Again and again focusing on food 
brings our whole society into sharper resolution. I thought too about Bill McKib- 
bins 2003 book Enough in which he looks at the central ecological challenge of 
our day as not coming from runaway science and technology but actually coming 
back again and again to the unrestrained appetites of affluent citizens of the west 
and the Pacific Rim. Our way of life in the affluent sectors of these societies is a 
kind of consumerist freefall, which needs to be counteracted. I think, above all, 
counteracted by feeling for the suffering of fellow human communities as well as 
for what the wonderful writer David Abram calls the ”more than human world.”

Its interesting that the three great Abrahamic traditions of Judaism, 
Christianity, and Islam, as well as the ancient legacies of Eastern South Asia and 
the indigenous insights and practices from peoples around the world all speak in 
their distinctive ways to the need for restraining our appetites out of compassion 
and discipline. This remarkable ethical similarity in fact is one important way of 
building bridges between traditions that may feel theologically remote from one 
another and I feel that this ethical discipline offered by our traditional religions 
is complimented today by the leadership of the local food movement, namely by 
the impulse to balance the need for ethical restraint in a way that avoids a kind of 
forbidding and off-putting flavor of obligation and mutedness through an em- 
phasis on the pleasure of local food in a festive, inviting community of effort. But 
Td like to talk about each of these things: the traditional ethical codes of dietary 
restraint and the invitational impulse in the local food movement. On the side of 
dietary codes its interesting to think about them in relation to the two very fully 
developed codes of kosher and halal.

In 1990 there was a conference called “Spirit of Nature” at Middlebury 
College where I taught until retiring a couple years ago, and one of the many 
speakers representing numerous religious traditions there was a man named Ish- 
mar Schorsch who was at that point Chancellor of the Jewish Theological Semi- 
nary. His talk was on kosher and I was very interested to see what he said about it.
I wouldn’t have gone into it thinking that that would be his topic, but in fact he 
helped me to understand kosher’s contemporary relevance at its core. In his inter- 
pretation was a central lesson that just because we might want something doesn’t 
mean that it’s right for us to have it. That’s the basic idea. This is a really radical 
thought and it’s pertinent not only to the ingredients of our diet but also to such 
topics as whether people in a moderate climate like the Vermont summer need to 
have air conditioning and also how much jet fuel we really need to burn given our 
various itineraries. Once we start thinking, I believe, seriously about food, it’s hard 
not to end up in a critique of the broader consumerism that afflicts our society. 
That is, as I have suggested, the principal environmental challenge of our day and 
thinking about this connection between food and the whole larger scheme that we 
need to deliberate about.

I was of course leafing around through my volumes of Wendell Barry 
in preparation for this talk and I came upon a poem I hadn’t known before. It’s
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from his 2010 volume, Leavings, and its called ”A Speech to the Garden Club of 
America.״ Kind of a nice old fashioned title, and early on in that poem he says to 
his audience “But I must add Im  sorry for getting here/ By a sustained explosion 
through the air,/ Burning the world in fact to rise much higher/ than we should 
go.” Later in the poem, paralleling Ishmar Schorsch’s own illuminating connec- 
tion between kosher and restraint in our use of fossil fuels, Barry writes “Burning 
the world to live in it is wrong,/ As wrong as to make war to get along/ And be at 
peace, to falsify the land/ By sciences of greed, or by demand/ For food that’s fast 
or cheap to falsify/ The body’s health and pleasure.” His phrase “sciences of grief” 
sums up the destructive single-mindedness of our cheap food, cheap fiber economy 
and orientatio,n putting family farms out of business and eroding both the health 
of the soil and the diets of many of our neighbors who found themselves in deserts 
of fast food.

It’s surprising I think, in fact, to notice how these venerable religiously- 
based dietary strictures can address certain contemporary social dilemmas, and I 
had an experience here with Halal. Several years ago I was touring some projects 
along the Gulf Coast with representatives of the Federation of Southern Coopera- 
tives, who had been working to combine environmental restoration after Katrina 
with work for social justice and racial justice in the delta. One day we traveled 
from Tuskegee University to a nearby agricultural training center in Epps, Ala- 
bama, which was found just to support African-American farmers in the Delta 
who had been share croppers on plantations before the Great Civil Rights Move- 
ment and legislation of the 60s. Many of these sharecroppers were kicked off the 
plantations by the owners who were both quite put out at their standing up for 
racial equality and also because it was a time of increasing agricultural mechaniza- 
tion and they were moving over to more industrialized farming. Living in poverty 
with no land in the delta was a pretty dicey proposition and the federation helped 
to acquire a number of plots from folks who wanted to set up their own farms. The 
problem was, of course, there wasn’t enough money to buy big pieces of fertile soil 
where you could raise cattle, for instance, and dairy. But they could come up with 
a few small brushy acres where goats would do all right and the Epps Training 
Center taught people how to raise goats, breeds of goats that would produce a lot 
of meat. They worked with dogs that would help them protect their goats from 
coyotes. They set up a wonderful kind of pact where people would go off and set 
up their operation and then they would give a pregnant nanny to another farmer 
coming into the program. You see, it was a lovely and successful program, but they 
were really at the edge economically of making it, and what saved them actually 
was Halal. And here’s the way it worked.

There are a number of increasing Muslim populations in the southeast, 
especially in cities like Birmingham, and goat is the favorite meat of many people 
from the Arab world and North Africa. People who observed Halal far prefer to 
take part in the slaughtering and butchering of their own animals so that they 
know that the procedures are followed exactly right. There were no small scale 
slaughter houses that would have served these farmers and there were state regula- 
tions that would have made it impossible for them to process the meat in their own
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land. The customers could come on to their farms and process it for themselves 
fully legally and cutting out an entire range of cost and middle men. And for that 
reason this new community of small farmers has thrived.

This is emblematic for me of a range of surprising and beneficial conflu- 
enees between ancient religious tradition and the modern evolution of agriculture. 
As I stated a little bit earlier I believe that the local food movement in fact offers 
a vehicle for engaging organized religion more and more vigorously with issues of 
environmental quality and sustainability, including the overarching issue of our 
time: anthropogenic climate change, the issue that affects the entire eco-system in 
every human population. O f particular value for such engagement is that, while 
affirming ethical frameworks, it really does emphasize pleasure as one essential 
ingredient of our meals.

When I was reading Simon Schama’s excellent book Landscape Memory, 
my attention was drawn to one of his connections, a kind of surprising one, 
between the Nazi Regime and the American Environmental Movement. It sort of 
made me take a breath and sit back on my heels, and his point was that both of 
them had a kind of obsession with the language of purity. When you think about 
it it is true. I mean, I am all for the Pure Water and Pure Air Act. I am all for the 
preservation of pristine wilderness, to use the 1964 legislative language. But that 
can lead us into some funny territory. If you have ever heard a member of a local 
plant society talk about exotic evasives as a kind of rhetoric that is uncomfortable, 
you know, we need to be a little careful about too much emphasis on that kind of 
rhetoric. I like to say that as the wilderness movement has been planted at the core 
of environmentalism by the local food movement, a rhetoric can shift from “Get 
out of that SUV and keep your hands where we can see them” to just “Taste this 
tomato.” It’s what I like to call “invitational environmentalism,” where instead of 
making people feel that there was a kind of necessity to exclude human beings, the 
emphasis instead has been on including diverse communities, getting more great 
food, having more and more of a party in ways that have many wonderful contri- 
butions from every angle.

The slow food movement is of course one important association, and 
perhaps has even influenced the local food movement. It was founded in Italy by 
the Roman food writer Carlo Petrini, originally in opposition to the encroach- 
ment of American fast food establishments on the revered piazzas of Rome. But 
because of that opposition in the early days of slow food there was a real emphasis 
on the finest vintages, on great delicacies, and many people ended up looking at 
scams in what they considered to be the connoisseurship and elitism essential to 
the slow food movement. Folks involved in this movement heard that and have 
adapted to it in ways that are part of this dialog between the dietary codes and the 
pleasure principles. In slow food’s case what this means is more and more attention 
to peasant culture, the wonderful Italian phrase “cucina povera? where you work 
with what you got and you don’t go after exotic ingredients. You work with what 
the season is bringing to you and then you make something wonderful of it in a 
way that celebrates the season. There has been an emphasis also on connections be- 
tween endangered cultures and endangered crops. One of the slow food activities
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is called the “Ark of Tastes,” bringing these foods onto the ark making sure they 
get through the flood, and also a concerted effort to remember the frequent isola- 
tion of lower income urban communities from fresh tasty foods and to take steps 
to correct that injustice. So I think that slow food, which is related to what we are 
talking about here, has been evolving, has been striving to find a good balance.

And that this balance, and in fact our whole conference, has an interest- 
ing relationship to the three words in the title of Carlo Petrini s recent book which 
is Buono, Pulito E  GiustOy and I would like to talk about each of these words a little 
in our context. “Buono,” of course, means “good,” but it also means, in the context 
of food, “delicious.” We don’t just want to fill our stomachs, we want to delight 
our spirits, and when I hear the word “buono” I can’t help envisioning Gloria, my 
wife Rita’s cousin, in her hill town east of Rome Artenna, when she brings the lat- 
est squisito [dish] out of the kitchen to put on the table. She always goes like this, 
“Buuoonnoy” I imagine her sort of making a little dimple to show how this 
flavor is just going to make us smile. It’s buono, and thinking about food justice,
I think it’s important to remember that not only food but wonderful food is ev- 
eryone’s right and that doesn’t mean going to a Michelin Star restaurant. It means 
eating the beautiful produce of the earth in its season.

The second word also is interesting for our context: “pulito.” It means 
“clean” in Italian, but really in relation to food it means wholesome. It means 
nourishing. When communities have access to whole foods as well as to adequate 
facilities for cooking produce, their health and welfare are greatly enhanced and 
this leads to the third word in Petrini’s title “giusto.” O f course it means “just.” It 
reflects the lesson learned early on by the slow food movement when it had a little 
bit too much emphasis on truffles and aged cheese, namely that it’s manifestly un- 
just for only the wealthiest to have healthy and delicious food. But there’s another 
word I think reverberating in giusto, which is it’s just not fair otherwise, and I like 
the word “fair.” I think it’s actually a better translation of giusto in this context. I 
like the word fair because when you check it out in the OED, and this is obviously 
what happens to aging academics, they get obsessed with etymology and when 
they begin to move toward etymology you know that they have got one foot in the 
grave, and in the OED there are a couple of meanings for fair that have different 
etymologies. I have to admit that both are relevant to our subject.

The first entry for fair is a festive country gathering and the second mean- 
ing that interests me here is equitable dealings between people. There is a con- 
nection here. I want to say a harvest festival or a farmer’s market is rarely a fancy 
event, you know, or a place to see elegant clothes. It’s the opposite of a formal ex- 
elusive banquet. Rather it’s a relaxed occasion to sample favorite local foods and it’s 
a party to which the whole community is invited. That’s a fair and it is fair. It’s the 
landscape’s produce in season, which should belong to everyone who is there to eat 
it in season. There is something about this double sense of fair that relates to some 
varieties of religious perspective we can have, specifically perspectives on God.
I love Alfred North Whitehead’s writing. He has been very meaningful to my 
own religious quest, and in the concluding chapter of Process and Reality, which 
is called “God of the World,” he sets up a contrast between different models of
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faith, and it extends the distinction I have been trying to explore between a church 
social or harvest festival and an imperial banquet as opposed to overwhelming 
and monolithic conceptions of God that have often prevailed. Whitehead calls 
our attention to, and this is his language, a brief Galilean vision of humility that 
has flickered throughout the ages. It does not think of God as the ruling Caesar or 
the ruthless moralist or the unmoved mover. It dwells upon the tender elements of 
the world, which slowly and in quietness operate by love, and it finds purpose in 
the present immediacy of a kingdom not of this world. Love neither moves nor is 
it unmoved. Also its a little oblivious as to morals. It does not look to the future 
for it finds its own reward in the immediate present. This emphasis on Galilean 
tenderness is lovely, I think, and it goes along with getting down on our hands and 
knees and weeding down the rows.

Its interesting, you know, to think about the two Latin roots of the word 
communion. First is “communist,” which just means common, and the second is 
“unio,” which means union. It s almost a little artful redundance in the formation 
of that word, and the definition when you put those two words together is shar- 
ing. This is the first definition of communion of the OED, sharing or holding in 
common with others, participation. So with Whitehead s line in mind, with the 
corrective of the slow food movement and the way in which the local food move- 
ment corrects some of our most stringent religious traditions, I think you could 
say that modesty, humility, fairness, and inclusiveness are all closely related to the 
sacrament of communion and also to the celebration of Passover as a purposeful, 
familial gathering around a table. This is a hint to us, I think, as we begin this 
conversation at the Yale Divinity School that the value of community is essential 
to all of the goals and topics weve set for ourselves. We are called upon to emulate 
the devotion of farmers to the health of their soil, sacrificing their comfort as 
they work in the mud and the rain, or the snow even when they are unfortunate 
enough to farm in Vermont, and even in a sense giving up their own individual 
appetites to the mandates of the season to a deeper sense of affiliation with the 
circle of seed time and harvest. Heres the way Wendell Barry s poem “Enrich- 
ing the Soil” begins: “To enrich the earth I have sowed clover and grass/ to grow 
and die. I have plowed in the seeds/ of winter grains and various legumes,/ their 
growth to be plowed in to enrich the earth./ I have stirred into the ground the 
offal/ and the decay of the growth of past seasons/ and so mended the earth and 
made its yield increase./ All this serves the dark.../ I am slowly falling/ into the 
fund of things. And yet to serve the earth,/ not knowing what I serve gives a wide- 
ness/ and a delight to the air and my days/ do not wholly pass.” Barry’s poem also 
makes me think of a remarkable talk I heard some years ago at Middlebury by the 
Canadian environmentalist David Suzuki in which he critiqued with great thor- 
oughness and acuteness our Western consumerism and materialism. And at the 
end of that talk he was asked whether he really believed that the affluent citizens 
of North America would ever be willing to lower their standard of living as he 
was suggesting that they must and his response was wonderful. He said in order 
to make the necessary changes in our society we would need to raise our standard 
of living. We would need to live more often in mixed generation communities to
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share in child care, to grow more of our food, to cook more rather than eating out 
so often, to depend more on muscle power for our transportation and to provide 
our own entertainment rather than watching television. This would be a less 
expensive, a less wasteful, and a more gratifying way of life, humble, lower to the 
ground. Michael Pollan in the Omnivore's Dilemma rejects the unhealthy and in- 
humane practices of industrial farming out of a desire, and this is a phrase he gets 
from Lévi-Strauss, to eat food that is good to think. LaDonna Redmond in her 
lectures and activism around the country extends this ethical and aesthetic aspect 
of sustainability beyond the treatment of soil and animals to the fundamental 
rights of every human being to have tasty and nutritious food. As Suzuki affirmed 
the quest for justice is propelled most powerfully by a hunger for a more beautiful 
as well as a more wholesome way of living together. One of the ways my minis־ 
ters father used to like to define religion was a structure of beliefs and practices 
through which we can affirm the universe. I have already spoken of how ethical 
guidelines for both the treatment of animals and diet are common to diverse 
religious traditions. Similarly, I think regarding the world as a sensual interchange 
of kinship, appetite, and nourishment can make food a vehicle for gratitude and 
praise and I would like to close by reading a bit of Gary Snyders Prayer for the 
Great Family, which is based on the Mohawk Great Thanksgiving. I felt it would 
be presumptuous of me to read the Mohawk lines myself but I would like to read 
something that comes directly from the spirit of that poem. Here are several of 
Snyder s stanzas from Prayer for the Great Family following up on this sense of the 
sensual interchange of food and praise:

Gratitude to Mother Earth, sailing through night and day- and to her soil: 
rich, rare, and sweet

in our minds so he it.

Gratitude to Plants, the sun-facing light-changing leaf and fine root-hairs; 
standing still through wind and rain; their dance is in the flowing spiral grain

in our minds so be it.

Gratitude to Air, bearing the soaring Swift and the silent Owl at dawn. 
Breath of our song clear spirit breeze

in our minds so be it.

From the Seder table to the Communion Altar to the Community Sup- 
per where neighbors get to know each other and give thanks for the delicious 
and nutritious food that they enjoy in the confluence of ecological awareness and 
traditional piety, and by the local food movement,s contribution of a festive and 
invitational spirit to the dialog of science and religion, our plates are filled and our 
cups run over. Oh taste and see.
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Grace Covenant Presbyterian Church Garden
R e v . K r i s t y  Fä r b e r

In October of 2009, Grace Covenant Presbyterian Church (GCPC) hosted 
a forum on healthcare needs in our community. As the night wore on, conversa- 
tion turned toward our church’s relationship to the neighborhood, the city, and 
the region we call home. Parishioners began to ask, how might our congregation 
contribute to the wellness of the community that surrounds us? Among the many 
possibilities broached that night was setting aside part of the church’s property 
for a community garden, with the hope of providing fresh fruits and vegetables to 
local food pantries, as a response to rising food insecurity in the greater Asheville 
area.

I have seen very few ideas in church life take off as quickly as the garden. 
Within a month, more than thirty church members expressed interest in partici- 
pating, and conversations began in earnest with potential community partners. 
Energy began to build outside the congregation as well, with neighborhood resi- 
dents quickly taking their places among the garden’s most forceful advocates.

O f course, nothing in a church happens so quickly without hiccups. Before a 
shovel could pierce the ground, the project needed to go through all proper chan- 
nels for approval. The majority of church leaders and members saw the garden as 
a natural outgrowth of our congregation’s values. Others worried about whether 
such a plan could succeed. Who will be in charge? What happens if it doesn’t work 
out? What will it look like from the street? Should the garden go in the back lawn 
rather than the front, just in case?

Congregational leadership approved moving forward with the garden, and 
by the end of January, 2010, tilling had begun with the participation of thirty 
families in that first year. A few church members still harbored reservations at the 
time, but after more than three years, none of those concerns remain.

Before the garden sprung up, Grace Covenant was easiest to describe as “the 
church behind McDonald’s.” Fittingly, many of the garden’s early community 
supporters first learned of its existence while stopping in for a taste of fast food. 
Over and over, neighbors took a moment before getting back into their cars to 
walk across the church lawn — Big Mac or Chicken McNuggets in hand — to ask 
about the garden springing up in the shadow of the golden arches.

Over three years later, the garden continues to generate this type of dialogue 
with our community, and partnerships beyond the congregation remain vital to its 
mission. Since the garden’s inception, all planning, planting, and harvesting has 
been conducted by a group composed of half church members and half neighbor- 
hood residents.

This month, about forty church and community members begin a new 
season. As usual they divided up into four work teams to till, plant, weed, harvest, 
and tend to the crops’ health on alternating weeks. Vegetable crops vary by season:
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broccoli, cabbage, kale, collards, among others, in the spring, followed by squash, 
tomatoes, peppers, beans, eggplant, and okra in the summer. As fall approaches, 
gardeners plant another cycle of cool-weather, hardy vegetables.

Gardening teams work twice weekly. They meet their neighbors and make 
new friends along the way, all while bending, stooping, and crawling together 
among the rows of vegetables. They share the risk and rewards of growing fresh 
vegetables, harvesting the vegetables together when they mature. And together 
they box and bag 75% of these fresh vegetables for delivery to local food pantries 
and community kitchens.

When offering directions to a visitor, members are beginning to find that 
our drive-thru neighbor is no longer the most helpful or important landmark.
As time passes and the harvest continue, “the church behind McDonalds” has 
become “the church with the garden.”

I interviewed for my position at GCPC in the spring of 2010, just as the 
garden was getting its start. During a tour of the church, a member of the hiring 
committee stopped to point out the first signs of vegetables springing up from the 
ground. She looked at me sheepishly as she reflected on the significance of this new 
venture: “You know, I don’t often talk about evangelism because I am not sure 
whether that word harbors baggage for certain people, but I have to say, I see the 
garden as this church’s best form of evangelism.” If evangelism is an effort to speak 
good news, to share God’s love without condition, my experience in Asheville 
since that time leads me to agree wholeheartedly. When so many are dealing with 
food insecurity in western North Carolina, we have found that growing food that 
goes directly to those who are hungry speaks volumes about the person and world 
of Jesus. The church often uses words or metaphors, which are important — but 
so is this ministry of substance and sustenance — offering nurture to both body 
and soul in a way that goes beyond words, but just like the gospel, shines a light 
that conquers the darkness of at least this little corner of God’s world.
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