FEED MY SHEEP:  Time for a Food Revolution?

So many powerful images in the Easter readings… And how many have to do with food and eating—great images for CALGM with our vision statement of “Setting the Table.”  The Third Sunday of Easter gives us that beautiful story of Christ preparing a fish fry breakfast for his apostles—after which he three times asks Peter if Peter loves him.  Each time, Jesus’ response to Peter’s declaration of love is an admonition to take care of Christ’s flock—and twice that care is defined as FEEDING:  “Feed my lambs.”  “Tend my sheep.”  “Feed my sheep.”  Notice, Peter, entrusted with leadership, is not told, “Build up a Church” or “Defend the institution” or “Take care of the material assets” or even “Write good laws and see that they are enforced.”  Instead, leadership is entrusted with the task of feeding, nourishing, protecting God’s people—the young, innocent, defenseless ones AND the full-grown, stubborn, opinionated ones, those who crave security, and the adventurous wandering ones who tend to head off on their own and get lost.   Repetition is essential for human learning, so Christ reinforces the lesson he taught at the Last Supper through the washing of the feet and the sharing of his own body as food.  It is so clear:  love of Christ is expressed through our loving service to one another, through our providing protection, safe shelter, direction, and most importantly GOOD NOURISHING FOOD for all the members of Christ’s flock, His Body.  This, too, is what we MUST be about in our ministry and in our lives: preparing the table, gathering in the flock, searching out the lost—both those who have strayed and those who have been driven out, those scapegoated and those sacrificed…  

This week we also read the story of the stoning of Stephen by the religious leaders of his day.  Interestingly, it wasn’t Peter or any of the apostles who was the first to be martyred for doing Christ’s work.  It was Stephen, one of those who was commissioned to take care of the distribution of FOOD.  So perhaps it should come as no surprise that at times we will be challenged for our ministry of setting an inclusive table, of working to provide food that will strengthen and encourage, promote a full and integrated life for our marginalized brothers and sisters.  If we sincerely love Christ, if we truly want to follow him in his work of feeding and tending His flock, we need to reflect seriously and pray fervently about our ministry:  what kind of food does the flock need?  It’s not a matter of what they most enjoy, what they want to eat… but neither is it a matter of what someone out of touch with their lives and realities proclaims is best for them.  Rather, we must provide food which will build them up to live a full and holy life.  We must find food that they are capable of digesting—foods that fit their nature and enable them to be the kind of whole and happy people God desires them to be.  Granted, that’s not an easy task. 
Christ’s invitation to Peter to follow him by feeding his sheep of course also reminds us of the Parable of the Good Shepherd.  If you’ve never read Father Edward Hays’ retelling of that story in his book THE GOSPEL OF GABRIEL (Forest of Peace Publishing, 1996), I encourage you to do so.  For those of us who at times feel alienated by our faith communities, those who feel misunderstood and judged, this story provides encouragement and a new perspective on Christ’s love for us and the benefits of our remaining in community.  It is a great story to use in prayer services and outreach to those on the margins who hunger for a place at the table but may feel they don’t belong.  Stories such as these help create the space for individuals to share their own stories—and listening to people’s stories is the only way we will discover with the help of God’s Spirit, the LIFE-giving food they need.
During this season, as we learn what it means to be EASTER PEOPLE, let us recommit ourselves to the work of feeding.  There’s a new TV program that’s captivated much of America—THE FOOD REVOLUTION.  The premise is that we Americans are eating food that contributes to obesity and poor health and we need to change our eating habits and rediscover food that is healthy, wholesome, and tasty.  Could it be that our church is also in need of a FOOD REVOLUTION?  As an Easter People we are invited to be on the front lines of that Revolution.  For those of us who envision our work as setting the table, we must take care that what we place on the table is food that can really nourish.  We must ask ourselves whether the words we speak provide the vitamins and minerals needed to build up the Body of Christ.  Thank God, we are not alone in this effort.  The Risen Christ is with us, with the full outpouring of His Spirit!  ALLELUIA!   
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