EASTER 2008





FAITH FOOD


Our year long worship and program theme is “Faith for the Future,” and to move to the future always implies a journey, moving from here to there.  And you don’t go on a journey without making sure you have provisions for nourishment, for support.  And so appropriately today, our message is entitled, “Faith Food.”  

Let me begin by telling you about another journey.  In 1990, 8 members of our Family of Faith journeyed to the slopes of Mt. Kilimanjaro in Tanzania, for a multi week visit with our Mission Partners of a decade, Masama Mboreny Lutheran Parish.  It was a long journey in many ways.  For people like me, who aren’t crazy about flying, it seemed almost endless.  It was a long journey too, as we moved from this area, one of the wealthiest in the world, to the small village there on the mountain, where annual income is $700 a household, making it one of the poorest areas in the world.  We went at the invitation of our sisters and brothers there after multiple visits here by Pastor Masawe and his wife Apansia.  It was a journey of a life time.  For we found sisters and brothers in the faith that we had more in common with, than we do with many of our neighbors here.  I frequently have described them as a people “poor in purse and wealthy beyond description in the Spirit.”  Their generosity was unlimited; their hospitality unbounded.  During part of that trip we went to the Lutheran Deaconess Community, where young women are trained to be teachers throughout the country.  That educational community is supported in part, by making communion hosts, wafers that we use here on most Sundays.  Those wafers will be “faith food” for God’s meal today.


Most nights during those weeks we were in the parish, we went to different homes for dinner, as the people sought to share their food with us.  And a strange occurrence-we looked out the window of one home and saw a group of men carrying a large table up the hill to our host’s home.  And we realized that this was one of the few tables in the village and it was being moved from house to house, so we would have a place to eat dinner.  Toward the end of our visit, our Mission Team and the parish leaders gathered for dinner in one of the large rooms in the school we had built.  And as we prepared to eat, dozens and dozens and dozens of villagers gathered around us.  And as we talked with Pastors Masawe and Sippu about including these people in the meal, they told us they would be insulted.  It was joy for them to provide the meal and to see us enjoy it.  An uncomfortable moment.  But what an image of God’s grace.  A love and grace that freely gives…plain and simple.  That too was “faith food.”


Good news for our parish, our Council has extended an invitation to Pastor Mtui, who is now serving Masama Mborney,  to come and visit with us next fall, and wondrously, we have gotten the approvals from all the Bishops in short order and are now navigating the visa process for Pastor and for Mr. Duncan Masawe, one of the parish elders.  God willing, they will be with us the end of September or the beginning of October.  And it will be our time to share faith food. 

Faith food. is a powerful image of what this Family of Faith is about. For 23 years on the second Saturday of the month, our Family has been serving meals at St. John’s Soup Kitchen in Newark.  In that time, that’s over 100,000 meals, that have served not just chili and barbeque, but the love of Jesus Christ.  That’s faith food.

For 20 years on a regular basis, our Family has cared for women and children and families in the midst of crisis and transition as we have provided a hospitality ministry.  Food is served; shelter is provided; and the love of Christ is offered.  That too is faith food.

Midst a world, a society and a government that would like to ignore the outcasts of our society, this Family of Faith regularly travels to Broadway House in Newark, continuing a 20 year history of work with and care for AIDS patients.  In a hug, a hold and a smile, today’s “untouchables” are fed with faith food.


Houses continue to be built by members of this Family; tens of thousands of dollars of food, fills and stocks local food pantries; thousands of dollars of new clothes are gathered for children; and tens of thousands of dollars of Christmas gifts are shared; the very food of faith for God’s children in need.


And as our salvation history is told anew in our Christian Education programs, hundreds of children are touched by the joy and the hope of the Gospel here and in Tennessee.  Hundreds of adults each year are nurtured with the Word of God in classes, Retreats and special programs, a Word of God that feeds them on their faith journey.  Faith food caring for God’s people.


And here, week in, and week out, all year long, the people of God gather to be nourished by Word and Sacrament.  To hear of the Easter resurrection of Christ and all the hope that it brings. So that they can deal with all that the world offers.  So that they can be strengthened by faith food for their servant ministry.


One last journey.
A dozen years ago our Family of Faith made a journey to the Holy Land.  I’d heard about the commercialization and all that and so, it wasn’t a trip I was looking forward to making (back to that fear of flying again too).  Well, folks nudged, we went, and life will never be the same.  It was truly a pilgrimage, a life changing journey.  And surprisingly, for many of our folks, the highlights weren’t necessarily in Jerusalem or Bethlehem, but rather out in the countryside, particularly up in Galilee.   One of the special places we visited was the little village of Tabgha (tavgah), on the northwest shore of the Sea of Galilee.  There we visited the Church of the Multiplication which is the traditional site of Jesus’ feeding of the 5000 with five loaves and two fish.  And there, in that ancient church, we saw the mosaic that you have on page one of your Family Notes this morning.  This mosaic was on the floor and above it stood the altar.  The mosaic is perhaps one of the most famous in all of Israel.  And in fact it will be on the paten and chalice that we will use at each of our communion stations this morning.  And if you look closely at the picture in Family Notes, you find what has made this mosaic so unique and so special.  There are the two fish.  But there are only four loaves of bread.  And when you ask the obvious question, “Where’s the fifth loaf?’ the response is simple.  It is always on the altar above, waiting to feed the people of God, now.  That’s Faith food!  


And therein, the message, the joy and the promise of the resurrection.  Easter is not only about what happened 2000 years ago, it is about what God is doing with you this morning.  In countless ways:  In Word and Sacrament and the love and care of other believers, God is feeding you for your faith journey.  Constantly reminding us of Easter hope for here, for now.  As many of you know, we’ve had an interesting year at our home.  And as we had some particularly difficult, dark days last summer, time and again it was the care of this Family that helped get us through.  That’s how God works for all of us.  Providing the reminders of Easter hope and life when we need them the most.  Getting that loaf off the altar and into our world.


It is why this Family has the outreach ministry that we do.  For if Easter hope is only proclaimed within these four walls, it is a hollow and a shallow message.  We take seriously the resurrection hope that needs to be by the bedside and in the Soup Kitchen line.  We take seriously the resurrection hope that binds us to Tennessee and Tanzania.  We take seriously that resurrection hope that will touch you this morning as you sweat those doctor’s tests; as you struggle with that relationship that’s in trouble; as you worry about your kids or your parents; and as you wonder what will become of your job in the coming days.  For Easter is about God’s constant care for all of God’s children.  ALL God’s children-no explanation needed.  No conditions apply.  ALL God’s children.  Easter is about God providing faith food for our journey.  Easter is about God’s people getting that fifth loaf off the altar, and getting it to those who need it most.   
