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If We Send Them Away Hungry
Acts 10:1-33  Mark 8:1-9

I remember a very revealing conversation I had with a friend a number
of years ago.  She is a life-long resident of Warren County and was telling me
a story about a family who had moved into that community years ago from
another state.  "They were foreigners," she said, and then quickly corrected
herself, "I mean, they weren't from around here!"

My friend slipped and said what you and I have known for a long time:
being a resident of any place in the South is not the same as being
"home-grown."  Some of you have been living in this community for thirty,
forty, fifty or more years and you are still considered to be newcomers!  You
will know you have finally become a full-fledged member of the community
when someone pulls you aside and asks if you have met the newest
"foreigners" to come into town!

I am not being critical here; it is good to be a part of a community that
is close enough to even notice when someone new arrives.  There are places
in our country when no one notices that you have been around a couple of
decades or more much less than you are new to the area.  The good thing is
that it is part of our culture to appreciate families that have deep roots in our
community.  Of course, being new does not mean that you are not welcomed.
Folks around here have a way of letting you know that they are glad to have
you in Rocky Mount and Nash County.

This community is a special place, and it is a privilege to live here.  We
are proud of the influence we have had on this state and beyond through the
many natives of Nash and Edgecombe Counties who have left here and gone
throughout the world to live and work and make significant contributions to
their new hometowns.  We still raise our children and send them out to help
change the world for good, but something is different these days.  The reality
is that the world is coming to us.  And just listen to me speak as if I were
raised and born here!

Think for a moment of the diversity of people who now call our
community "home."  Although population growth has slowed, people  from
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other towns in North Carolina and from other states in the South still move
here.  More significant, we now have neighbors who really are foreign to
us–and I don‘t mean people who have moved here from California or "up
North!"  There are people here from all over the world: Canada, Mexico, South
America, Europe, the Middle East, India, China, Korea, and Japan, to name
a few places.  Many other people are second or third generation immigrants
from some other place.

Now these "foreigners" are our neighbors and co-workers.  They teach
our children and own businesses here.  They are our friends.  While their
roots may still be a little loose in Nash County soil, they are our fellow citizens,
and we are glad to have them.

I do not have to remind you that the arrival of any newcomer into an
established community can be stressful.  Newness of any kind always
represents change.  New people bring with them fresh and different ideas of
how things can be done.  They have a different perspective on life that brings
with it unique needs and desires.  I am not telling you anything you do not
already know.  A baby is a newcomer and arrives with a set of new needs and
demands.  A marriage takes place and with it a new member of the family is
welcomed, someone who has grown up in a another family with different
traditions and expectations.  A corporation or bank changes hands and a new
culture is introduced to the workforce.  A new minister comes to church, and
as glad as we are to have them, he or she arrives with a satchel full of ideas
that have never before been tried here.  Such changes are most often for the
good, but they can also be stressful, and we know it firsthand.

Not all stress is bad, of course.  New ideas, perspectives, and
approaches offer opportunity for us all.  Newcomers bring with them a
freshness that can invigorate an established community.  They may import
energy and creativity that we may have lost.  They may encounter problems
and have suggestions that we have never considered.  They may see
longtime needs and offer solutions that have never occurred to us.

When I moved to Warren County nearly twenty years ago, I noticed that
many of the beautiful old homes there were in disrepair.  Paint was pealing.
Roofs were leaking.  History was decaying all around.  Suddenly, it seemed,
an invasion of new people moved in and bought some of those old houses.
They restored them, gave them new life, and inspired long-time residents to
do the same.  They joined churches and civic clubs, opened new businesses,
and became involved in area activities.  New friendships were made and a
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fresh chapter in the life of that community was written.  Those “foreigners”
brought a new sense of life to a town weary with trying to struggle against
economic and social changes.  Newcomers to our communities can bring a
lot of good things with them.

They also bring a good many needs, among them spiritual needs.  We
read earlier about Simon Peter's vision of the animals in the sheet.  It was the
understanding of Peter's Jewish tradition that not all animals were acceptable;
some were considered unclean and, therefore, were not to be eaten.  In a
dream, however, God revealed to Peter that anything God creates is clean
and good.  Nothing in creation is to be rejected as inferior–not animals and
certainly not people.  When Peter awoke, visitors from the Roman centurion
Cornelius were at his door.  Cornelius could not have been more different
from Peter.  He was a Roman citizen and a soldier of the occupying army.  He
represented many things that were offensive to Peter's national and religious
loyalties.  But Cornelius had a need, and that need was spiritual.  God had
urged him to seek out Peter, and Peter now understood the meaning of his
vision.

What if Peter had refused to go to the home of his enemy?  What if, for
religious reasons he had resisted association with a person considered by
everyone he knew to be theologically "unclean"?  What if Peter had ignored
this man's request and God's desire that he minister to him?  God used Peter
to meet a spiritual need that Cornelius had, but just as important, God used
Cornelius to teach Peter a major lesson about life.  God revealed to Peter that
all people are God’s children and none are "unclean" or unworthy of God’s
love.

In Mark’s version of the feeding of a multitude, Jesus' disciples were
faced with a real dilemma.  Jesus asked them to provide food for the four
thousand plus people who had gathered to hear him teach.  These people
had been in the countryside with him for three days.  No doubt they had
brought some food with them, but after three days it was depleted and they
were all starving for something to eat.  Jesus had compassion on them and
said,

If I send them away hungry to their homes, they will faint on the
way; and some of them have come a long way.

Mark 8:3
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The disciples panicked, so great was the need and so few were their
resources.  Yet, in his calm and reassuring way, Jesus urged them to take
stock of what they had.  They gathered a little bit of food—seven loaves of
bread and a few small fish—which Jesus blessed before they passed it to
everyone who had come.  As is always the case with anything God blesses,
there was more than enough, with plenty left over.

Our world is much smaller than it once was and our community is much
more global than it has ever been.  The people of the world are coming into
our community, into our neighborhoods and businesses and schools and
churches bringing with them ideas, inspiration, and needs.  They come
bringing experiences and insights and fresh spiritual perspectives which they
offer to us.  They come with a spiritual hunger just as we do.  If we send them
away hungry, what will happen to them?  If we ignore their need, where will
they go?  Will they faint on the way without proper spiritual nourishment?  Will
they go elsewhere and feed at a table of popular belief where lies and vain
hopes are served up?  Will they perhaps pick up a few of the scraps we leave
lying around and wonder why we do not feed such good things to them?  

Today is World Communion Sunday.  It is day when we celebrate the
fact that there is only one table in God's house.  From that table he feeds us
with the spiritual food represented by the body and blood of Jesus Christ.  At
this table we are all one.  We come as strangers and are seated as family.
None of us gained access to this table because of where we were born or
how long we have lived here.  There are no seats of honor, no special
privileges, only one sumptuous feast of grace that is piled up before us all.

The world is coming to us, and it is hungry.  Some people do not know
they are welcome at this table.  Some do not even know the table exists.
Others may not know how to get here.  What if we send them away hungry?
How can we ever enjoy the feast prepared for us when others are starving?
Let us welcome all people here.  Let us invite them to be a part of our
community of faith.  Let us bring them to the table of our Lord so that we
might eat together and be filled.  Amen.



October 7, 2012 Prayer of Thanksgiving and Intercession

God of the ages, who was and is and is to come, we give you thanks
that you have called out faithful witnesses and have continued to reveal your
Word of truth in all times and places.  And we give you thanks that you call us
and speak to us in this place and for our own time.  Our experience of you
teaches us, O God, that out of your great love for us and for all your creation,
you send us out with the task of sharing that love with others.   You sent our
first fathers and mothers in the faith into new lands in order to be a light and
a blessing to the nations.  Your followers in many generations have been
called apostles and missionaries, ones who are sent.  Because we read your
Word and listen for your call, O God, we, too, know what it means to be sent
by you, to respond to your commandment  to go to our community, our nation
and our world sharing the good news of your love and mercy for all your
children.

But even as we recognize that your call to love and share and serve is
much the same for us as it has been for believers of every age, we know that
much in our world has changed.  To show compassion to those of various
languages and customs and faith traditions no longer requires that we cross
oceans because the world has come to us.  We need only to look around our
own schools and markets to notice the colorful shades of your creativity in the
faces we see.  We need only to listen in our own neighborhoods and places
of business to hear the beautiful chorus of accents that reveal the complexity
and diversity of the human experience.  And yet you have called us to live
together in harmony rather than discord, to  seek peaceful ways of doing and
being rather than emphasize those differences which distinguish us one from
another, to respond in love and mercy in order to honor your image that we
find in each one we encounter.

We pray, Merciful God, that you would give us ears to hear the beauty
of your promises in the voices of all those we meet.  Give us eyes to see the
gifts you have placed within them.  Give us minds agile enough to imagine
justice for those who have known oppression.  Give us hands strong enough
to accomplish your work. Give us feet  courageous enough to follow you
wherever your children need to know of the light and life you offer.  As we
gather around your table and as we go out from this place, give us hearts
open and generous enough to extend hospitality to both friend and stranger,
recognizing that in so doing, we welcome you into our midst. 

We pray in the name of the Christ who calls us and by the power of your
Spirit who dwells with us.  Amen.

Elizabeth J. Edwards
Associate Minister


