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Imagine a large buffet dinner.  Invitations were sent out.  You did all the cleaning.  Pulled 

up extra chairs from the basement.  And now it is the day of the party . . . and a few more people 
showed up than were expected.  And that is a great thing.  The more, the merrier.  Except it starts 
looking a bit uncertain whether the entree will hold up until the entire line has gone through.  
And a parent, a sibling, a spouse, taps you on the shoulder, or maybe you are the one doing the 
tapping, and whispers “FHB.”  “What?”  “FHB.”  And you remember what it means, Family 
Hold Back.  That three word quiet signal that suggests the food might not last, so as family, 
you've got to not take very much, let others get what they want or need first, that as part of the 
host family, play it safe and wait and see if there will be enough by the end of the line.  You can 
always make a covert peanut butter sandwich later if necessary.   

 
Scarcity and abundance - there is an ongoing dynamic in the biblical stories about meals.  

A consistent theology that says there is an abundance of food, of beauty, of grace, of God’s 
goodness that comes up against the human dynamics of a fear that things will run out.  That there 
will not be enough.  That we must hoard or save up or rush in and get what we need and never 
mind all the others around us.   

 
We will see that again this summer in the story of God providing manna, and in the 

feeding of the five thousand, and in the story of Jesus' first sign.  The human fear that there is not 
enough food, that food is running out, and behaviors based upon those fears and God stepping in 
and suddenly it is clear that there is plenty - and behaviors are to change as well. 

 
Paul is writing to this church community that he loved, he helped found that church, and 

then he moved on to start other churches in other places.  But word had gotten back to him.  
Vague Facebook posts, perhaps.  “I'm not even going to tell you the awful thing that Jerry at 
church did to me,” someone writes, “but let’s just say I don’t even know how he can call himself 
a Christian!”  And Paul could see the sides forming with half the church liking the post and a few 
people responding, "I don't think Jerry meant what you think he means," only to be shouted 
down in the comments.  They had factions in Corinth, and it was getting ugly.  People choosing 
up sides, thinking the best of themselves and the worst of others, and it had extended into all 
aspects of church life, including their community meals. 

 
It seems laughable all these years later.  So often big hurts start small.  It's like one group 

in Corinth would sit near the back of the sanctuary, and as soon as the offering was over, from 
the front it was obvious, you could see them sliding out the door and down to the Dining Room, 
to get to the buffet line early, and taking as much food as possible.  While the others stayed in the 
sanctuary all the way until the end of the postlude, enjoying the music, lingering a little, and then 
going downstairs and finding the food all gone.  It seems laughable, right? 
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Apparently the church in Corinth did their Third Sunday meals a little differently than we 

do.  They did it like a pot luck - everybody bringing something - but without the sharing 
component.  And some could bring more, and others could not.  And there was no common 
table.  "For when the time comes to eat,” Paul writes, “each of you goes ahead with your own 
supper, and one goes hungry and another becomes drunk.  What!"   

 
It is in many ways an ugly reveal of what community can become.  And Paul had much 

higher hopes, expectations for better behavior, a theological framework that was in danger of 
being lost.   

 
For in his response to the situation, Paul knew what we have been saying here at Central 

for years.  That meals matter at church.  Meals shape the life of a community - they express its 
values, its culture, its interests.   

 
Meals are more than simple sustenance.  “Food is fuel,” one of my friends would say in 

trying to get their young children to eat a new type of food.  Her point was don't worry about 
whether you think you will like it, or if it looks funny, or seems scary.  Food is just fuel.  Your 
body needs it.  Eat it.  (and don't complain).  She was right up to a certain point.  And it worked 
in our family for a little while.  But food represents so much more than just fuel. 

 
This summer for worship we are looking at meals in the Bible.  The stories, the practices, 

the theologies that shape who we are as a people.  Last week it was a real treat to have the owner 
of Great Harvest Bread Company, Bonnie Alton, preach about an inclusive vision of what it 
means to bake bread, and the community that gets created among the staff and customers.  And 
the lessons we might learn as we pray "give us this day our daily bread." 

 
Next week, we are in for another treat, a conversation with Eddie Wu.  The owner of 

Cook St. Paul, a diner on Payne Avenue on the east side of St. Paul.  Eddie Wu loves Korean 
food, but he bought a diner that had been operating since the 1930s.  He said it wouldn't matter 
what the menu said, there would be regulars who would come in and request pancakes and 
sausage because that is how ingrained that place is within the community.  Eddie is fascinating 
for his introduction of new food in a neighborhood that has always welcomed immigrants.  And 
he is very focused on that community.  It should be a great conversation next week. 

 
We are pairing these conversations about meals, and meals in the Bible, with an 

exploration of what we can do to better help those who are hungry.  We received a gift to do just 
that, and this summer we are asking questions about what we can do, what we should do, what 
needs to be done, and going on field trips to learn about other good organizations doing great 
work.  Worship and community meals.  Worship and mission.  Worship and service.  It's all part 
of our identity, as Central, as a church, as followers of Jesus 

 
Paul could put his finger on it.  He knew the traditions about the meals Jesus shared, and 

he knew that food represented their values, their beliefs about community.  How that church in 
Corinth approached food said something about whether people thought that they were better than 
others, their rush to the buffet line indicated that they were acting selfishly.  Here they were 



 3

called to follow in ways of the selfless, self-giving Jesus, to gather together to share stories and a 
meal and the Lord's Supper . . . and then they started acting as selfishly as possible.  Bringing 
their own food, not sharing it, wolfing it down before others had a chance to eat.  Can you 
imagine what that would look like here?   

 
Some people racing down to the buffet line early, and taking all the great vegetarian food 

before others even left the sanctuary, and covertly passing around fine wine bottles.  And then 
not even caring that others went hungry?  Over in the corner a table is laughing a bit too loud, 
and they have a whole fillet of cedar-planked salmon that appears remaining, while most of the 
people are still standing in line and dividing the grilled cheese sandwiches into smaller and 
smaller pieces. 

 
Paul hears about their meals and is horrified and astonished.  So Paul sets about trying to 

rebuild the linkages between their community meals and the remembrance of the Last Supper. 
 
Reminding them that the meals express our deepest beliefs.  That the sacred communion 

celebration is not to be too separated from how the rest of the day will go.  That there is a great 
symbolism in what happens in that communion meal, and it is shape and inform the big lunch or 
dinner that is to follow for the community.  That the meal is to be shared. 

 
The breaking of the bread happens and that is to remind us that we humans are scattered 

but part of a larger loaf.  That this world has a way of tearing us apart when we are really all 
children of the same God.   

 
That the cup – a cup of forgiveness – a cup of salvation - is to be shared.  Central's 

tradition of communion - when not by intinction - of drinking the cup at the same time.  So for 
people to be part of a worship service together sharing the cup, but then to leave the sanctuary 
and guzzle the good wine without sharing.  Blasphemy is what Paul argues!  A crime against 
God. 

 
For the meal is supposed to bring people together!  Not separate people off from 

themselves.  Paul is arguing against a mentality that says I'm going to rush ahead and make sure 
that I get my portion and never mind those other people.   

 
This entire letter is an argument against factions within the community.  Splitting off into 

one group or another, and thinking that there is a responsibility only to that tribe.  That as long as 
I get enough food to eat and plenty to drink that is just fine and dandy. 

 
Instead, Paul argues, if Jesus is our starting point, then there is an implied mutality - Jesus 

lived and died for all, then we are all in this together.  And that needs to happen in our meals as 
well.  This mutuality, this sense that Jesus died not just for me but for all, I believe, a key belief 
that is being lost rapidly.  Two examples.  Important examples.   

 
Think about it.  Last year was one of the worst hurricane seasons on record.  Hurricane 

Harvey made landfall near Houston and triggered rainfall-induced flooding that was shocking.  
On its heels came Irma, bringing catastrophic damage to the northern Caribbean islands and then 
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Florida.  Just two weeks later came Maria, bringing devastation to Puerto Rico.  Lives were 
changed forever by all three storms, and incredible expense and devastation.  What we know all 
these months later is that resources get rushed to Texas and Florida, but Puerto Rico was left 
behind, as if the people there are not important.  Nevermind the fact that the island is part of the 
United States.  The US government continues to say that the official death toll on Puerto Rico 
from Maria was just sixty-four people.  A research team lead by Harvard University surveyed the 
island and has estimated that the real death toll due to the storm is about five thousand people 
who died in the storm and its aftermath.1  Here we are nine months later and Puerto Rico 
continues to really struggle.  It continues to be a life or death situation for some people, 
especially in remote communities.  And I am proud that we will be sending a mission trip there 
this Fall.  We hope to do some good, participating in the relief and recovery process. But it is 
also in recognition that the church on the mainland has not forgotten the churches on the island, 
that we are bound together.  That when one struggles we all struggle.   

 
A second example of the loss of our understanding of how we all belong to each other is 

seeing images and news stories of children being separated from their parents by Immigration 
and Customs Enforcement in new policies and practices that started in April.  The news is 
horrifying, including stories of how ICE agents are using lies and deception to get parents to 
relinquish their children who are then sent off to separate detention facilities.  Dr. Seuss, that 
wonderful author of books like Hop On Pop (hey, it's Father's Day) and Oh, The Places You Will 
Go, drew a cartoon during World War II, that shows a mother reading a fairy tale to two young 
children.  The book's title is Adolf the Wolf, the mother is wearing a shirt with the words 
"America First" on it.  And she reads, "And the wolf chewed up the children and spit out the 
bones . . . but those were foreign children and it really didn't matter."   

 
The meal is intricately connected with the theology, argues Paul.  That we are all in it 

together.  Of bread that is broken and given for all.  Of a cup that is shed for forgiveness and to 
be shared.  That the practice of communion is intended to bond us with others and to connect 
with God.  To walk down the aisle together, and see the great diversity within this congregation 
and to imagine a global feast, where people will come from east and from west, from north and 
south and sit together at the table in the kingdom of heaven. 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
                                                 
1 https://www.npr.org/sections/health-shots/2018/05/29/615120123/study-puts-puerto-rico-death-toll-at-5-000-from-
hurricane-maria-in-2017  


