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Let us pray: Dear Lord, to those who are hungry, give bread; and to those who have
bread, give the hunger for justice. Amen.”

I would like to make you hungry. But the hunger I want to cause in you is not
a craving for pizza or nachos or salted peanuts. It is a hunger that food cannot fully
relieve. It is a hunger for food justice.

Food justice creates and protects a right relationship between eater and food.
Food justice includes feeding the poor and changing the economic and political
systems that perpetuate poverty; and it connects such work to the basic act of
eating. Food justice is built on every bite we eaters take.

Wendell Berry (in “The Pleasures of Eating”) points to the importance of
being a mindful eater:

Eaters…must understand that eating takes place inescapably in the world,
that it is inescapably an agricultural act, and how we eat determines,
to a considerable extent, how the world is used.

By putting food justice into practice we seek a right relationship to food, to
the soil, seed, water, to the field, bay, and ocean, to those who grow, raise, gather,
and catch the food, to the fellow-eaters at the table, and to those hungry for it.

In this meditation, I want to generate in you an appetite for a right
relationship to food -- a craving for food justice. How we appreciate food, delight in
it, respect it, give thanks for it, is the domain of food justice. And, food justice
connects us to God, one another, and the earth; and food justice compels us to
cultivate a food system that promotes a healthy and equitable use of the earth and
all its creatures. One of those creatures is the onion.

The late Robert Capon, in the beginning of his beloved book The Supper of
the Lamb, encourages the reader to form a relationship with an onion.

An onion is an excellent companion…The first order of business is to address
yourself to the onion at hand. You will note that the onion is a thing, a being,
just as you are. Savor that for a moment. The two of you sit here in mutual
confrontation.

For Father Capon cooking and eating begin by forming a right relationship with an
onion.
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Capon, however, wasn’t the only one who loved the onion. In “Ode to the
Onion,” Pablo Neruda celebrates its beauty and mystery:

Onion,
luminous flask,
your beauty formed
petal by petal,
crystal scales expanded you
and in the secrecy of the dark earth
your belly grew round with dew.

When we pause to consider the onion in poetry or poetic prose or, better yet,
in the kitchen, we come to marvel at this being called the onion. How one handles
food and prepares it and presents it can express reverence for it. When we prepare
food with care we honor it; when we slice a watermelon, squeeze a lemon, mince
garlic, wash potatoes, or talk to an onion we become more attentive to food and the
dignity it deserves.

Cookbook author, Judith B. Jones, (in "A Religious Art") understands cooking
as a sacred art:

Cooking demands attention, patience, and, above all, a respect for the gifts of
the earth. It is a form of worship, a way of giving thanks.

There is beauty in food – its appearance, its texture, its taste, its aroma, its integrity,
its purpose. Appreciating that beauty and giving it respect are part of a right
relationship to food.

We exercise food justice when we celebrate food for being what it is. Freda
Elton Young’s brief piece implores us to treat bread with dignity:

Be gentle when you touch bread
Let it not lie uncared for--unwanted
So often bread is taken for granted
There is so much beauty in bread
Beauty of sun and soil, beauty of honest toil
Winds and rain have caressed it
Christ often blessed it
Be gentle when you touch bread.

Food justice gives us the space to relate to an onion and to appreciate the beauty of
bread, and to be grateful for the life food gives.
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The psalmist sung to God,

You cause the grass to grow for the cattle, and plants for people to use, to
bring forth food from the earth, and wine to gladden the human heart, oil to
make the face shine, and bread to strengthen the human heart.

If we are fortunate, we eat three meals a day. When we eat, our relationship
to food is often limited to our immediate experience of it and its function. We eat to
fill our stomach, to satisfy our appetite.

But there is more to eating food than eating food. When we pause and
acknowledge that the food we are eating gives us life, then we add another
dimension to our eating. We become aware that food is a gift.

Pausing to pray before eating, and, in some traditions, after eating, creates
sacred space within oneself and in the company of others. Offering a table grace
acknowledges the giver and the gift of life received. It adds gratitude to the meal.
Praying in word, song, or silence, is an important component of a right relationship
with food.

A Buddhist blessing for food:

This food is the gift of the whole universe. Each morsel is a sacrifice of life.
May I be worthy to receive it. May the energy in this food give me the
strength to transform my unwholesome qualities into wholesome ones. I am
grateful for this food. May I realize the Path of Awakening for the sake of all
beings.   

A Muslim blessing:

In the name of God, the Merciful, the Compassionate…let them serve the Lord
of this house who has fed them against hunger and secured them from fear.

A Hindu prayer before a meal:

The act of offering is God (Brahma); the oblation is God. By God it is offered
into the fire of God; God is That which is to be attained by him who sees God
in all.

Jewish blessing over bread:

Blessed art Thou, L-rd our G-d, King of the universe who brings forth bread
from the earth.
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A Christian table blessing:

The eyes of all wait upon you, O Lord, and you give them their food in due
season; you open your hand and satisfy the desire of every living thing. Lord
God, bless us and these your gifts which we receive from your bountiful
goodness, through Jesus Christ, our Lord.

Getting to know an onion, treating bread with dignity, appreciating the
beauty of food, and giving thanks to God, all bring us into a closer relationship to
what we eat and are part of the practice of food justice.

But we don’t stay in the kitchen or at the table, food justice pushes us into the
public square and into action. Mary Oliver makes the move from meditation to
action in her poem, “What I Have Learned So Far”:

Meditation is old and honorable, so why should I
not sit, every morning of my life, on the hillside,  
looking into the shining world? Because, properly
attended to, delight, as well as havoc, is suggestion.
Can one be passionate about the just, the   
ideal, the sublime, and the holy, and yet commit  
to no labor in its cause? I don’t think so.

All summations have a beginning, all effect has a
story, all kindness begins with the sown seed.  
Thought buds towards radiance. The gospel of  
light is the crossroads of—indolence, or action.

Be ignited, or be gone.

Food justice demands that we ask simple yet often difficult-to-answer
questions: Where does the food I am eating come from? And is the way the farmer
grew or raised the food helpful or harmful to the earth?

Most of the food we eat arrives at our table through the conventional food
system – a system that too often depletes and pollutes ground and surface water,
degrades and erodes soil, reduces bio-diversity, concentrates wealth in
agribusiness, causes food insecurity, and promotes the consumption of unhealthy
food.

We need to cultivate a hunger for a just food system. We do this by
supporting alternative food systems that are more localized: CSAs (Community
Supported Agriculture), farmers markets, stores that sell local food.

We do this in our congregations by blessing farms and hosting meals of local
food, encouraging yard gardens and neighborhood gardens, supporting innovative
food bank programs that offer fresh local produce to its clients, sending funds to
church aid organizations, and volunteering in organizations that grow and
distribute healthy food.
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We do this by forming and participating in local and regional food councils
that move the debate and planning into city council chambers and onto the capitol
steps of Richmond and Washington D.C.

And we do this by buying food from a local farmer, going on a farm tour,
cooking with delight, eating with joy and gratitude, and by talking to onions.

Are you hungry for food justice?

Let us pray: Holy and gracious God, Send us out into the world hungry, hungry for
food justice, hungry for healthy food and well-fed people, hungry for fertile soil and
clean water and resilient communities, hungry to be ignited, hungry to taste you in
every bite we take. Amen.


