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Chapter 1: Outline of the Question
Overview and Research Question 
	My service at Leeds Community Church (LCC) began in March 2019, after an interview process with the church’s Pastor Nominating Committee (PNC) that began during the previous fall. The PNC consisted of five long-time members of the church. The hopes and concerns these five people had for the church came up frequently during the interview process. These concerns continue to be relevant at LCC, and many, like dwindling attendance and a tight budget, are shared by many churches. One specific concern that has continued to surface relates to the church’s food pantry and its place in the congregation’s overall life and mission. The PNC members talked about the food pantry as an act of faith and service to the community. Other church members I’ve spoken to think of the food pantry as worthwhile but not central. A large group of food pantry volunteers—not all of whom are church members—see the food pantry either as the primary expression of their faith, or as a social service that needs no theological or scriptural justification. There is a general impression in the church that some food pantry volunteers show up primarily to receive food themselves and sometimes take more food than they should. Several factions exist among people involved in the food pantry; Volunteers complain to me that people watch each other’s behavior too closely and supervise each other’s work too much. I see the food pantry as a vital ministry to the community and a concrete way to demonstrate God’s love to the community, and I often wish to help the congregation and the volunteers see it the same way. As I seek to understand how these different factions perceive the food pantry, my research question is this: What does LCC's food pantry mean to the church's members, deacons, and volunteers? What theological or scriptural significance do these groups assign to the food pantry? How similar or different are these groups ideas about the food pantry as a ministry of the church?
Elders have often expressed their concerns over the lack of any sense of connection between the food pantry and the church. One elder told me,
They’re representatives of church and representatives of God. They’re supposed to be doing God’s work through the church. What they do is a reflection of the church. Deacons are leaders. They should love God and be proud of it and express it and share it. They do so much and they’re such hard workers, but even the most respected of them don’t come to church anymore.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  Interview with Bonnie (name changed), interviewed by the author, Leeds, ME, August 7, 2019.] 

Another elder put it this way:
Involvement is important. If someone is going to be an elder or a deacon, you should be prepared to commit yourself to worship you can and help the church in any way you can beyond coming on Sundays, to be able to get a sense from the congregation of what their needs are. I think if you’re not attending worship you don’t get a sense of what kinds of concerns other people in the church have.[footnoteRef:2] [2:  Interview with Bob (name changed), interviewed by author, Leeds, ME, August 7, 2019.] 

These are concerns that elders and I have wrestled with since I interviewed for the pastorship at LCC. Feeding people is assumed to be worthwhile, but we want the congregation and the volunteers to understand feeding people as reflecting our faith in God.
	These questions have several implications for my ministry. First, by exploring how people at LCC perceive the food pantry, I will understand the congregation better. My assumption has been that anyone who participates in a church’s mission and outreach buys into the mission and goals of the church, and that people are (or should be) influenced by what the pastor says from the pulpit about such questions. I am learning that people have their own ideas, and that not all are based on scripture or traditional views of what the church is or does. Second, as I come to understand other people’s viewpoints, I learn what is important to them and what has drawn them to the church. This might lead to me being able to guide the church’s efforts to bring people into the church. Third, by understanding people’s motives for being part of the food pantry, I can work to resolve some of the conflicts within the congregation. This process may even deepen my own thinking about the food pantry and the church’s overall mission in this community. Also, my impulse as a pastor is to help volunteers see the food pantry as a ministry that the church carries out in God’s name and an opportunity to share God’s love with the food pantry’s clients. Hopefully my research question will show me if this can be done, and how much of a disconnect there is between my personal goals and the volunteers’.

Ministry Context
	Leeds sits in Androscoggin County, Maine. The 2022 US census estimates that Androscoggin County has 113,023 residents, 90.6% of them white. A large number of Androscoggin County’s residents live in Lewiston and Auburn, which combined is the state’s second largest urban area and boasts most of the county’s ethnic and religious diversity. Of the county’s population over the age of 16, 64.9% is in the workforce, and the per capita income was $34,273. Rural poverty is prevalent in Androscoggin County, with 12.8% of the county’s population living in poverty.[footnoteRef:3] In Leeds the situation is even more extreme: of the 2,267 people living in Leeds in 2022, 96% was white, the median age was 37.7 years, the per capita income was $30,718, and 21.4% of the town’s population and 46% of the town’s children under age 18 lives in poverty.[footnoteRef:4] This makes LCC’s food ministry vital to the community. According to an administrator at the local elementary school, about half of the students at the school qualified for free or reduced-price lunch, and many more are one small step removed from qualifying. One parishioner who wanted to educate me on the demographics of the town spent an hour driving me around the town, pointing out the unlivable, rundown houses that often house multiple families. In a town with this much poverty, the church’s food ministry is a vital resource. [3:  The United States Census Bureau, “Quickfacts, Androscoggin County, Maine”, https://www.census.gov/quickfacts/fact/table/androscoggincountymaine/PST045222, accessed 1/20/24.]  [4:  Census Reporter, “Leeds town, Androscoggin County, Maine,” https://censusreporter.org/profiles/06000US2300138565-leeds-town-androscoggin-county-me/, accessed 1/20/2024.] 

	Leeds Community Church was established by the Presbyterian Church (USA) in the 1960’s in an attempt to give the denomination a presence in northern New England. An agreement was reached many years ago between the Presbyterian Church and the United Church of Christ that the Presbyterians would leave New England to the Congregationalists. There are still many more UCC churches than Presbyterian churches in the area but the Presbytery of Northern New England is proud to have established a presence in Maine that has served so many people in need over the years.  The ground that LCC sits on was originally owned by two congregations that had closed. The founding pastor, Rev. Karl Geores, is a folk hero among town residents; his efforts to set up the church, to introduce himself and the congregation to the community, and to rally people to provide concrete help to anyone who needed food or home repairs are legendary. Rev. Geores was instrumental in establishing Mission at the Eastward (MATE), a parachurch organization that initially focused on home repairs for the rural poor in Maine and Christian-based camping for underserved youth. In the last few years MATE has transitioned to a nonprofit 501c3 organization due to the denomination withdrawing funding, and the camp is closed because it was underfunded and underutilized. Some members of LCC were angry enough at the presbytery over these decisions to withdraw their membership. MATE still serves people in need around rural Maine, but the organization is less connected to local churches now, and the loss of church members has hampered LCC’s ability to serve its community.
From the time the church was founded, the congregation was focused on service to the community, with many community leaders and organizers being members of LCC and hearing from Rev. Geores about the need to be actively involved in the Leeds community. Parishioners have told me this, and further information on the history of Leeds Community Church can be found in Elizabeth M. Lynn’s work.[footnoteRef:5] Rev. Geores drafted early church members to work with him as he explored the community, learned the needs, and established efforts to feed people, provide housing, and teach job skills; he was he was credited with raising up leaders in the community and helping them formulate ideas about how the church could address the needs around it.[footnoteRef:6] Some of the church members drafted by Rev. Geores to do this work are still church members and would like to see the church continue doing this kind of work. Their enthusiasm is encouraging and some of them have recently contributed helpful ideas recently, but as this first generation of LCC members gets older they have less energy to do the kind of work they once did. [5:  Elizabeth M. Lynn, Taken From the Ground: Leeds Maine in the Twentieth Century (Carmel, IN: Full Court Press, 1987), p. 152.]  [6:   Lynn, pp. 150-151.] 

This mentality has persisted in the congregation: LCC sees itself as a community church that exists to serve the people around it. I often describe the congregation as a “church for the unchurched” where everyone is welcomed regardless of their background or their pasts. The congregation includes several former members of stricter denominations who came to LCC seeking a more accepting faith community. One member of the congregation has told me that she joined LCC after she and her children were shunned at a different church when she divorced her abusive husband; another member grew up a Mormon and came to LCC seeking a more affirming perspective on women’s contributions to the church.[footnoteRef:7] The church prides itself in welcoming anyone and everyone, and its facilities are used by the local Girl Scout troop, the Leeds Youth Athletic Association, and families who want to have a luncheon after a funeral. LCC considers itself to be a true community church, dedicated to serving the community around us regardless of anyone’s background. Many people who support LCC financially are community members who don’t attend church but want to see it stay open to fill its current role as a meeting place and community center. [7:  Interview with Bonnie (name changed), interviewed by author, Leeds, ME, August 7, 2019.] 

Like many American churches, LCC has shrunk steadily for many years. A photograph in the narthex shows a full sanctuary. Now there are fewer than 40 active members on the church rolls, and 15-20 members show up to worship on an average Sunday. The majority of these are senior citizens, and few children come to church on a regular basis. The livestream of the church’s worship services that began during the Covid pandemic regularly attracts more viewers than we have in the pews, but few online viewers show up to help with the food pantry or other church ministries. Area children often come to our monthly Saturday game nights, but few return on Sunday morning. The people who do faithfully attend our worship services and serve as church officers do all they can to maintain the church building, put together luncheons for anyone in the community who has a funeral or memorial service, visit the sick and homebound, and of course run the food pantry. However, this small core group is aging and feels more and more exhausted every year. Every new volunteer is needed and appreciated. Given these factors, the work of the food pantry couldn’t continue without help from outside the congregation.
LCC’s food pantry is overseen by the deacons. In the Presbyterian Church deacons are members of the church who are ordained to ministries “of compassion, witness, and service, sharing in the redeeming love of Jesus Christ for the poor, the hungry, the sick, the lost, the friendless, the oppressed, those burdened by unjust policies or structures, or anyone in distress” (G-2.0201).[footnoteRef:8] The congregation is proud of its food ministry and the community is appreciative. Clients express gratitude for the food they receive, people help the deacons run the food pantry, and local residents and businesses (many with no formal connection to the church) donate money to support the food pantry. Funding is also provided by the Good Shepherd Foodbank, a statewide organization that funds food pantries like the one at LCC. Under the direction of the deacons, volunteers and church members visit the Good Shepherd Foodbank and local grocery stores every week to pick up food, transport it to the church, distribute food to clients, and collect data on how many people get served each week, and deliver food to those who are unable to come to the church. Thursdays are the one day a week when the church building is full, with regular clients coming in to receive food and a dedicated group of church members and volunteers gathered to help them. The food pantry is a vital resource given the level of poverty in rural Maine, and the church is rightfully proud of this ministry. [8:  The Office of the General Assembly Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.), Book of Order 2017-2019 (Louisville: Office of the General Assembly, 2017), p. 26.] 


Discussion of the Question
I became the stated supply pastor of Leeds Community Church in March, 2019, and was installed in May, 2021. From the beginning of the interview process LCC seemed like the kind of community-oriented church I wanted to serve: the PNC explained that the congregation, though small, sees the church as a community center that runs a food pantry and a thrift store, and hosts community events in its building. They were looking for a pastor that would support and extend those ministries, represent the church to the community, and work with the church council to invite new people into the church. It seemed to everyone involved like a good match.
The PNC and the church council stated several concerns from the beginning of my relationship with LCC. One concern was the church’s declining and aging membership. There were a few young people in the community, some of whom were loosely affiliated with the church; they would respond to Facebook posts about upcoming church events and attend special events like dinners, but they rarely attended worship or showed any interest in becoming active church members. This left a progressively smaller pool of volunteers trying to continue the life and ministry of LCC. The congregation’s aging congregation sometimes feels exhausted: the amount of work they do to serve the community and the sense that they are doing it without enough help has contributed to a sense of burnout. The PNC made it clear during the interview process and after that they wanted their pastor to reach out into the community make connections with the unaffiliated or loosely affiliated.
Another concern expressed by members of the PNC was that people who help with the food pantry have no affiliation with the church outside of volunteering. Several of the deacons who are very involved with the food pantry rarely if ever attend worship on Sunday morning. The PNC and the church council felt that some of these deacons had become members of the church only to become deacons and have decision-making authority with regards to the food pantry. While I was visiting Leeds to interview with the PNC, they expressed how inappropriate it was for deacons, who the PNC members felt, were doing the work of the church and representing it to the community, not to worship as part of the congregation on Sunday mornings. The PNC’s general feeling was that by ordaining deacons and letting them represent the church to the community, the church was compromising its witness. Distributing food to the hungry is a worthy goal, I was told, but it should go hand-in-hand with the church’s mission of helping people “feel acceptance, the love of Christ, the joy of the Holy Spirit, and the wonder of God’s grace.”  The volunteers who run the food pantry are an integral part of the church’s mission. The food pantry is a necessary service to the community. The church council has acknowledged that part of the reason people who are otherwise uninvolved with the church have become deacons is that our small church has a limited number of people we can choose for leadership roles. At the same time, the council wants to encourage deacons, and all volunteers, to see their roles in the church as part of sharing Christ’s love with the community, and to have them join the congregation in worship. There is a sense that until this happens, part of the church’s mission is unfulfilled.
I was excited when I learned that my new church was involved with this ministry, and the PNC presented it to me as a selling point. To many residents of Leeds, the food pantry is vital. Other churches have larger programs that provide services like ESL or GED classes or job training. One long-term goal I hope to pursue is to help LCC expand its community ministry by offering such services. One impediment to this goal is that the congregation is currently too small, and other nearby organizations can provide this type of help. Providing basic needs like food is an essential ministry that many churches overlook, and I am proud to be part of a church that provides this service. One concern has persisted with church leadership, though: many of the deacons who participate in the ministry of the food pantry aren’t active in the church otherwise.
	This concern was brought to my attention during the interview process as something that the PNC hoped to address, and the church council has talked about it since then. Elders have expressed to me their desire for food pantry clients to “feel acceptance, the love of Christ, the joy of the Holy Spirit, and the wonder of God’s grace.”[footnoteRef:9] They fear that, with the church being represented to the community by volunteers and church officers who never attend a worship service, the food pantry will remain a social service. The elders and I have been in agreement that the worship of God is central to who we collectively are. Our ongoing conversations on these concerns have led to the research question mentioned above. Feeding people is a worthy goal in and of itself, but we fear losing sight of the faith that makes us a church rather than a nonprofit organization or social club if the spiritual aspect of our mission is forgotten. [9:  Leeds Community Church, Worship Bulletin (Leeds, ME: Leeds Community Church, August 11, 2019), cover.] 

	Much of my time and attention over the past five years has been devoted to addressing this situation and figuring out my own thinking on questions raised by the PNC and the church council. My assumption has been that helping people is good, and that providing spiritual and material help aren’t mutually exclusive. Worshipping the God who created us and redeems and sustains us has been an essential part of my faith. Part of my call as a pastor has always been to help people find spiritual meaning in coming to church and being part of the church’s life and mission. Sometimes I feel myself tacitly slipping into the role of defender of the institutional church and its doctrines. I try to resist this impulse, as the institutional church is secondary to service to Christ, and if the institutional church should fail it would be replaced by something else. Jesus, after all, taught love for God and neighbor, not attachment to an institution. There does seem to be some value in helping the deacons see themselves as officers of the church charged with conducting a ministry in Jesus’s name, rather than as members of the board of a nonprofit. Behind all of this is something that I don’t like to acknowledge to my parishioners: as a pastor ordained by the Presbyterian Church and paid by the church that I serve, I have a vested interest in keeping the church alive. I counter this impulse by keeping my attention on what seems theologically important: helping people see God as a loving creator and sustainer who is intimately involved with their lives. This, to me, has meant processing what the food pantry means to the life and ministry of Leeds Community Church.
	My commitments in this situation have largely been about valuing every voice in the church and the community and trying to keep peace between different factions. I consider myself to be the pastor of every person who is involved with the church and the food pantry, regardless of any given person’s beliefs. Another priority has been supporting the ministry of the food pantry in any way that I can. This priority has led me to attend deacon meetings, be present at the food pantry as often as I can, and talk to deacons, volunteers, and clients. When a conflict arises I try to resolve it. And yet the questions linger: Is the food pantry a ministry of the church? If we are engaged in a ministry, should everyone involved understand that? If volunteers don’t see the food pantry as a ministry will the ministry be undermined? Is there a way to help people agree on what the theological significance of our food ministry is? Is this agreeing on the food pantry’s theological significance as important a goal as I think it is?


An Outline of this Research Project
This project is designed to help me answer these questions about what role faith plays in the food pantry at Leeds Community Church. My goal is to develop an understanding of how the people involved in the church and the food ministry understand the work of the food pantry: to what extent is the food pantry a “ministry” and an act of faith? How much does faith inform the work we do in the community? If some people aren’t motivated by faith, what does motivate their participation?
This is the context I serve in and the research question I plan to explore. In the second chapter of this report will be my own theological reflections on what relevance the food pantry has to the life and ministry of my church. I will explore the relationship between faith and acts of helping people, and especially how scripture portrays the importance of food in sustaining people, building faith, and forming people into a community. Notions of encountering God by sharing food and having a sense of communion will be explored. Biblical texts explored will include Jesus’s feeding of 5000 people and his description of himself as the bread of life in John 6; God’s provision of food to the Israelites in Exodus 16; and scripture’s visions of the heavenly Messianic banquet in Isaiah 25, Luke 14, and Matthew 22. The third chapter will describe my research process, much of which is based on Mary Clark Moschella’s writing on ethnography.[footnoteRef:10] I will describe the surveys I used to start gathering input, and the face-to-face interviews that I have conducted to let people further explain their thoughts on what importance the food pantry has for them. My research has involved surveying both food pantry volunteers and church members who are not involved in the food pantry’s work. I will relate what I learn from both groups and show where their opinions are similar and where their opinions diverge. This discussion of what people have shared with me will be based on the surveys I have written and the face-to-face discussions I have had with people. Finally, in the fourth chapter of this project I will evaluate the results of my research and think about next steps. My expectation is that the volunteers and the congregation will present differing views on the significance of the food pantry and whether spirituality should be a part of it. I will spend much of the fourth chapter synthesizing the various points of view presented. My goal is to better understand what people think about the food pantry as part of the church’s mission, and to clarify my own thinking about how spirituality could be a part of our food ministry. As I explore people’s beliefs, I expect to understand their thinking more clearly and be able to help people understand each other’s perspectives better. A few possible next steps will be formulated. At the end of this project I expect to be able to help my church understand what its ministry means to the people involved, and to the community. [10: 
 Mary Clark Moschella, Ethnography as a Pastoral Practice: An Introduction (Cleveland: The Pilgrim Press, 2008), 63-85.] 



Chapter 2: Theological Foundations
The congregation at LCC is proud of the food pantry, often referring to it as a “food ministry.” Clearly LCC provides a valuable social service to the Leeds community. A clearer sense of how a social service constitutes a ministry would help. For many churches, “ministry” implies ministry to church members or to nonmembers who might join the congregation. At LCC there is no stated expectation that people who receive food will attend worship or other activities at LCC or give back to the congregation in any way. Maybe, then, the giving of food to people who suffer food insecurity is itself the ministry. Feeding and helping people may be at least the beginning of a valuable ministry and a way for the congregation to experience and share God’s love.

Social Action as a Form of Spirituality
Food pantries have been formative for other congregations’ spirituality, both in terms of shaping participants’ faith and helping participants share their faith along with food. My concern has been with how food pantries shape participants’ faith and how participants share their faith with the people who receive food. Sara Miles’s Take This Bread: a Radical Conversion tells the story of the author’s conversion to Christianity through sharing communion with a congregation and being moved to share both food and Christ’s presence at a church-based food pantry. She began volunteering at a food pantry out of a desire to feed people, and faith gradually formed as she experienced God’s presence.[footnoteRef:11] For Miles, something about sharing food and fellowship builds not only relationships but also faith. It seems possible for LCC’s food pantry to develop this sense of community and sharing Christ as well as food with clients. Valerie Schultz describes the experience of a middle-class American becoming involved with a food pantry and learning about the needs and attitudes of people that she serves.[footnoteRef:12]  As someone who never experienced food insecurity and has had to learn about people who do largely by interacting with them, I can sympathize with her story. Learning people’s stories and experiencing God’s presence in feeding people seems to be part of faith formation for some churches. Building relationships with the people who receive food is an important aspect of finding spirituality in a food ministry, too. Helen Cameron describes her effort to understand (and form) the theology that motivates a food pantry that she serves, and to think theologically about the clients that she meets. Cameron assumes that clients will not just be served but engaged. She looks at the development of food pantries in English society and their social and theological role. She says, [11:  Sarah Miles, Take This Bread: A Radical Conversion (New York: Ballentine Books, 2007), chap. 6, Kindle.]  [12:  Valerie Schultz, “Lessons From the Food Pantry,” America 181 (October 30, 1999): 22-23.] 

Social action should be apologetic; it provides a rationale for faith in a detraditioned society. Social action ought to demonstrate service, for social action is a response to immediate human need—it demonstrates neighbor-love. The marks of discipleship must be expected, for those who undertake social action are changed by their contact with those in need, their Christian formation is furthered.[footnoteRef:13] [13:  Helen Cameron, “‘Life and All Its Fullness’ Engagement and Critique: Good News for Society,” Practical Theology 5 no. 1 (2012): 19.] 

America has become “detraditioned” just as much as Great Britain, and Cameron’s hope of providing a Christian witness along with food is one that I (and other leaders at LCC) share. The church is less central to people’s lives than it used to be, and faith formation has fallen by the wayside. Many people in my congregation who do not attend worship “live” question whether the church has a role in worship, or in forming faith. I have often felt that part of my work as a pastor is helping people reconnect with the Christian tradition. How can LCC’s social action of feeding people become apologetic? Are we willing to be changed by the people we give food to, or are we more comfortable keeping food pantry clients at a distance? Following Miles’s story of ongoing conversion, we can be a witness both to the community and to our volunteers. Hopefully my ongoing work with the food pantry will help me and the food pantry volunteers to perceive the food pantry as an outgrowth of our faith and the clients as brothers and sisters in Christ who join us in ministry.
	In this chapter I will explore my own theological convictions related to the food pantry My interviews have given me insight into what volunteers and church members believe, but my own theological beliefs as well need to be clarified. I began with a general belief that, as followers of Christ, we demonstrate our faith by helping others. James 2:14-17 says,
What good is it, my brothers and sisters, if someone claims to have faith but does not have works? Surely that faith cannot save, can it? If a brother or sister is naked and lacks daily food and one of you says to them, “Go in peace; keep warm and eat your fill,” and yet you do not supply their bodily needs, what is the good of that? So faith by itself, if it has no works, is dead.
This passage contradicts the Protestant credo of “salvation by faith alone” that often allows the church to spiritualize its faith and forget about the suffering of others. James is talking about behavior that expresses faith and helps it grow, not about works that save us in and of themselves.[footnoteRef:14] Faith is expressed and built not only in our corporate worship, but also in our interactions. Providing food for the hungry is more than an act of charity: it is an active way to show our faith. Helping the outside community in Christ’s name seems an appropriate way for the congregation in Leeds to live its faith. Further reflection led me to ask how helping people by feeding them is an especially important ministry, as it gives us a chance to build relationships with those around us as we witness to the grace God has given to us. [14:  Douglas J. Moo, The Letter of James: An Introduction and Commentary (Leicester: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company): 104-105.] 


God’s Provision of Food and Formation of Community in the Old Testament
Food is a common theme in Scripture. The Old Testament frequently portrays God providing food for people, and the Gospels show Jesus feeding large crowds and eating with sinners often enough to be called a glutton. These passages have been read in a spiritualized way that sees God only feeding and ministering to people’s souls. Following the passage above from James, though, I want to read passages about food to mean that God cares about people’s physical needs and uses them to form a community. Scripture seems to take the physical acts of eating and providing food for people seriously as a part of faith. Food is after all foundational for life, and the God who gives us life provides what we need.
	One important passage that shows God meeting people’s physical need for food is Exodus 16. This passage describes the Israelites in an early stage of their journey from Egypt to the Promised Land, complaining to Moses and Aaron about their hunger. This is not just spiritual hunger: the Israelites are hungry enough to reminisce about their days in Egypt when they had enough food. The passage suggests “a food crisis, which leads to a faith crisis”: because their basic needs are not being met, the Israelites question their identity as God’s people.[footnoteRef:15] The prospect of freedom from slavery at the end of their journey isn’t enough to sustain them. [15:  Terrence E. Fretheim, Exodus: Interpretation: a Bible Commentary for Teaching and Preaching (Louisville: Westminster John Knox Press, 2010): ebook.] 

God does not respond in anger. Instead, God provides food for people in the form of quails and manna. Moses tells the Israelites that their faith in God as provider will be encouraged when “‘the Lord gives you meat to eat in the evening and your fill of bread in the morning’” (Exodus 16:8). The quails will appear in the evening and the ingredients for manna—a type of bread—will appear every morning. Interestingly, while much of what has happened in the story up to this point has seemed miraculous, the appearance of quails and manna throughout the course of the day seems not to be supernatural, yet “It is precisely the ‘natural that is seen as a gift from God. God’s gifts to Israel are to be found not only in the unusual but also in the everyday.”[footnoteRef:16] There is a sense in this story that the natural order was designed by God to provide for physical needs before people even think to ask. [16:  Fretheim, ebook.] 

The way that food is allotted to the Israelites in the desert is telling. Moses instructs the Israelites to gather the food that God provides in this way:
“This is what the Lord has commanded: Gather as much of it as each of you needs, an omer per person according to the number of persons, all providing for those in their own tents.” The Israelites did so, some gathering more, some less. But when they measured it with an omer, those who gathered much had nothing over, and those who gathered little had no shortage; they gathered as much as each of them needed. And Moses said to them, “Let no one leave any of it over until morning.” (Exodus 16:16-19)
Enough food is provided every day for each person to have enough food for that day; any extra food that is collected spoils by the next day. Every person has exactly enough food, with nothing left to be hoarded. God carefully allows for resources to be allocated equally; this is done through the natural features of the bread, rather than through any supernatural intervention on God’s part.[footnoteRef:17] Rather than being an intermediate step towards God helping the Israelites towards a more “spiritual” revelation about God’s work, God is helping the Israelites to see that the meeting of their physical needs is a central part of God’s work.[footnoteRef:18] By designing food that meets physical needs but cannot be hoarded, God teaches the Israelites to thank God for providing, take only what they need, and share resources equitably. [17:  Ibid.]  [18:  Ibid.] 

	Ellen F. Davis finds in this story the foundation of the “manna economy.”[footnoteRef:19] The Israelites complain because their basic needs for food and shelter, met under slave conditions in Egypt, now seem in danger of not being met in the wilderness, leading to “misplaced nostalgia” that makes them remember a more comfortable lifestyle and a better diet than they likely had. God establishes the manna economy on two principles: “limiting the daily collection to ‘an omer a head’ (Exodus 16:16)—as much as a person can eat in a day—and refraining from collection on the Sabbath.”[footnoteRef:20] As Davis points out, this economy is much different than Egypt’s: Egypt uses slave labor to produce much more than it needs and stores the excess, whereas the manna economy proposes that all people collect for themselves only what they need and then take a Sabbath from work—the first time in the Old Testament that this rule is enforced.[footnoteRef:21] The concept of a manna economy challenges the modern American church. We often collect more food than we need and store the resources we do not use immediately (in terms of food and other resources), and we have conditioned ourselves to work all week without a Sabbath. Making the Sabbath part of our own spiritual disciplines may teach us gratitude to the God who provides for us and train us to distribute excess resources so that those who lack anything (like food) will have enough. [19:  Ellen F. Davis, Opening Israel’s Scriptures (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2019): 51-53.]  [20:  Ibid.]  [21:  Ibid.] 


Old Testament Origins of the Messianic Banquet Hosted by God
	Other passages show God not only providing the resources for people to have food, but preparing a meal that God invites people to join. This banquet often takes place in “God’s kingdom.” For example, Isaiah predicts a time when “On this mountain the Lord of hosts will make for all peoples a feast of rich food, a feast of well-aged wines, of rich food filled with marrow, of well-aged wines strained clear” (Isaiah 25:6). In this apocalyptic passage we see God inviting his people to the mountaintop—the place where a god is traditionally encountered—to join a feast that God has prepared. This inclusive feast is served to “all peoples.” Those who have suffered seem especially to be welcomed at this feast, as human suffering will be directly addressed by God:
And he will destroy on this mountain the shroud that is cast over all peoples the covering that is spread over all nations; he will swallow up death forever. Then the Lord God will wipe away the tears from all faces, and the disgrace of his people he will take away from all the earth, for the Lord has spoken. It will be said on that day, “See, this is our God; we have waited for him, so that he might save us. This is the Lord for whom we have waited; let us be glad and rejoice in his salvation.” For the hand of the Lord will rest on this mountain. (Isaiah 25:7-10)
The theme of those who have suffered or lacked anything being comforted is closely tied to the heavenly feast in this passage. God’s protection of the “poor” and the needy has already been mentioned in Isaiah 25:4; now Isaiah prophecies that tears will be wiped away, disgrace will be taken away, and death will be swallowed up. This feast is not a party for those who have done well in life; it is a gathering of “all peoples” where those who have suffered will be comforted and fed. Isaiah implies that this feast will be in God’s kingdom, “the antithesis” of worldly rule, where all are fed at “a banquet with the richest, most yearned for food.”[footnoteRef:22] God desires that all might sit and eat together, enjoying God’s presence among them. [22:  Walter Brueggemann, Isaiah 1-39 (Louisville: Westminster John Knox Press, 1998), p. 198.] 

God’s desire to provide for all together is reflected in the life of Israel when healing is experienced and the poor are fed.[footnoteRef:23] The act of eating together reinforces our common humanity and the ways in which death and oppression affect us all. God begins to roll back the “shroud that is cast over all peoples” (Isaiah 25:7). Death is seen here as more than physical death: Isaiah is describing any circumstance that causes suffering, works against human wellbeing, or separates people from one another.[footnoteRef:24] No wonder, then, that Isaiah asks those who follow God to feed one another and make room for each other at our tables. The feast that Isaiah describes, then, is more than a one-time gathering; Isaiah describes a feast of “abundance and well-being” where those who habitually go without are provided for.[footnoteRef:25] Presumably, if this is the case on the Day of the Lord that the Old Testament refers to, then providing for each other is something that we who call ourselves faithful should strive for. This theme is picked up in the New Testament. [23:  Brueggemann, p. 199.]  [24:  Brueggemann, p. 199.]  [25:  Brueggemann, p. 200.] 


The New Testament’s Portrayal of the Messianic Banquet Hosted By Christ: Food & Inclusivity
	The Gospels pick up this theme of a banquet in heaven hosted by God. Jesus invokes the image in his parables and at times reenacts the heavenly banquet by eating with people. He “often shared meals with persons of all ranks (religious, social, economic) in society. Accordingly, he told parables relating to wedding feasts, banquets, and home gatherings, all within the context of a culture in which meals were meaningful ways of expressing community, hospitality, and friendship.”[footnoteRef:26] Jesus embodies the principles of community, hospitality, and friendship in his choice of dinner companions to the point of drawing criticism for eating with “sinners and tax collectors” (Matthew 9:11). His parables and sayings frequently proclaim the importance of our choice of companions reflecting God’s inclusivity and hospitality. Notably Matthew 22:1-14 and Luke 14:15-24 share a parable about a “Messianic Feast to be celebrated at the end of the age.”[footnoteRef:27] Both Gospels show a messianic figure setting the table for a banquet and inviting the outcasts and the underprivileged to attend. A closer look at both versions of the parable will show how Matthew and Luke use the Messianic Feast as an invitation to table fellowship with God and humanity. [26:  J. Lyle Story, “All Is Now Ready: An Exegesis of ‘the Great Banquet” (Luke 14:15-24) and ‘the Marriage Feast’ (Matthew 22:1-14)”:  American Theological Inquiry, p. 67.]  [27:  Story, p. 67.] 

	In Luke, Jesus tells this parable while sitting at a Pharisee’s table (Luke 14:1). This setting—a meal shared with other religious leaders who would have been concerned with practicing righteous social behavior—leads Jesus to engage with them, first on the question of healing on the sabbath, then on exhibiting humility in social situations, and finally to the question of who will be invited to the banquet hosted by the Messiah in the end times (and who therefore should be invited to dinners in this world). Jesus’s orientation is “social, the proud versus the lowly, the rich versus the poor, the important versus the marginalized… the context shows a compassionate Jesus at table on the Sabbath, confronting the hardness and legalism of the Pharisees…”[footnoteRef:28] A fellow guest prompts Jesus to tell this parable by saying, “‘Blessed is anyone who will eat bread in the kingdom of God!’” (Luke 14:15). The act of sitting down to eat in God’s presence is regarded as a blessing. Jesus uses a parable to describe who that blessing will be bestowed on. The parable makes it clear that those who protect their privileged place in society are likely to be excluded, while the poor and those who welcome them to the table will be included.[footnoteRef:29] [28:  Story, p. 68.]  [29:  Charles H. Talbert, Reading Luke: A Literary and Theological Commentary on the Third Gospel (Macon: Smyth & Helwys Books, 2012): ebook.] 

	Luke 14:1-24 deals with eating and drinking, humility, and love for God and neighbor. Jesus has already addressed the issue of healing on the Sabbath (14:1-6), claiming or giving up the seat of honor (14:7-11), and choosing to invite to a banquet either those who one expects to reciprocate or those who can’t reciprocate (14:12-14). In the culture of Jesus’s time, table fellowship was often combined with teaching, so it’s appropriate here that Jesus uses this meal to instruct thee Pharisees on the subject of what the messianic banquet will be like.[footnoteRef:30] Jesus is challenging the Pharisees’ (and the readers’) ideas about who we should eat with, and who is welcome into God’s presence. Should we welcome into our home (or church) and eat with respectable people who will benefit us, or those who we’re conditioned to avoid? The parable explores this question. [30:  Ibid.] 

	Jesus’s teaching on the subject of the messianic banquet is prompted by another guest commenting, “‘What a blessing it will be to attend a banquet in the kingdom of God’” (Luke 14:15). Luke’s version of the parable affirms that this banquet will indeed be a joyful blessing with enough food for everyone who attends; the final guest list will include the poor and marginalized, while the important and proud people of this world will be excluded.[footnoteRef:31] The allusion to the “master” (Luke 14:23) who sends his slaves out with an invitation to the banquet implies that the Messiah himself will be present at this meal.[footnoteRef:32] Jesus says that the master has “invited many,” and that he sends his slaves out with the message that the sumptuous feast is ready. Interestingly, those who were invited refuse to attend; Jesus says “they all alike began to make excuses” (Luke 14:18). This first wave of people seem to be upper-class landowners, and their excuses for not attending are business-related.[footnoteRef:33] One invitee plans to inspect a newly-bought plot of land, another is going to try out the oxen he’s recently purchased, and a third is recently married (possibly also a financial arrangement, in that he has to consummate the marriage to fulfill the wedding contract).[footnoteRef:34] As in other parts of Luke’s Gospel, those who are overly concerned with matters of business or money miss Jesus’s call to discipleship and the call to God’s kingdom; in this parable, the master exclaims, “ ‘none who were invited will taste my dinner” (Luke 14:24). The master sends his slaves out, first into the town to invite the poor and disabled (Luke 14:21), and then further out from the town to “compel people to come in so that my house may be filled” (Luke 14:23). Braun argues that these second and third groups of invitees represent first the urban poor and second the rural poor—groups of people who are economically disadvantaged compared to the land-owning elites who are invited at first.[footnoteRef:35] This reminds the reader that, earlier in his ministry, Jesus says the kingdom of God belongs to the poor (Luke 6:20). Jesus seems to mean this very literally: the poor will be invited to the messianic banquet while the wealthy who ignore the invitation will be excluded. I can’t help but think of the food pantry’s clients and wonder if we might experience Christ’s presence in the future and now through sharing food with them. [31:  Story, p. 68.]  [32:  Ibid.]  [33:  Willi Braun, Feasting and Social Rhetoric in Luke 14 (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1995): p. 74.]  [34:  Braun, p. 78.]  [35:  Braun, p. 84, 89.] 


Matthew’s Interpretation of the Wedding Parable: Attendance as Discipleship
	In Matthew 22:1-13 Jesus tells the same parable during the Passion narrative. The parable of the messianic banquet is between two other parables that warn the religious leaders of his time to repent of their rejection of those who were sent by God.[footnoteRef:36] By extension, the Christian reader of this parable is challenged to commit to following Jesus and accepting his invitation to the heavenly banquet.[footnoteRef:37] Accepting the invitation implies a life of discipleship and anticipation of joining the other invitees at the banquet. In Matthew’s version of the parable, the banquet is a wedding feast for the master’s son (Matthew 22:2), a clear indication that the messianic banquet is in fact being anticipated.[footnoteRef:38] As in Luke’s version of this parable, Matthew indicates that the table is set and there is abundant food for everyone (Matthew 22:4); it’s hard to imagine the food running out at this feast. And yet, those who are initially invited go back to their daily business and refuse to attend. Matthew’s focus on the mistreatment of the slaves sent out with invitations (Matthew 22:6) suggests the mistreatment of God’s prophets, which will culminate with Jesus’s crucifixion. Jesus makes clear that, as we choose whether to accept or reject the invitation, the stakes are high, and choosing not to attend the banquet means being shut out. Finally, when those who were initially invited refuse to attend, the master (God) sends his slaves out to invite “‘everyone you can find,’” prompting the slaves to invite “all whom they found, both good and bad, so the wedding hall was filled with guests” (Matthew 9-10). Where Luke emphasizes people of different social classes being invited to attend the banquet together, Matthew shows both the righteous and the unrighteous receiving invitations to enter the banquet hall together.[footnoteRef:39] The invitation is open to everyone, and all will be seated at the banquet together. In both versions of this parable, food and space at the table are plentiful, and all are free to accept or reject the invitation.[footnoteRef:40] [36:  Story, p. 67.]  [37:  Douglas R. A. Hare, Matthew (Louisville: John Knox Press, 1993), p. 250.]  [38:  Ibid.]  [39:  Hare, p. 252.]  [40:  Story, p. 68.] 

A word study by Peter Ben-Smit underscores the correlation between being a disciple of Jesus, anticipating the future messianic banquet, and experiencing table fellowship as a form of discipleship now. Matthew’s word choice underscores the relationship between the master in this parable inviting people to the messianic banquet at the end of the age and Jesus calling people to discipleship now. The Greek word kaleo, used in Matthew 22:1-13, is often translated as “to call.” The word klhtos, used in Matthew 22:14-22 to mean “invited,” is the adjective form of kalew. This linguistic connection between call and invitation underscores the centrality of table fellowship to Matthew’s community, and the connection between discipleship and table fellowship.[footnoteRef:41] Both meanings of these words “called” and “invited” are implied: being called or summoned to discipleship means being invited to share table fellowship with a community of believers, with rejection of the one implying rejection of the other.[footnoteRef:42] Being a Christian means being a disciple of Christ in an embodied way that includes “being part of a specific meal fellowship as the most concentrated form and expression of life in communion or fellowship with both Christ and fellow believers.”[footnoteRef:43] The act of eating, and the act of sharing meals with others, is part of discipleship and a way that Christ is experienced; when this experience is skipped an important part of the faith is lost. Smit points out that Matthew’s call to discipleship happens over dinner (Matthew 9:9), and that such dinners with potential disciples and unpopular people leads Jesus to be called a “a glutton and a drunkard, a friend of sinners and tax collectors.”[footnoteRef:44] Sharing meals with those he calls is part of Jesus’s “praxis,” and “it may be argued that for Matthew, the association with Jesus, following his call or invitation, also involved participation in the same meal”: if we are called to follow Jesus, we are also invited to share table fellowship with each other as part of our discipleship, and refusing to accept the invitation to the table may cause one to be excluded from the table and the kingdom of God.[footnoteRef:45] Smit emphasizes the creation of a community and Jesus’s presence with that community. [41:  Peter-Ben Smit, “The Invitation to the Eschatological Banquet and the Call to Follow Christ: a Note on Matthew 22:14”: Review Biblique 120 no 1 2013, p. 73.]  [42:  Smit, p. 75.]  [43:  Smit, p. 78.]  [44:  Smit, p. 79.]  [45:  Smit, p. 79-80.] 

	Both Matthew and Luke use this story to show that the messianic banquet is inclusive of all who will come, and that, while there’s a future aspect to it, Jesus’s presence in this world makes the banquet available to us now.[footnoteRef:46] The poor and outcast, often avoided by the financially well-off, are to be actively sought out and invited into the church. To me, LCC’s food ministry holds the promise of a place where God’s presence can be experienced and shared as we share food in the church. [46:  Story, p.76.] 


John 6: Jesus Steps Into God’s Role as Provider of Food
	John 6 similarly shows Jesus’s presence being experienced when food is shared. This chapter begins with Jesus on the shores of the Sea of Galilee, where the signs he’s performed have attracted a large crowd to him (6:1-15). Jesus himself asks this entire crowd to sit down together and feeds them himself (John 6:10-13) despite an insufficient amount of food (John 6:7). This passage includes the theme of Jesus providing for people, both his inner circle of disciples and the crowd, and gathering people around him to be fed in his presence together. As in the messianic banquet portrayed by Matthew and Luke, we see Jesus inviting people to join him and providing abundant food. Then John narrates Jesus walking on water and guiding his disciples through a storm at sea (John 16-21). This passage shows Jesus’s power over the forces of nature, providing a sign of Jesus’s divinity “in which the disciples glimpse the fullness of God’s presence in Jesus.”[footnoteRef:47] Finally, the crowd that Jesus fed seeks him out the next morning, and Jesus describes himself to them as the Bread of Life, framing the previous day’s miraculous feeding as a sign of the life that Jesus gives (John 6:25-71). Jesus’s own presence is shared along with food. John 6 provides a framework for seeing a food pantry as a ministry in which Jesus calls us to feed those around us and experience God’s presence together. My hope is that, as we at LCC share food with our clients, we may also experience Jesus’s presence amongst us. This may prepare us to reflect more deeply on the life Jesus gives us and the way we can share that experience with those we serve. [47:  Gail R. Day and Susan E. Hylan, John (Louisville: Westminster John Knox Press, 1989): 73.] 

	The story of the Feeding of the 5000 is the only miracle story recounted in all four canonical Gospels. The story appears in a different context than in the synoptics, and John uses the story differently. According to the synoptic Gospels, the feeding leads to a larger crowd than before seeking Jesus for healing. John, who has Jesus perform “signs” rather than “miracles,” uses the feeding as the basis for a discussion of Jesus as the Bread of Life, which challenges the disciples and the crowd to wrestle with who Jesus is, causing many in the crowd to stop following him.[footnoteRef:48] As with most of the signs in John’s Gospel, the feeding in John 6:1-15 is a brief narrative followed by a longer discourse interpreting the sign. People’s physical needs are met and food is provided, but there’s more going on in the story than Jesus providing food: “Jesus’s interpretation of the sign implies that listening to Jesus, hearing Jesus, is vital.”[footnoteRef:49] Before Jesus’s interpretation, though, is the feeding itself. John has Jesus walking along the Sea of Galilee with a large crowd following him. The crowd has seen the signs Jesus has performed and is eager enough to learn more about this prophet to follow him into a deserted area.[footnoteRef:50] Almost immediately the Passover and the Exodus are invoked.[footnoteRef:51] Seeing the huge crowd and the scarcity of food, Jesus asks Philip where enough food can be found (John 6:5). This question recalls the Israelites asking Moses where they will find food in the wilderness (Exodus 15:24) and Moses asking God how he’ll feed the people (Numbers 11:24). John tells us that Jesus already had a plan and was testing the disciples (John 6:7); his question draws the disciples into the experience and builds suspense as Jesus prepares to rise to the challenge.[footnoteRef:52] Jesus may also be testing Philip, part of his inner circle, to see if Philip has confidence in Jesus’s ability to meet the crowd’s needs.[footnoteRef:53] [48:  Jo-Ann A. Brant, John (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2011): 113.]  [49:    Karoline M. Lewis, John: Fortress Biblical Preaching Commentaries (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2014): 76.]  [50:  John Calvin, Commentary on the Gospel According to John, vol. 1 , trans. William Pringle (Grand Rapids: Baker Book House, 2009): 227.]  [51:  Day and Hylan, 72.]  [52:  Brant, 116.]  [53:  Paul Louis Metzger, The Gospel of John: When Love Comes to Town (Downers Grove: IVP Press, 2010), 95.] 

	The disciples see only a limited amount of food handy; the fact that they take food from a “boy” (6:9) increases the stakes and the drama as they wait to see what Jesus will do.[footnoteRef:54] They have only two loaves and a few small fish, which would seem inadequate to feed so many people. Jesus asks the people to sit down on the grass together, breaks the bread, gives thanks, and distributes it to the crowd (John 6:8-11). In a notable departure from the synoptic gospels’ account of the miraculous feeding, it is Jesus, not the disciples, who distribute the food. The story hints at what the abundant life that Jesus promises looks like: [54:  Brant, 116.] 

We are reminded once again that abundant life can be as simple as the basic necessities to sustain life. It is abundance reconfigured through the concept of relationship. Life cannot be abundant if it is not grounded in intimacy and relationship and security. Abundant life cannot be felt or experienced if the knowledge and promise of provision are not assured… Above the minimal needs comes abundance and the ability to thrive.[footnoteRef:55] [55:  Lewis, 83.] 

Jesus shows his concern for providing for people’s needs, and for forming a community around himself. Even before the phrase “Bread of Life” is introduced into the story Jesus shows the crowd that he will provide for them. Just as John’s comment that Jesus has the crowd sit down on the “green grass” (6:10) foreshadows Jesus’s self-description as the Good Shepherd, the provision of food shows that in Jesus “every necessity of life is bestowed.”[footnoteRef:56] [56:  Ibid.] 

	Several aspects of John 6:1-15 reference the Exodus story. The fact that Jesus performs the sign on top of a mountain (instead of by the Sea of Galilee where the rest of the chapter’s action takes place) and the mention that this story happens near the time of the Passover festival (John 6:3-4) both draw a parallel between Jesus and Moses.[footnoteRef:57] The crowd’s recognition of Jesus as a prophet and their desire to make him king (John 6:14-15) further reinforce that parallel.[footnoteRef:58]  [57:  Brant, 116.]  [58:  Day and Hylan, 72.] 

	The meal that Jesus, the disciples, and the crowd share, as well as the language used as Jesus offers the bread and fish, also invoke images of communion. The Greek word “eucharistein,” used in 6:11 to indicate that Jesus “had given thanks,” is an equivalent of the Hebrew word “barak,” meaning “to bless”; this and several other linguistic similarities to the synoptic Last Supper accounts as well as the nearness of the Passover indicate that the eucharist is in view in this passage.[footnoteRef:59] John has in mind the communion celebration of early Christian communities (see 1 Corinthians 11:20-21), with Jesus presiding at the table and worshipers gathered to receive from him.[footnoteRef:60] Jesus’s words about eating his flesh and drinking his blood (John 6:53-57) support the idea that consuming Jesus’s flesh and blood gives us spiritual sustenance and enables us to have faith in him.[footnoteRef:61] [59:  Brant, 117.]  [60:  Mary L. Coloe, John 1-10 (Collegeville: Liturgical Press, 2021): 165]  [61:  Gordon T. Smith, A Holy Meal: The Lord’s Supper in the Life of the Church (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2005): 85.] 


John 6 Continued: Jesus as Spiritual Food
	The second part John 6, in which Jesus walks on water, affirms Jesus’s divinity for the disciples. John says that it was dark and the wind had picked up (6:17), and Jesus appears to the disciples, walking across the sea to them (6:19). John is referencing Psalm 79:19, underscoring Jesus’s control over the chaotic water and God’s rescue of the Israelites from Egypt.[footnoteRef:62] Water imagery appears frequently in John’s Gospel: John the Baptist baptizes in water, Jesus talks to the Samaritan woman at the well about being living water, turns water into wine, and washes his disciples’ feet.[footnoteRef:63] The setting of this chapter in spring near the Passover and the fact that this story closely follows the feeding of the 5000 both invoke the Israelites receiving manna in the wilderness; the presence of water and Jesus’s power over it further underscore Jesus’s divinity by invoking the creation story in Genesis.[footnoteRef:64] Like God who (through Moses, who has already been invoked in John 6) led the Israelites out of Egypt safely, Jesus guides his disciples across the Sea of Galilee to safety. Another confirmation of Jesus’s divinity is his invocation of the divine name. When the disciples see Jesus walking across the sea, he calls out, “‘It is I; do not be afraid’” (John 6:20). The Greek here is “ego eimi,” literally “It is I”; adding “do not be afraid” is a translation choice reflecting “God’s name and power to deliver.”[footnoteRef:65] The phrase “I am”—translated by the NRSV and NIV as “‘It is I’”—echoes God’s words to Moses from the burning bush in  Exodus 3:14. This invocation of God’s words to Moses reinforces Jesus’s identity as God’s Son and invokes God’s presence with the Israelites in the wilderness; this underscores the miraculous nature of Jesus’s ability to feed a large crowd in the wilderness.[footnoteRef:66] The words “Do not be afraid” also are used often in the Old and New Testaments (see Genesis 15:1, 26:24 and Luke 1:3, 30 for examples).[footnoteRef:67] Jesus has just refused the crowd’s desire to make him king, but he now shows himself to be God. [62:  Brant, 119.]  [63:  Sherri Brown, “Water Imagery and the Power and Presence of God in the Gospel of John”: Theology Today vol. 72 no. 5 (2015), 295.]  [64:  Brown, 296.]  [65:  Brant, 118.]  [66:  Lewis, 85.]  [67:  Hylan, 73.] 

	The morning after Jesus feeds the crowd, they follow him to the other side of the lake. Here Jesus interprets the feeding and deepens its meaning. The crowd has seen that Jesus can feed them and provide for them, but they have yet to fully understand who he is or how much he’s able to give them. That lack of understanding drives the following discourse and gives Jesus the chance to explain who he is.[footnoteRef:68] Jesus begins this discourse about his own identity by telling the crowd, “Jesus answered them, [68:  Brant, 119.] 

Very truly, I tell you, you are looking for me, not because you saw signs, but because you ate your fill of the loaves. Do not work for the food that perishes, but for the food that endures for eternal life, which the Son of Man will give you. For it is on him that God the Father has set his seal. (John 6:26-27)
The crowd, Jesus says, is missing an encounter with the divine that he provides and is only interested in being fed; the deeper meaning of the sign has been missed. As Paul Lewis Metzger puts it (maybe a bit cynically), “The crowds are following Jesus around in search of a free supply of endless Happy Meals. They’re not seeking him as an end in himself, but as a means to an end: They want more and more free food, calling out, ‘Supersize me!’”[footnoteRef:69] Metzger concludes from this passage what I have detected in our food pantry: When food is given out, even in the spirit of helping the community (which is a necessary part of discipleship), it can become a good deed that causes us to miss an opportunity to recognize Jesus’s spiritual presence. [69:  Metzger, 99.] 

	The ensuing debate raises more parallels between John 6 and the Exodus story. In John 6:29 Jesus tells the crowd that doing the work of God means believing in Jesus, the one sent by God. The crowd doubts what Jesus says, asking for another sign to prove that he is the one sent by God. Moses, the crowd tells Jesus, gave them manna from heaven; the implication is that, if Jesus claims to be sent from God, he should do something equally miraculous (John 6:30-31). Jesus responds by saying, “‘Very truly, I tell you, it was not Moses who gave you the bread from heaven, but it is my Father who gives you the true bread from heaven. For the bread of God is that which comes down from heaven and gives life to the world’” (John 6:32-33). God, not Moses, provided food for the Israelites in heaven. The implication is that Jesus is greater than Moses because he is himself the Bread from Heaven, come to meet needs that the crowd didn’t know it had.
	Jesus’s interpretation reflects the text of Exodus 16. As in John 6, the story begins with people wandering in the wilderness in need of food. In both contexts, complaints from the hungry, lost people are involved. The crowds complain against Moses (Exodus 16:2) and against Jesus (John 6:41).[footnoteRef:70] And yet Jesus shows himself to be both a prophet in the mold of Moses, and the divine manifestation of God who can provide for people’s needs. In both cases God feeds the hungry and makes the case that God alone provides. [70:  Andreas J. Kostenberger, John (Grand Rapids: Baker Publishing Group, 2004): 213.] 

It is important to stress the naturalness of the manna and the quail… It is precisely the ‘natural’ that is seen as a gift from God. God’s gifts to Israel are to be found not only in the unusual but also in the everyday. If the provisions of God in the wilderness are all subsumed under the extraordinary or miraculous, then the people of God will tend to look for God’s providential care only in that which falls outside the ordinary.[footnoteRef:71] [71:  Fretheim, ebook.] 

God is to be seen as the provider of all things, physical and spiritual. God’s grace is found in Jesus, who has already fed the crowd, and who gives the abundant life that Jesus describes.
	Jesus goes on to explain that he is the Bread of Life who provides not only physical but also spiritual sustenance:
I am the bread of life. Your ancestors ate the manna in the wilderness, and they died. This is the bread that comes down from heaven, so that one may eat of it and not die. I am the living bread that came down from heaven. Whoever eats of this bread will live forever; and the bread that I will give for the life of the world is my flesh. (John 6:48-51)
Life comes not from Moses or from the work that people do, but by faith. Faith is given by the God who draws people to Jesus; it is not a decision that a person makes or a work that one does.[footnoteRef:72] [72:  Kostenberger, 213.] 


Embodied Faith and Justice
	These passages demonstrate to me the importance of food in the Christian faith. The life of faith is incarnated rather than disembodied: we need food to survive, and without food our bodies die and our souls are unable to seek deeper meaning or connection. God provides the food we need to sustain us. As Exodus 16 shows, this world that God made provides the sustenance we need; along with this sustenance comes the expectation that we will use the resources we have respectfully, never hoarding resources to the detriment of other who might be left in need. Jesus invites us to share physical sustenance with each other and to experience his presence among us as we do so. Once we start looking for Jesus’s presence, we can begin sharing it. Physical hunger often provides an entry point to addressing spiritual hunger—our own spiritual hunger to begin with, and then eventually our clients’.[footnoteRef:73] We see the food pantry as work we do to help others or be good people; my hope is to see feeding people as part of the work of worshiping Jesus and becoming like him.[footnoteRef:74] The connection with God that contact with Jesus engenders is at the heart of communion and inspires faith and humility in those who receive that connection.[footnoteRef:75] Once we learn this mindset, we may go from seeing food pantry clients as people needing charity to seeing them as fellow disciples who receive God’s presence with us.[footnoteRef:76] A greater sense of unity between volunteers, parishioners, and recipients of food is even possible.[footnoteRef:77] My hope is that the congregation at LCC can see distributing food as an act of encountering Jesus and giving thanks to God—an experience that we can invite others to join. [73:  Martha Smith Tatarnic, “Whoever Comes to Me: Open Table, Missional Church, and the Body of Christ,” Anglican Theological Review 96, no. 2 (Spring 2014): 291.]  [74:  Day and Hylan, 75.]  [75:  Tatarnic, 297.]  [76:  Cressida Rigney, “Food as Outreach: Bridging Social Boundaries with Sacred Feasts,” Journal for the Academic Study of Religion 29, no. 3 (2016): 302.]  [77:  Ellen F. Davis, Scripture, Culture, and Agriculture: An Agrarian Reading of the Bible (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2009), 23.] 

	This study of food and eating in scripture has suggested new ways to frame how and why we give food to people, and the value of sitting and eating with people to build relationships rather than simply handing out food. What would it take for the American church to see the possibility of getting to know the people it helps, rather than handing out food? Barbara K. Lundblad makes a case for food justice and inclusivity based on Luke 14. She notes Jesus’s demand that the poor, the crippled, the lame, and the blind be invited to dinners (Luke 14:13) and the parable’s emphasis on going far and wide to invite these same disadvantaged people to invite to the banquet, and she notes that Jesus does not say these people should be invited so they can be “fixed”:
Jesus didn’t say, “invite the poor, the crippled, the blind, and the lame to dinner so I can cure them.” Jesus says simply, “Invite them.” Invite them as they are... But everybody wasn’t cured—not in Jesus’ day and not now. Invite them to come as they are. Make room at the banquet… We’re called to imagine a world that wants… every person with disabilities in it—a habitable place for poor people, too… FOOD JUSTICE rather than “ending hunger.” Of course these two strands are intertwined. If we advocate for food justice we will also be working for that day when manna isn’t hoarded by a few, a day when everyone has enough to eat. Food justice moves beyond food pantries and soup kitchens to a larger vision.[footnoteRef:78] [78:  Barbara K. Lundblad, “Expanding the Table: Food Justice in a Hungry World,” Union Seminary Quarterly Review, 64 no 4 2013, p. 40-41.] 

American churches (at least in my experience) tend to think in terms of ending hunger, or at least in feeding individuals. What if Jesus’s injunction to invite to poor and maimed to dinner means that he wants the church to think in terms of the bigger picture and change systems that cause poverty? The messianic banquet reflects Luke’s focus on the poor, suggesting that we as disciples should work to change systems that cause poverty. What if “fixing” the individuals who come to LCC for food isn’t the right emphasis? Lundblad suggests, as a starting point, that “Jesus is talking about eating,” and that rather than analyzing the parable for spiritual meaning, we should begin building relationships with the people we feed.[footnoteRef:79] She dismisses as petty the excuses made by the first wave of invitees in the parable, and suggests that we in the church tend to make similar excuses; the parable and the idea of a messianic banquet “are meant to shape our meals within this span of time.”[footnoteRef:80] By inviting clients to sit with us rather than take food and leave the church efficiently, we may work for Jesus’s vision of justice and experience a foretaste of the banquet he will prepare in the future. [79:  Lundblad, 42.]  [80:  Lundblad, 44.] 

	Catherine Keller is even more explicitly theological in grounding the need for the church to be relational in God’s nature. She points to Ephesians 1:10, which claims that in Christ God is gathering all things to himself.[footnoteRef:81] Keller suggests that the world is in an apocalyptic moment in which God’s plan and human cruelty is revealed. She says, “We find ourselves entangled in one another no matter what. But in amorous agonism membership in each other becomes a calling, a responsibility, a new creation. So love in its radicality does not then work as an exception to the law but for its ‘fulfillment.’”[footnoteRef:82] In response to the American church’s tendency to see faith as a matter of individual salvation, Keller suggests that we are “entangled in one another,” called to be in relationship with one another and concerned with one another’s needs. Faith, for Keller, is lived not only in our relationship with God; our relationship with God is lived in how we care for each other.[footnoteRef:83] [81:  Catherine Keller, Political Theology of the Earth: Our Planetary Emergency and the Struggle for a New Public (Chichester: University of Columbia Press, 2008): 148.]  [82:  Keller, 156.]  [83:  Keller, 146.] 



Chapter 3: the Research
Overview of My Research
	The first chapter of this project posed the question addressed by this project: what theological significance do various people attach to the food pantry? That chapter also laid out the context of my ministry and my relationship to Leeds Community Church and its food pantry. The second chapter explored how I perceive the food pantry through the lens of scripture and theology. This chapter will explore my research question more closely. In the process, I’ll explain the groups I’ve identified within the congregation and food pantry, the research of done to seek their opinions, and what I’ve learned about how people perceive the food pantry and its relationship to the church and the Leeds community.
	My research for this project is based on ethnographic studies as described by Mary Clark Moschella, who describes ethnography as “a way of immersing yourself in the life of a people in order to learn something about and from them” and “a pastoral practice [that] involves opening your eyes and ears to understand the ways in which people practice their faith.”[footnoteRef:84] I made it a point to engage with the congregation and food pantry volunteers and solicit their opinions in a way that avoided leading or influencing them to say what they might think I wanted to hear.  [84:  Moschella, 6.] 

	I identified three different groups involved in my ministry context that I wanted to solicit opinions from. The first group I reached out to was the people who keep the food pantry operating. This includes the deacons who oversee the food pantry and the volunteers who pick up food and distribute food, and who therefore interact directly with food pantry clients. This group, as I’ve noted, includes some faithful worshippers at LCC, a few church members who don’t attend worship regularly, and people from the community who aren’t church members. The second group I identified was other members of the congregation: those who aren’t directly involved with the food pantry but who attend worship. This is a group who I’ve felt more closely involved with as the pastor. I see them on a regular basis, speak to them frequently, and have visited them in their homes. The third group is the session—the elders who are in leadership positions and make decisions about the church’s budget, who in the congregation should serve in leadership positions, and other things that might affect the running of the church and the food pantry. This third group is one that I’ve had a close working relationship with as the pastor, so they’ve had my ear as I’ve chosen how to use my time and energy. It should be noted that people on the session served on the Pastor Nominating Committee that called me to LCC. Session also doubles as the personnel committee that evaluates my performance every year and makes suggestions about how to spend my time. Personnel evaluations have suggested that I work closely with the food pantry and connect more with volunteers and clients so that they might know me as the pastor of a church. These are the three groups I chose to get to know better via my ethnographic research.
	The purpose of my research was to find out how each group feels about the food pantry and its relationship to the church. Is the food pantry seen as a ministry of the church? Do people at LCC see themselves as serving God when they distribute food, or is the food pantry seen as a social service housed by a church? How much support exists for adding some type of spirituality to what we do at the food pantry? Also, I hope to find out how much the opinions from the volunteers differ from the opinions of church members. My initial thought is that the volunteers are less likely than church members to value spirituality being introduced to what we do at the food pantry.
	It is important to note that the groups I interviewed for this project—food pantry volunteers, church leadership, and congregation members—overlap. Church members serve in leadership positions and volunteer for the food pantry. Some people who were present for the interview with food pantry volunteers were also present at the annual meeting at which I interviewed church members. I saw little point in separating these groups cleanly, as they serve the church and staff the food pantry together and talk to one another. Bridging any gaps between these groups seemed to require that I not treat them as completely distinct groups during the research process.
	One important point during my research has been asking open-ended questions that invite people to think about the questions and give me their honest opinions. Given the discussions I’ve had with the PNC and session over five years serving as LCC’s pastor, it would be easy to try to impose my opinion on the conversations I’ve had. LCC’s lay leadership includes several strong personalities that have clearly lamented the disconnect between the food pantry and the congregation. The PNC and I talked during the interview process about adding some kind of spirituality to the food pantry, and I thought of the food pantry at a previous call where I began every food pantry distribution with prayer for the volunteers and clients. My initial response to conversations with the PNC was to suggest replicating my earlier experience in Leeds. I realized, though, that this is a different community, and if volunteers are reluctant to attend worship, insisting on prayer or other spiritual practices would meet with resistance. Finding out how different groups involved perceived the food pantry and the church’s mission seemed like a better first step. I would have to start with “listening sessions” of some sort that would let the people involved tell me whether they were interested in incorporating spiritual practices of some kind into the food pantry.
	My ethnographic research began with the food pantry volunteers. This group is the most closely linked to the food pantry, and the least familiar to me. I developed a questionnaire to give to volunteers. The questionnaire included several questions, each one designed to be open-ended so that each volunteer would be asked to respond thoughtfully. Questions were designed to gauge how volunteers think about the food pantry, and about the food pantry’s relationship with the church. For each question possible answers were provided, and I asked the volunteers to rank each possible answer 1-5 based on how strongly they agreed or disagreed with the answer. After each question space was provided for volunteers to further explain their thoughts. A disclaimer was distributed along with the questionnaire explaining that this was research for my Doctor of Ministry project, and that anything shared would be kept confidential, and that names would be changed to minimize risk of personal information being shared.[footnoteRef:85] Volunteers were encouraged to hand the questionnaire back to me in person or to leave it in a mail slot on my office door if they preferred to remain anonymous. [85:  The questionnaire and other form will be included in an appendix.] 

	Once several questionnaires had been turned in I planned a follow-up face-to-face discussion with as many food pantry volunteers as I could gather. Six volunteers agreed to talk to me on a Thursday before food distribution started. I’d read the questionnaires and come up with a list of questions about the value of feeding people and whether there is (or should be) a theological or scriptural basis for the food pantry. The conversation also touched on what draws people to a church or scares them away, and whether there’s any significance to the food pantry being housed in a church.
	The second group I surveyed for this project is the congregation: those who are members of the church and worship on a regular basis but have limited contact with the food pantry. I developed another questionnaire, similar to the one given to the food pantry volunteers. The questions were meant to gauge how worshipers at LCC saw the food pantry as part of the church’s life and mission. Is the food pantry a social mission housed in the church’s building, or is it an outgrowth of our life and worship? Do we want to offer clients some kind of religious programing or invite them to join existing programing? Is it enough for us to give them food, or do we want to share our faith with them? I wanted to know where parishioners stand on these issues, and how their answers compare to what the food pantry clients told me.
	The second phase of my research involved talking to other members of the congregation, and to the elders and deacons. I wanted to know how concerned they were with integrating the food pantry with the rest of the church, and what steps they were willing to take. Also, I wanted a sense of their theological or scriptural thoughts on why we feed people, and how the food pantry fits into the life and ministry of the church. An important part of my research has been how much the elders and those who worship at LCC regularly agree or disagree with the volunteers. My process in surveying this larger group was similar to how I surveyed the volunteers. I designed a survey that asked several questions about the food pantry and its relationship to the church; a few sample answers were provided to each question that people could rate based on whether they agreed with each statement, and room was provided after each question for personal responses. The survey was distributed to church members and then collected. I spoke to the elders and deacons during monthly meetings to get their thoughts on the subject.

Results of Surveys Given to Volunteers
	The answers I received were informative. Surveys and interviews revealed a wide range of opinions among food pantry volunteers. For some, faith isn’t at all the point of their involvement with the food pantry. In response to a statement that “the food pantry grows out of the church’s life and worship,” one volunteer said, “It might currently, but it doesn’t need to.”[footnoteRef:86] Given a list of which factors informed her thinking about the food pantry, she weighed “a desire to help others because it's the right thing to do” heavily, and indicated that “scripture or faith,” “having received help yourself,” and “Jesus’s example of compassion or sharing food and meals” weren’t at all relevant to her. When asked about spiritual practices informing her participation in the food pantry, she replied, “my Presbyterian upbringing may be the root cause, but my conscious motivation is that nobody else [feeds people], so I must.” Despite a lack of interest in spirituality, in response to the question “What spiritual/theological reason is there for us to develop relationships with [food pantry clients],” this volunteer responded, “withholding judgment, compassion, community.”[footnoteRef:87] This volunteer and a few others denied any religious beliefs and yet affirmed the importance of acting with compassion towards neighbors for its own sake. [86:  Survey response: JGT]  [87:  Survey response: JGT] 

	Other volunteers had more of an interest in the church and in spirituality, and yet had little more interest than JGT in making spirituality an explicit part of the food pantry. In response to the question of which “factors shape your thinking about the food pantry,” several chose “a desire to help others because it’s the right thing to do.” In some cases Jesus’s example and teachings, as well as a few scripture passages, were cited as reasons for participating in the food pantry. One respondent cited “Do unto others the way that you would want to be treated” and “When I was thirsty you gave me drink. When I was cold you clothed me.” Interestingly, one volunteer listed “Jesus feeding the masses on the mountain” as a scripture passage that informs his participation in the food pantry.[footnoteRef:88] This response seems to be in reference to John 6, discussed above. (For a few of the passages just mentioned, scriptural references were missing, but the passages are recognizable as coming from the Gospels.) Another respondent also mentioned the Golden Rule and “Love thy neighbor” as scripture passages that motivated her work with the food pantry.[footnoteRef:89] One relatively new volunteer listed 1 Corinthians 6:19 as a motivation for volunteering and said “We should bestow our blessings as we can.”[footnoteRef:90] This last volunteer indicated that “faith is an important part of my life” and somewhat agreed that “the worship of God is first and foremost what this church should do.” This volunteer and several others felt that the food pantry itself was a spiritual practice of sorts: “I think serving others and giving is spiritual and serving God and the clients… To me faith is tied to serving others and paying it forward. It is an act of love, service, and community.”[footnoteRef:91] SJ agreed that the food pantry allowed her to express her faith through her actions: “Concerning Church activities, one pastor described me as ‘more of a Martha than a Mary.’ I’m okay with that description I hope others see me as faithful through my actions. It’s not easy for me to talk to others about my faith.” [88:  Survey, JN]  [89:  Survey response: SJ]  [90:  Survey response: AK]  [91:  Survey response: AK] 

	Volunteers generally enjoy talking to clients and were enthusiastic about fostering a sense of community with them. “We need to change the impression that clients are all ‘takers,’” one volunteer said. “We need to understand the day-to-day difficulties that people deal with: lack of income, lack of reliable transportation and childcare. Most work at low-paying jobs or are seniors who now have minimal resources.”[footnoteRef:92] Another volunteer said on the survey that the church should host dinners or discussion groups to discover what other needs exist around the church.[footnoteRef:93] Proselytizing or explicitly sharing faith were generally avoided in favor of getting to know people who receive food and welcoming them into the building. Another volunteer stated, “They [the clients] are struggling and should not be judged because they are in need. We volunteers are no better than them. We are all trying to make it in a hard, tough world. Inviting them to a church supper or summer picnic may be a way to develop relationships.”[footnoteRef:94] Getting to know the people who receive food and building relationships with them were consistently held up as goals; sharing faith and talking about church membership were never mentioned as worthy goals. [92:  Survey: SJ]  [93:  Survey: AK]  [94:  Survey: JB] 

	The reticence to put faith too much at the forefront of the food pantry’s mission was shared by most respondents. One survey question asked, “What other social services could/should the food pantry offer?” While suggestions about offering cooking classes, information about other social services, and focusing on distributing food were all rated as important, “a completely voluntary spiritual service” was rated lower, even by volunteers who felt that faith was important in their own lives. A different question suggested making a prayer service available to food pantry clients; this too was rated low priority by most respondents.
	While explicit religious or spiritual programming was clearly not a priority for the volunteers, most were in favor of inviting food pantry clients into the church. Providing information about available social services was generally a priority; inviting clients to worship was seen as positive, but providing spiritual services during food pantry wasn’t. One volunteer said, “I believe that we can inform clients discreetly of services available such as the clothing center and Sunday School, church, Vacation Bible School, game nights [held every month for children and teenagers], Bible studies, etc. … A pamphlet could be used to inform clients of worship services and Bible studies but it should not be part of the food pantry.”[footnoteRef:95] SJ agreed with this sentiment: [95:  Survey: JB] 

Easy access to information on area social services via pamphlets/contact numbers might be helpful and volunteers and deacons should be aware of such. The church does not have the resources to directly provide social services but the town has Rural Community Action Ministry, a medical center, the town office, and a 211 call center. It’s important that clients feel welcome and respected within the church and see the church as safe and non-judging. But they should not feel an expectation of worship.
The general sense of the surveys was that feeding people was an expression of faith, and that inviting people to join the church’s existing worship services is preferable to providing prayer or worship during food pantry hours. Making spirituality an explicit part of the food pantry was generally opposed. In response to the survey question “How important do you see the food pantry being to the church’s overall mission,” volunteers generally chose “Providing food to the hungry is a way of living our faith” as a statement that they strongly agreed with. The alternative answer, “The food pantry is a way to get people into the church so we can minister to them in other ways” was generally not agreed with by the volunteers. Inviting people into the church was seen as a better option. “We shouldn’t be bashful in saying that we do this as part of our spirituality,” one respondent said. “We should post when other church events are happening.”[footnoteRef:96] Another volunteer stated that “too many people just talk about their faith. It’s important for clients and others to see us live our faith.”[footnoteRef:97] The work of distributing food to the hungry was an act of faith and a spiritual practice of sorts for the volunteers. [96:  Survey: JN]  [97:  Survey: SJ] 

My thoughts about feeding people as communion do not seem to be shared by the volunteers, but they enjoy their time with the clients and see getting to know them as worthwhile and not a chore. The volunteers do not always use theological language, but they express a commitment to justice and to building a community. Christ’s edict to “‘in everything, do to others what you would have them do to you’” (Matthew 7:12), while not always mentioned, is often in the background of their comments. JGT, responding to the question “What might we, the members and volunteers, learn from food pantry clients?”, commented that the congregation should learn “the root cause or events that led them to needing help.” Despite her expressed lack of religious beliefs, she answered a follow-up question about the spiritual and theological reasons we have for building relationships with clients by listing “withholding judgment, compassion, and community.”[footnoteRef:98] Showing compassion and building community were a common theme in the survey responses. Another volunteer commented that “having the food pantry at church shows our community that we are a ‘community church’—that we believe in community mission and in helping our neighbors.”[footnoteRef:99] This is consistent with my experience at LCC over five years: the congregation has often agreed with my assessment that it’s a “church for the unchurched,” and one that expresses its faith by helping people in tangible ways (serving people with our hands and not with our mouths, as one parishioner mentioned in a casual conversation). [98:  Survey: JGT]  [99:  Survey: SJ] 


Follow-up: a Face-to-Face Conversation With the Volunteers
A face-to-face conversation arranged on a Thursday before food was distributed gave volunteers a chance to further discuss their feelings about the food pantry. There was a consensus that the food pantry’s relationship with the church was a positive thing, more for practical reasons than theological reasons. It was mentioned that churches in nearby towns like Lisbon, Greene, and Livermore have food pantries. People who are in need tend to perceive churches as places where they can receive help. One volunteer mentioned that “if it [the food pantry] were a town-run thing it would be much more bureaucratic.” The lack of bureaucracy helps us address needs with less paperwork, fewer meetings, and a smaller staff, and with fewer rules to follow. One volunteer mentioned the food pantry run by St. Mary’s Medical Center in nearby Lewiston, where strict guidelines about income prevent some people from receiving food. The hospital’s food pantry also requires that food recipients have a home address, which means that homeless people are turned away. Volunteers at LCC appreciate the flexibility that allows them to provide food to anyone who needs it.
On the other hand, volunteers expressed concern that because people generally see churches as being judgmental, they might hesitate to come our food pantry. SJ mentioned at the interview that “there are groups of people who for personal reasons won’t set food in a church because of their impression of churches”; some people who experience food insecurity avoid churches out of fear that “the minute they walk through the door someone will sprinkle them with holy water.” Incidents of people being turned away from church-run food pantries were mentioned. As an example, a few volunteers mentioned a local Baptist church that turned away homosexuals from their food pantries. AK described “people [who need food] with traumatic religious experiences that make it difficult for them to set foot in a church.” Because of these experiences, “people don’t know if they’re going to have the same experience coming here.” JGT agreed that, if a potential food pantry client has a bad experience at one church, that person may avoid churches entirely: “you don’t know if you’ll be shamed at the next place, so you just might go without food.” This is a dynamic that I was unaware of, so the discussion was eye-opening for me.
Given that this dynamic exists, the volunteers agreed that the subject of religion should be handled delicately. Even those who attend church felt it was unwise to incorporate spirituality of any kind into LCC’s food distribution. SJ opined that “we should be careful not to impose our Christianity on the people who come [for food].” JGT, who is not religious but sings in a choir that rehearses at another church, said that, if that church attempted to lure choir members to attend church functions, “it would take absolutely nothing for me to cringe and leave. Just the thought of being pushed” would be enough to scare her away. This is a challenge to the way churches seek to attract members, and to how I conceived of the best way to offer spirituality to people who enter our doors. My initial thoughts of offering a prayer group or Bible study seems now unlikely to be well-received by volunteers or clients.
Despite the reticence to talk about faith explicitly, the volunteers generally felt that faith could be a part of our food pantry as long as it was shared tactfully and not pushed on people. The volunteers mentioned the importance of community, and of compassion as a spiritual practice in and of itself. AK, a volunteer and regular worshiper, said, “I think that helping the community is a central part of spirituality. So I do in that sense feel like it [the food pantry] is part of the church. But it’s also a social service. That’s probably the most important thing to me as far as spirituality: helping your community and forming a community.” There was general agreement that forming a community was important to our faith, rather than talking about it. JGT added that “for a town that used to be centered around this church as a source of community, it’s important for this place to build community. We’re all so isolated in our daily lives that we never find out how our neighbors live.” One common theme was that the church building should be used as a space for the community to gather. It was also important to volunteers that food be provided as part of the church’s effort to form and care for a community. Monthly game nights that the church invites community youth to attend were held up as an example of community events that bring outside people into the church building and foster a sense of community. It was suggested that, when the church announces these game nights on its Facebook page, we mention that the games nights are free of religious programming. As one volunteer said during the interview, “The way to revive the church is to continue to offer community services. People may feel like they belong here.” Volunteers even challenged me and each other to ask what the goal of hosting community services and events is: to get people to come to church, or to build a network and form a community.
The community that the volunteers envisioned is one based on compassion and meeting people’s needs, and that opens the possibility of people discovering faith without as much guidance as I’d imagined providing. AK mentioned Maslow’s hierarchy of needs, explaining that if people don’t have food, shelter, and clothing, they will likely not have an interest in exploring faith. “The younger generation doesn’t like being talked at,” she said, suggesting that a more effective approach might be to allow for the “self-discovery of your own spirituality.” Another volunteer added,
I think it’s important that the food pantry is held at a place that is open to everyone regardless of their personal circumstances. The central theme of a food pantry should be that everyone has a right to eat. Having it at a church is great if it’s a church that’s open to everyone. There are other churches that have food pantries that are not [open to everyone]. That puts us in a unique spot that we can step above and help those who need it.[footnoteRef:100] [100:  Survey response, AK.] 

The importance of compassion and openness to people came up repeatedly. The consensus was that giving people food is an end in itself. Faith can be shared through compassion.
	As AK’s comment above suggests, the overall feeling of the volunteers was that faith is found rather than given. Self-discovery was a major theme. “Don’t bring it up,” one volunteer said of conversations about faith, “but if someone brings up the subject talk about it.” Another volunteer said that “it should be everyone’s individual choice” whether or not to explore spirituality. “Nobody should be pushed.” Welcoming people into the church was suggested as the first step in introducing people to spirituality; after that the best approach was to be available to talk to people about faith as they become interested in the subject. “Letting people explore is the only way you’re going to get on someone’s good side,” as a volunteer said in the interview. The volunteers were somewhat split as to whether smaller expressions of faith like prayers before meals would be welcomed. Some were concerned that saying grace would make the meal a religious event; others thought that a prayer before a meal in a church was appropriate and that for attendees to listen to a prayer (which they are not asked to repeat or sign onto) was only being respectful. Overall, the sense was that people should be welcomed into the church and allowed to explore faith without feeling pressured.
	The volunteers’ thoughts about faith gave me a great deal to consider. The importance of forming a community across economic classes lined up with my own theological reflections. The volunteers’ expectation that compassion be shown without a show of faith also rang true for me. In every version of the Gospels’ story of Jesus feeding large crowds, Jesus fed the crowds without asking them to worship him or confess him as Lord and Savior. In John’s telling of the feeding of the 5000 analyzed in chapter 2, many people in the crowd come to faith slowly as a result of being fed by Jesus. The mention during the interview of Maslow’s hierarchy of needs comes to mind: people’s basic needs have to be met before there can be any thought of spiritual needs, and encountering a God who cares about and fulfills basic needs is more likely to lead to faith than any programing the church could offer. The emphasis the volunteers placed on building a community for its own sake, rather than for the sake of bringing them into the church, challenged me. To what extent does LCC think of itself as a “community church,” as we often claim to be? How willing would church leadership be to offer the church as a gathering space for the community without an expectation that people join the church? And what kinds of meetings or events might invite people into the building in a way that would be helpful for them and invite them to think openly about faith?

Holding Conversations With the Deacons
	After I surveyed the volunteers, I discussed the food pantry’s connection to the church’s life and worship with church members. A monthly meeting of the deacons presented an opportunity for me to discuss their thoughts on whether the faith that brings the church together should be incorporated into the food pantry. I raised this question partly because, at a personnel committee meeting in December, I was asked to talk to the deacons about how they want me to be involved in the food pantry. The deacons’ desire to have me as LCC’s pastor be involved in some way with the food pantry had been made known to me soon after my service at LCC began, but I have struggled to figure out exactly what kind of involvement the deacons had in mind. Raising this issue the February meeting gave me the chance to talk to them not only about what they want me to do, but also about how faith fits into the food pantry, if at all.
	The deacons felt that there was no particular task they need my help with during food distribution; they have a system for setting up and distributing the food already. They did, however, feel that a sense that the food pantry was part of the church was missing. One volunteer said, “We talk about it as the Leeds food pantry. We’re doing this doing this because it’s a ministry. We haven’t done a good job of waving that flag.” Another deacon added that, while food being given to people who need it was a good thing in and of itself, an emotional and spiritual bond with people who receive food and for that to happen, “a pastoral presence is needed” and that I as the pastor could be “a symbol of the organization.” All the deacons agreed that my presence at the food pantry could at least remind people that the food pantry is a ministry of the church, and that by being present I could give people an opportunity to talk to me and ask questions about the church.
	The deacons agreed that I could have a simple responsibility during food distribution that would give me an opportunity to speak to volunteers. I agreed to sit at a table and give bread and eggs to clients soon after they arrived. The volunteers who customarily greet clients at the door and collect statistics for the Good Shepherd Food Bank would point clients in my direction and introduce me as the pastor. We put this plan into action later that week. I was able to give out food and also interact with clients. Interactions were often brief—clients are often focused on getting food—but I was able to speak to people and be introduced as the pastor of the church. It is difficult to judge the effectiveness of this plan, but it seemed worthwhile. No concrete results were gained, but, as I discussed with the deacons, clients were made aware of the pastor’s presence and given the chance to speak to me; this helps clients get used to my presence and hopefully makes them think of me as approachable. When the deacons discussed ways to reach out to food pantry clients, they suggested that we “make church less intimidating” and “make them feel more welcome.” Giving me the chance to introduce myself without offering specific spiritual services was an important step towards that goal.
	I am still aware that further steps may need to be taken if an opening is to be found for us to share our faith with volunteers and clients. Gaining people’s trust is part of the process. This will take time. A volunteer suggested having a flyer ready to hand out to clients. This flyer could include the time and location of worship services, the game nights for youth hosted by LCC, dates for Vacation Bible School and ongoing Bible studies, and any other events or programming going on at LCC. This could be handed to clients as they leave the building, by which time they will have received their food already. By doing this we could set clients at ease that they are welcome to attend anything happening at LCC, but that they will not be forced to attend anything to receive food.

Extending the Conversation to the Congregation
	My final step in the research process was to survey the rest of the congregation. I needed to know how the congregation at large feels about the food pantry’s place in the life and worship of the larger church. I developed a similar survey to the one I gave to food pantry volunteers. Several open-ended questions were asked, with possible responses given that I asked respondents to rank 1-5 depending on whether they agreed or disagreed with each possible response. Space was left after each question for the respondent to give their own opinions. Questions about participation in the food pantry were removed, and extra questions about how the food pantry reflects the church’s mission were added. The survey was made available to church members after worship services and during a few church meetings.
	Congregation members who responded to the survey cited faith as a part of their lives more consistently than the volunteers did. When asked to rate which factors shape their thinking about the food pantry, several rated “A desire to help others because it’s the right thing to do” highly, as the volunteers typically did. Church members also strongly agreed that “scripture or faith” and “Jesus’s example of compassion or Jesus’s example of sharing food or meals” were important. They were more likely than volunteers to agree that “the food pantry’s work is shaped by scripture” and that “the food pantry is part of the church’s mission and grows out of the church’s life and worship.” One parishioner wrote, “I see it [the food pantry] as part of LCC’s mission. I try to support it as I can.” Some parishioners agreed that “a completely voluntary spiritual service should be provided for the clients,” though no specific ideas were suggested. The survey turned up a few scripture passages that church members thought were relevant to the food pantry. I was encouraged that some parishioners lifted out passages that I found helpful in my theological rationale for feeding people. For example, “the feeding of the 5000 and other stories of Jesus providing for people’s needs” were listed by one member as reasons for the church to feed people in the community. Other passages were mentioned as well. Another member listed Romans 12 and 20. Matthew 25 was mentioned by multiple respondents. One respondent specifically mentioned Matthew 25:34-40, which says,
“Then the King will say to those on his right, ‘Come, you who are blessed by my Father; take your inheritance, the kingdom prepared for you since the creation of the world. For I was hungry and you gave me something to eat, I was thirsty and you gave me something to drink, I was a stranger and you invited me in, I needed clothes and you clothed me, I was sick and you looked after me, I was in prison and you came to visit me.’
“Then the righteous will answer him, ‘Lord, when did we see you hungry and feed you, or thirsty and give you something to drink? When did we see you a stranger and invite you in, or needing clothes and clothe you? When did we see you sick or in prison and go to visit you?’
“The King will reply, ‘Truly I tell you, whatever you did for one of the least of these brothers and sisters of mine, you did for me.’”
Clearly several people in the congregation are motivated by Jesus’s mandate to serve him by helping others in practical ways. This community church has realized that the worship of God is connected to how we treat those around us, regardless of the community’s ability to do anything for us. One survey mentioned the PCUSA’s Matthew 25 Invitation, which encourages congregations to act in compassionate ways towards people in their communities.[footnoteRef:101] This respondent, a Sunday school teacher, mentioned that she has made Matthew 25 the theme of several Sunday school lessons. This recognition that our food pantry clients are “the least of these” who Jesus identifies with encouraged me that the congregation was thinking about the food pantry as a ministry and an extension of the church’s worship. This theological understanding seems like one that even our most nonreligious volunteers will understand. [101:  See https://www.presbyterianmission.org/ministries/matthew-25/ for more information.] 

	The congregational surveys indicated that the church wants to further serve food pantry clients by informing them of other available social services, and by inviting clients to join the church’s existing programs. BF suggested that clients be told about RCAM’s services.[footnoteRef:102] He also strongly agreed with the statement that “Clients should be invited to attend worship at LCC.” In answer to the question “What is the church’s mission? How is feeding people important spiritually?” he answered, “Ideally to feed the body and the soul.” Feeding the soul is part of the church’s mission, but the congregation sees spiritual feeding as inextricable from feeding the body. PF also mentioned RCAM as a resources that clients could be informed about; she also mentioned SeniorsPlus, an organization in Lewiston, and 211.[footnoteRef:103] In response to my question about the food pantry’s place in the church’s mission, she wrote, “The primary role of the church is to provide worship opportunities and social programs that are acts of living out one’s faith by ministering to others.” Living out faith by serving others as well as by worshipping God continued to be a common theme for the congregation. [102:  Survey: BF. See the discussion in chapter 1 for information about Rural Community Action Ministry.]  [103:  Survey, PF.] 

	Inviting clients to attend the church’s worship services and other events was often preferred to adding spiritual programing to the food pantry. Several people throughout the survey and interview process pointed out that federal rules and Good Shepherd Food Bank rules prohibit religious programming as part of food pantries that they fund. Concerns were raised throughout the research process that clients might think they were required to attend worship services in order to receive food, which would be more likely to alienate them than bring them into the church family.
	Relationship-building with the volunteers was also mentioned as being important in the congregational surveys. Getting to know the clients on a personal level was valued by several respondents. PF said, “We are all one in Christ. We could learn what it’s like to go without and how ingenious people need to be to survive.” Learning how people live and building relationships seems to be a goal, rather than a way to get people to come to worship. The commitment to serving “the least of these” is apparent even when Matthew 25 isn’t mentioned. “We might learn why there is so much food scarcity in the area,” one respondent said. “We might ‘see Jesus’ in the clients. Jesus fared for the ‘the least of these.’ This is a good reason to form a relationship with others.” Getting to know people the clients is a goal shared by the congregation at large and the volunteers. There seems to be a possibility of having a church event of some kind, possibly one without an specifically religious or spiritual programming, during which we could share our stories and find out what would be meaningful to the food pantry clients. One member of the congregation suggested that a “ministry of presence” was a possibility. Establishing a ministry of presence is an intriguing possibility that I will explore further in chapter 4. This discussion points to the possibility of relationship-building for its own sake so that we can experience God together, as opposed to us (the church) giving God to them (the clients that we serve).

Face-to-Face Conversation with the Congregation
	Once several members of the congregation had filled out surveys, I arranged a face-to-face conversation with the congregation as a whole. Fortunately LCC was scheduled to have an annual meeting in February. This meeting gave me an opportunity to have most members of the congregation gathered together with an interest in talking about the work of the church. The congregation affirmed its interest in the food panty as a ministry of the church and agreed that a food ministry is necessary in Leeds. Several people agreed that, apart from theological reasons for the food pantry’s relationship with the church, this arrangement made running the food pantry much simpler. Bill, a food pantry volunteer and member of the congregation, said, “administratively, we're very much better off because we're a function of the church and a private concern. We have much better flexibility in what we do.” David, a member of the church since its founding, recollected that the church council had considered asking the town of Leeds to run the food pantry before deciding that “the church should take responsibility” for it. Like the volunteers, the congregation at large felt that a food pantry run by the church rather than the town of Leeds has more flexibility in decision making. One parishioner noted that the church follows the same rules that other organizations do regarding how food is stored, but the congregation was glad to be able to avoid residency rules that would force them to turn away people who live outside of Leeds or lack a permanent address. To the congregation, such people are just as much in need of food as anyone else and rules should not prevent them from being fed. In addition, Barb mentioned how much easier it is for the church to fundraise by requesting money directly from people rather than having to receive tax money, and John mentioned that a town-run food pantry might require people to get the town office’s approval and meet income requirements before they can receive food. Overall the congregation felt that people could be helped much more easily with less “red tape” with the food pantry being part of the church, which was a source of pride to the congregation.
	Members of the congregation also suggested that people are more comfortable coming to a church than to a town office to receive food. “They feel like they're coming into a friendly non-judgmental atmosphere,” one church member said. This perception is most likely fueled by the church’s efforts to cultivate such an atmosphere, and the congregation’s perception of itself as a place that welcomes people who have been rejected by other churches. Food pantry clients do seem comfortable coming to LCC for food. A word of caution was spoken by a fairly new member of LCC who came to us from Hartford Community Church, which closed in recent years. Like LCC, HCC housed a food pantry, but many people were so uncomfortable walking through the sanctuary to get to the food pantry that they refused to come. Eventually the food pantry was moved to another location within HCC and more people started coming. While a church can be a welcoming place for nonmembers to come for food or other social services, overt religion can scare people away. The need for tact in adding spirituality is greater than I realized.
	When I asked whether the food pantry should be considered to be a ministry or a social service, the congregation questioned whether this dichotomy was necessary. I was reminded that a social service that provides basic necessities qualifies as a ministry; this can be true even if God is never mentioned (see the discussion of James in chapter 2). One member said, “it is the mission of the church, a social function, and probably also serves many other functions we don't even think about. It has always been a mission of the church.” Another church member agreed that “this social service is a ministry of our church.” “Ministry” and “social service” are at times taken to be antithetical because one is explicitly religious and the other is not. I have begun to realize that anything the church does that meets basic needs is a ministry even if the recipient is unaware. Jesus may have assumed that when he fed people.
	The congregation does see a theological reason for hosting a food pantry, even if they are reticent to talk about God explicitly. Matthew 25 was mentioned during the conversation in the vestry. Helping “the least of these” is a motivation, and a Sunday school teacher mentioned talking to the children about this. AM mentioned, “the food pantry may not equate to having more people come on Sunday, we can show that this is a friendly welcoming environment, which may lead to people coming to events.”  BF agreed that, while the food pantry “may not translate to more people upstairs [in the sanctuary] on Sunday,” having “a nonjudgmental attitude” with clients is important and might help open people’s minds to spirituality. This challenged me to focus on how the church can help people rather than on luring people to join the congregation. JN, a recent board member of the Good Shepherd Food Bank (see the discussion in the first chapter) said, “When we have the food pantry here we can hand brochures out, but we can't push spirituality. A church service or prayer isn't allowed. We can make it known that this is a church.” This rule restricts how much any form of spirituality can be introduced to the food pantry. JN clarified that inviting people to existing church services or programs was within Good Shepherd’s rules as long as it was made clear that receiving food was not contingent on attendance. The calendar or flyer inviting food pantry clients to join us at our existing programming seems a better idea than introducing programming of any kind to the actual food pantry. Beyond that, BG, a longtime church member and resident of Leeds, said, “people feeling guilty about needing food, and they may feel like God wasn't favoring them at the moment.” Shame is an important part of rural poverty and likely a barrier to many people coming to church. I can imagine a food pantry client wanting to learn more about LCC but preferring not to come in and be recognized as someone who receives food. The effort to build community and form relationships, along with an open invitation to come to church functions, seems the most effective way to build goodwill and offer spirituality.
	The congregation agreed that telling food pantry clients what LCC has to offer is important. “We don't toot our horn enough,” one parishioner said. “People don't know the church runs the food pantry.  They don't know that we work with the school, or that the quilting group is here, or that the gym is available to them. We don't let people know the positive things that we do.  It could lead to a conversation that's important.” The need to make people aware of what besides the food pantry happens at LCC was a common theme. Members of the congregation suggested a few ways to advertise our existing programing without violating Good Shepherd’s rules or alienating people who receive food. JW said, “it's important to have events listed somewhere. That needs to be more available.” Handing clients flyers as they leave the food pantry was suggested; posting flyers at the church’s thrift store and at the town office and the local post office was another idea. The flyer itself could be a simple list including the thrift store’s location and hours, worship time and location, mention of any Bible studies or discussion groups, contact information for anyone who wanted to use the gym for a community event, and an open invitation to anyone who wanted to explore faith. This flyer would be easy enough to disregard for anyone who is uninterested, and inviting enough to draw someone in if they want to learn more about LCC.

Final Thoughts
	Everyone involved with LCC’s life and ministry is proud of the church’s food ministry and eager to see it continue. To both faithful worshipers and nonreligious volunteers this is a vital service to the community. Many people see it as an act of faith in and of itself, as well, and a chance to offer a connection to the church. Meeting basic needs was prioritized over sharing faith, and demonstrating Christ’s love was seen as a better way to share faith than talking about it. I found a sense of pride in the work LCC does and a desire to invite more people to join.
	The congregation’s answers to my questions showed me that they are doing more than “going through the motions.” Some have thought seriously about distributing food as an act of faith. During the interview, WG said,
Through Christian history we've gotten so tied up in this notion of communion and eucharistic presence that we neglect the fact that Christ chose food and drink as his personal metaphor. He didn’t say ‘establish an elaborate worship service.’ He said when you eat and drink remember, so it's necessary that people have the opportunity to eat and drink. It's the metaphor that he chose for himself. I find that compelling.[footnoteRef:104] [104:  WG, interview with author, 2/25/24.] 

This was an aspect of our food ministry that I had not considered. Communion in most churches is often thought as a spiritual experience, but Jesus, who called himself “the bread of life” in John 6, also offered bread and wine to his disciples at the Last Supper to explain his coming death and resurrection, and to reassure them of his ongoing presence. I’ll explore this idea and further steps in the next chapter.


Chapter 4: Analysis & Evaluation of the Project
	In the first chapter of this project I asked what significance was attached to the food pantry by the congregation and volunteers at Leeds Community Church. I hoped to find out if these groups attributed any theological significance to the food pantry, whether they were open to some kind of spirituality being introduced to the food pantry, and how much their opinions on these questions diverged. Now that the research is done and the opinions of volunteers and church members have been considered, I will conclude by reviewing the research process and pondering how my own thinking has changed and what my next steps might be.

Review of the Research Process
	This doctoral project has been challenging, but I have learned a great deal. My own theological thinking about the issues involved with the food pantry has been clarified. I have had to think through what scripture says, and what I myself believe, about food, helping people, and sharing faith. I have been reminded that helping people is a spiritual exercise and an end in itself, regardless of whether I or the church gets anything in return. In the process of working on this project I have been reminded of the importance of listening to your congregation, and I have learned a few new skills that will help me listen to my congregation more effectively.
	Writing my own theological explanation was challenging, but also helpful. Exploring scripture passages relating to food and justice, and how God values both, made me examine my own thinking about the food pantry more closely than I have been accustomed to doing. The kind of analysis I did required more than finding a few proof texts that seemed to suggest that my thinking was correct. Instead, I followed the theme of food through scripture, found passages in the Old Testament referred to by the New Testament passages I found, and did enough exegesis to see what claims the different passages made and how those claims might apply to the subject of feeding people at my church. This kind of in-depth analysis will be useful in thinking about other issues that come up in my ministry and will even help me develop my thinking in sermons.
	Examining the beliefs that exist in my congregation was also challenging. I had to rethink my assumption that I as the pastor am designated to be the only (or primary) theologian in the congregation, the expert tasked with telling people what to believe. Asking people what they believe made me face a reality that I have suspected for some time: my congregation already has beliefs about the same issues I have written about and are looking more for encouragement than for explanations of what to believe. There are times when I can make a case to my congregation that they should change their thinking on a particular topic, but the congregation’s opinions deserve to be listened to and taken into consideration. In some cases my parishioners’ beliefs have broadened my own thinking. For example, I discussed above the suggestion that we think of our food pantry as a ministry of presence. This was not something that I had considered previously, but it is clearly worth pondering (see my further discussion on this topic below). Also my discussion of next steps will take into account the feedback I got from parishioners and volunteers.
	This project was my first experience performing such extensive ethnographic research. The experience has been rewarding. Ethnography is a useful tool for engaging your congregation and community on difficult topics. The practice of moving from a general “problem” or “concern,” in this case the issue of how and whether the food pantry is a part of the church’s life and worship, to a more specific research question, to a list of even more specific questions to solicit people’s opinions, forced me to clarify my own thinking about the topic I was exploring. In the case of this project I had to think about what “spirituality” means, what the church’s mission is, and what else the food pantry might mean to people. I also had to identify the various groups involved, like the volunteers and the congregation members. Each group had to have my attention in turn. Being able to address different groups effectively will help me to understand other questions later on in ministry.
	The surveys I designed worked well, though I may or may not use something similar to address future questions in my ministry. I drafted separate lists of questions for the volunteers and congregation members to answer and included possible answers for them to respond to, giving them space to write in their own thoughts. Their numerical ranking of my responses gave me a general idea of which answers they did or did not agree with. This helped me to discover general patterns in what respondents thought. Written responses to follow-up questions were even more enlightening. The ranked-choice questions seemed to help get people thinking so that when they got to follow-up questions they were ready to respond at more length. I appreciate the insights people gave me; it was comforting to know that people were doing more than reacting passively to the thoughts I gave them.
	One difficulty that arose with the surveys was getting people to fill one them and return them in a timely manner. The task of handing out surveys during food pantry distribution (the only time when a large group of volunteers was at the church) or after church often required me to approach every person and put a survey in his or her hand. Some people filled out the survey and gave it back to me within the hour; others took surveys home and returned them a few days later. A few people took surveys home and neglected to fill them out. In some cases I gave volunteers and church members a second copy of the survey so they could fill it out. This is not a huge inconvenience and I received enough responses to get an overview of how people felt, but it would help to have an easier way to get responses.
	If I undertake this kind of ethnographic research again, I may try an electronic format to distribute surveys and collect responses more easily. Google Surveys appears to be a useful tool for creating surveys and distributing them to people. I imagine, researching similar questions to the one I asked for this project, designing a survey like the one I used for this project, with open-ended questions tailored to the audience I was surveying, and either emailing requests for participation or posting something on a church website or Facebook page. This approach would be easier for me and for anyone who would respond to the survey, as it would allow people to respond at a convenient time and let me collect and tabulate results with less paperwork. Respondents might even give longer answers if the electronic form gives them more space than a printed survey.
	The surveys I used for this project were especially useful in preparing me for face-to-face conversations with volunteers and church members. I was able to draft further questions based on responses. I found that, once I found convenient times to gather groups of people together, people were more inclined to talk at length than when they were alone with me. Volunteers and church members seemed more at ease speaking freely with a group of peers than alone with me in my office. People often responded to and amplified each other’s comments. This openness gave me a lot of material to work with as I processed what people think about the food pantry. I had the chance to clarify my own questions and ask people to clarify or expand on their own thoughts for me. 

Further Theological Musings
	My initial theological reflections dealt largely with God’s provision of food, and the ways in which Jesus shared food with those who needed it and fed people physically and spiritually. Conversations about the theological importance of the food pantry have caused me to think further about the subject. Specifically, comments about the ministry of presence and communion caught my attention. These subjects both seem like important themes to explore as I seek to understand how the food pantry and food in general can be spiritual, especially given the reticence on the part of the congregation and volunteers to talk explicitly about faith. I have also reflected that Jesus fed people before as a prelude to talking about himself as God’s Son and without requiring conversation or a statement of faith first. My conversations during the research for this project have challenged me to think further about how eating together can be a form of communion that helps us experience God, and to think about how a ministry of presence can be established with our clients and other members of the community.
	Ministry of presence is defined as “a form of servanthood (diakonia, ministry) characterized by suffering, alongside of and with the hurt and oppressed—a being, rather than a doing or a telling.”[footnoteRef:105] It involves “no program of external testimony” like discussing faith or studying scripture and is separate from social activism like providing food, though social activism and ministry of presence can be done together.[footnoteRef:106] Fackre describes ministry of presence as incarnational, extending Christ’s joining humanity in its suffering, citing Philippians 2:7-8, which describes Christ emptying himself and becoming a servant to suffer alongside us.[footnoteRef:107] It entails “vulnerability to and participation in the life-world of those served” and is customarily undertaken both by clergy and laity.[footnoteRef:108] For a pastor, a ministry of presence “means vulnerability to and participation in the life-world of those served. The sharing of existence, satisfactions, and burdens may take the specific form of silent witness… or the change agent in the circumstances of the victim of poverty and injustice,” and is often undertaken “when verbal proclamation in the public sector is forbidden.”[footnoteRef:109] This seems like an ideal type of ministry to develop with our food pantry clients, given the volunteers’ aversion to overt expressions of religion and the expectations of the Good Shepherd Food Bank. The ministry of presence could also involve laypeople who want to join me in incarnating Christ’s presence among the food pantry clients.[footnoteRef:110] [105:  G. Fackre, “Presence, Ministry of.” Dictionary of Pastoral Care and Counseling, ed. Rodney J. Hunter (Nashvlle: Abingdon Press, 2005), 950.]  [106:  Fackre, 950.]  [107:  Fackre, 950-951.]  [108:  Fackre, 951.]  [109:  G. Fackre, “Presence, Ministry of.” The Concise Dictionary of Pastoral Care and Counseling, ed. Glenn H. Asquith, Jr. (Nashville, Abingdon Press, 2010), 24.]  [110:  Fackre, Concise Dictionary, 24.] 

	The ministry of presence is counterintuitive for some ministers and church members. Pastors are often trained to quote scripture and offer quick answers to questions, and laypeople who are enthusiastic about their churches often want to explain to people why they should join. Being quick to speak becomes our default. The ministry of presence, by contrast, is a way of embodying God’s presence and communicating that presence to those being ministered to without responding quickly or offering solutions to problems, by listening and being present. One CPE student was quoted as saying,
Previously, I was rather convinced that in order to minister one was compelled to speak or act in some manner. I did not feel that simply being with someone was enough. However, as time went on, I discovered that there were occasions when the most and best that could be done was simply to sit quietly with a patient or family and perhaps hold a hand or put a comforting hand on someone’s shoulder… What I began to find happening is that when I was able to sit with my patients and to hear their pain and to communicate to them a sense that I heard their pain and was willing to share with them that pain, the gospel was communicated not in my actions or my words, but by my presence.[footnoteRef:111] [111:  William O. Avery, “Toward an Understanding of Ministry of Presence,” The Journal of Pastoral Care 40, no. 4 (December 1986), 344-345.] 

Sitting quietly with someone you are ministering to can be a challenge. It also gives the person you are ministering to a chance to talk and allows the minister (ordained or lay) the opportunity to get to know that person better and enter into the difficulties of their lives. Chaplains often practice ministry of presence for this reason: they minister to the sick and suffering, whose questions they often have no answer to, and they offer a presence that reminds their patients simply that God is present.[footnoteRef:112] [112:  Avery, 345.] 

	Ministry of presence remains a form of ministry in part because there is more involved than only sitting quietly. Sitting quietly reassures the one who is ministered to and focuses the minister on that person’s needs, but “presence must be held in some relationship to the Word.”[footnoteRef:113] Practicing the ministry of presence means being in relationship to, and listening carefully to the one who is being ministered to; it also means helping people to see and experience God’s presence for themselves without the minister taking on the role of the expert: “The student-chaplain is not pouring ‘truth’ into an empty vessel or, as one student put it, applying the Word like a band-aid.”[footnoteRef:114] Ministry of presence requires the minister to avoid preaching or taking on the role of the expert on spiritual matters. Practicing this kind of ministry with food pantry clients would mean avoiding evangelizing, fixing problems, or extolling the virtues of church membership. It entails being present to our food pantry clients with no agenda other than helping them experience God’s presence and learn from it. We could sit with our food pantry clients and reassure them that “‘you are not alone, I am with you; God has not forsaken you.’”[footnoteRef:115] With this presence established, Avery suggests that scripture or a word of encouragement could be shared by the minister or discovered and believed by the recipient of that ministry.[footnoteRef:116] [113:  Avery, 346.]  [114:  Avery, 350-351.]  [115:  Avery, 352.]  [116:  Avery, 351.] 

	Practicing a ministry of presence could encourage us to establish a ministry to people in our community by teaching us the kind of listening that I began practicing in my research. Rather than we who are part of LCC assuming that we have (or are) the answer to people’s problems, we could begin as Daniel Velez Rivera did:
…by inquiring from members of the community, we asked stakeholders and the immigrant residents how the church could be relevant to them and to their community. First we asked questions in the places frequented by the people of the community, we talked about their lives, we asked for contact information of mothers and caregivers, we held Bible studies in local restaurants, and we made lots of phone calls and house visits.[footnoteRef:117] [117:  Daniel Velez Rivera, “Transforming Lives, Transforming Communities: The Ministry of Presence,” Anglican Theology Review 93, no. 4 (Fall 2011), 648.] 

Velez Rivera’s approach suggests a few new ways of doing ministry that LCC has not tried in recent years. One approach is, rather than telling people why religion or the church should be relevant to people’s lives, asking them what their needs and interests are. Such an approach might teach us what questions people have about faith, what prevents them from coming to worship, and even what other needs they have. These are questions we in the church rarely consider and even more rarely take the time to ask anyone who does not attend church. The congregation and I could find ourselves more prepared to provide programming that people are interested in or changes something to make our services more accommodating. We also might learn what other social services are needed in the community. Based on this information we might be able to provide those services or direct food pantry clients to organizations that already provide them.
Velez River’s approach also challenges us to go meet people outside the church’s walls rather than expecting people to come to us. Some of my parishioners have echoed Velez River’s technique of knocking on doors and introducing myself as the pastor of a community church. Members of the congregation are fond of reminding me that Rev. Geores was successful years ago in attracting new members by going door to door, but now this seems like a risk that may not pay off. Homes in Leeds are spread out, there are no safe sidewalks, and I know too well the impression people have now of religious people who show up at people’s homes uninvited. I would rather find places where people in the Leeds community gather and try to start conversations there. Practicing ministry outside of our building could be uncomfortable at first, but it might also be fruitful. Food pantry clients often are not inclined to have extended conversations while they receive food, and asking questions of them while giving them food may seem aggressive. It might be worth finding a place around the Leeds community where we could speak to people regardless of whether they come to LCC to receive food and ask the kinds of questions Velez Rivers discussed. Having discussions wherever people meet rather than trying to have conversations in the church might set people at ease and expose the congregation and myself to a wider sampling of people in the community. One problem with this approach is that Leeds, a rural community, has few common areas where people can gather. There is no central coffee shop or library that serves as a meeting place. There is a convenience store and restaurant a few miles from the church where people have lunch; I and a parishioner might be able to sit there and talk to local people if this is not seen as intrusive. The elementary school nearby sometimes hosts community events, so I could set up a table there and talk to people as long as I make it clear that my intention is to find out about the community rather than persuade people to come to church. I could also venture into gathering spaces in neighboring towns. The possibility of having conversations with people who do not show up at church is worth taking this step outside of my normal comfort zone.
A related concept to the ministry of presence is the ministry of hospitality. Hospitality as the act of welcoming other people into our homes is a familiar concept; the church has often extended this definition of hospitality to mean welcoming people into the church. Christine D. Pohl talks about her research into how hospitality is practiced by churches:
In almost every community I encountered, the practice of hospitality centrally involves common meals and conversation between hosts, guests, and strangers around a table. In this context, food, shelter, attention, and respect are shared. Hosts make room for those with no place, sharing themselves and their lives rather than only their skills. They offer hospitality in response to the people and needs they have encountered… But they also offer welcome as a of responding to the gospel, and especially to the witness of Jesus and the Scriptures to the centrality of hospitality.[footnoteRef:118] [118:  Christine D. Pohl, “A Community’s Practice of Hospitality.” Practicing Theology: Beliefs and Practices in Christian Life, Miroslav Volf and Dorothy C. Bass, eds. (Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 2002), 124-125.] 

The ministry of hospitality sounds like what many of the volunteers and church members I interviewed were describing. At LCC this could look like serving food during food pantry distribution or having a common meal at a separate time, during which, rather than merely preparing food and setting it in front of the visitors (a common tendency at LCC), I and the congregation could sit down together and build relationships with people in the community who we do not know. As Pohl suggests, this kind of hospitality meets physical needs by feeding people and providing shelter, but it also expresses our faith. Reinhard Hutter focuses even more closely on ministry of hospitality as a reflection of faith, claiming that human hospitality “is the result of God’s own practice of hospitality, in the course of which we receive the truth that is the triune God as the communion of the Father with the Son in the Holy Spirit, and those are called to share in the triune God’s hospitality and truth.”[footnoteRef:119] Those who have faith have experienced God’s hospitality without earning it; that faith is expressed by welcoming others into our presence and into the church. These acts of hospitality “form the very center of God’s own dealing with humanity and the world.”[footnoteRef:120] Hutter and Pohler both point to the reading of the word and sharing the sacraments as ways in which we can turn hospitality into an act of faith that can welcome others into our faith in a noncoercive way.[footnoteRef:121] At LCC, our initial ministry of presence and hospitality to the community may be a simple meal or listening session, but those acts would be rooted in the faith we share on Sunday mornings, and in time, gatherings could be made to include communion or Bible study. [119:  Reinhard Hutter, “Hospitality and Truth: the Disclosure of Practices in Worship and Doctrine.”  Practicing Theology: Beliefs and Practices in Christian Life, Miroslav Volf and Dorothy C. Bass, eds. (Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 2002), 207.]  [120:  Hutter, 219.]  [121:  Hutter, 221; Pohl, 125.] 

	The comments mentioned in chapter 3 about communion make sense in the context of my own developing theological thinking. At the Last Supper Jesus talked about spiritual realities and his own continuing presence, but he was sitting at dinner with his disciples blessing and passing out real food as he did so. This scene could be taken to mean that Jesus connects salvation with feeding, both spiritual and physical. As discussed in chapter 2, we can experience Christ’s presence through sharing food. My conversations with parishioners and volunteers has pushed my thinking on this subject a step further. If the act of eating and sharing food is a way to experience Christ’s presence, maybe communion is a way for all of us to experience Jesus together.
	What is the meaning and purpose of communion? My assumption when I entered ministry was that worshippers were expected to join the congregation before receiving communion. On the other hand, many congregations welcome any worshiper to partake and would think it unwelcoming to exclude someone. My own thinking has evolved to this position. Church membership is not the important point; what is important is that we be open to experiencing Christ’s presence in the sacrament. The bread and wine help us to understand Christ’s importance:
…God has, through the hand of his only-begotten Son, given to his church another sacrament, that is, a spiritual banquet, herein Christ attests himself to be the life-giving bread, upon which our souls feed unto true and blessed immortality… First, the signs are bread and wine, which represent for us the invisible food that we receive from the flesh and blood of Christ… Now Christ is the only food of our soul, and therefore our Heavenly Father invites us to Christ… For this very familiar comparison penetrates into even the dullest minds: just as bread and wine sustain physical life, so are our souls fed by Christ.[footnoteRef:122] [122:  John Calvin, Institutes of the Christian Religion, vol. 2, trans. Ford Lewis Battles (Louisville: Westminster John Knox Press, 2006), 1360-1361] 

The bread and wine are tangible signs that point us to the life that Christ gives us.
I hope to see the continued formation of a community in which all may come and experience Christ’s presence enough to be moved to faith. As discussed in chapter 2, Jesus frequently ate with people without first requiring a commitment to him. Martha Smith Tatarnic describes the practice of Open Table communion. She discusses “the eucharistic practice of Open Table through the missional premise that God’s activity in our world is concerned with ‘giving life,’ and more specifically, that Jesus describes that giving of life as the feeding of human hunger.”[footnoteRef:123] Tatarnic acknowledges the competing concerns of maintaining doctrinal purity regarding the meaning of communion and the desire to show hospitality for the sake of church growth.[footnoteRef:124] In response, she urges the church to focus on the biblical theme [123:  Tatarnic, 287.]  [124:  Tatarnic, 288.] 

of humanity’s separation from God and… an introduction to Jesus as the one who seeks to restore this right relationship. Missional theology starts with a fundamental claiming of identity. In order to have anything to offer, we must first know who Jesus is, and therefore, who the church is.[footnoteRef:125] [125:  Ibid.] 

“Each of us is born hungry,” she argues, and “Jesus understood and spoke to human hunger.”[footnoteRef:126] In John’s words, Jesus is the bread of life who gives life to the world,[footnoteRef:127] feeding us spiritually and physically. The church’s identity, then, is grounded in having been fed by Christ, rather than in denomination, congregational history, worship style, or any other thing that we think of as central to our identities. In the Gospels Jesus’s disciples find new life in eating together and are challenged to share faith by sharing food with others, knowing that “when you offer food to the hungry, you do not then choose who will show up.”[footnoteRef:128] In getting to know our food pantry clients and the Leeds community better, LCC’s congregation may experience God’s presence in sharing food and fellowship with nonreligious people who we would not have expected to show up in our church. [126:  Tatarnic, 289-290.]  [127:  Tatarnic, 289.]  [128:  Tatarnic, 291.] 

	Sarah Miles describes the struggle to create a sense of communion and table fellowship at a church food pantry. She acknowledges the difficulty church-run food pantries have balancing a sense of the food pantry being part of a church with the need to keep records, give out food fairly, and not be coercive in sharing faith: “Screening, testing, rationing—churches set up food programs that operated like the department of motor vehicles or a welfare office. They established ‘intake procedures’ and called the people they served ‘clients.’”[footnoteRef:129] I have experienced the way that intake procedures—which are often required by funding organizations and provide useful information—make giving out food feel like an impersonal social service, and calling people who receive food “clients” helps me not see them as “needy” or “poor” but can also create a sense of distance. Miles describes trying to overcome this distance by adding elements of spirituality to food pantries with varying degrees of success. She persisted because “the hunger for connection wasn’t something only Christians longed for.”[footnoteRef:130] She describes one successful attempt to add an element of worship to a food pantry that spent an evening feeding large crowds of people in a restaurant. After they were done serving their guests, the food pantry volunteers used some of the bread that was left from the meal and had communion around a table at the restaurant. The volunteers had a sense of fellowship, and the kitchen staff stayed behind to join in.[footnoteRef:131] Clearly we would need to carefully avoid making an overt religious ritual part of a food pantry distribution. One possible goal for the church and I could be serving a meal to the community and including communion somehow. If LCC were to serve dinner to the community, even outside of the church, and make communion part of that meal, we might find that people are drawn to a communion meal that has become more than a ritual performed during worship; they might be curious enough to see the connection between food and faith and join us, even if just for that brief ritual. [129:  Sara Miles, “Kitchen Communion: From the Food Pantry to the Table,” The Christian Century (February 9, 2010), 24.]  [130:  Miles, 26.]  [131:  Miles, 29. ] 


Next Steps
	The research and writing for this project have been enlightening for me. There are now new tools at my disposal for exploring questions about ministry, which will help me continue to learn about my context and about the changing nature of the church. I have processed my own beliefs about the theological importance of our food ministry and deepened my understanding of what my congregation and the food pantry volunteers think about the subject. The research has challenged my understanding of the food ministry and of how the church can invite others to explore spirituality. I look at this stage as a beginning. Questions about how the food ministry fits into the life and ministry of the church, and how our faith can be reflected in the work of the food pantry, have lingered for some time. I now have an idea of how the congregation at LCC and I can move forward in this ministry together.
	My plans for further ministry at one time included starting some kind of religious programing during food pantry hours. I planned to start a Bible study or prayer group on Thursdays that clients would be invited to attend. Despite my intention to make participation optional, this approach would likely cause tension with the volunteers (and of course the Good Shepherd Food Bank) and be ineffective at best at drawing clients into the congregation or making faith more attractive to them. Based on my conversations with the congregation and volunteers, a less aggressive approach is needed. Volunteers clients can still experience some sense of spirituality as part of the food pantry and clients can still be invited to explore faith and consider the possibility of joining the congregation, but how the opportunity to explore faith is offered has to be considered carefully.
	One easy step to inviting people to explore faith at LCC is to tell people what we do and publicize our events and services more effectively. This suggestion was made on surveys and in follow-up conversations. There are worthwhile things going on at LCC that many people in the community are unaware of. I plan to update the church’s webpage and post more frequently on the Facebook page to tell the community about our food pantry, our thrift store, our worship services (the regular Sunday service and special services like the upcoming Maundy Thursday service), Bible studies, and vacation Bible school. Posts will also highlight our willingness to share our building with community groups. Also, session has recently worked with the local fire department and the town office to make the church a warming station during severe weather or power outages. When much of the state lost electricity during a storm in December the church was opened to the community and only a few people showed up, which demonstrated that few people know that this service was available to them. All of this information will be highlighted online. This will give people specific information about what goes on at LCC and will also foster an image of LCC as a place where the community is welcomed and physical needs are met. I also plan to design posters and flyers that list the same information. These flyers can be posted in the church and the thrift store, and other places around the community like the post office, the town office, local convenience stores, and other places that get “foot traffic.” Flyers will get attention from people who do not use social media or who do not have computers or smart phones. Some of our food pantry clients communicate through Facebook. Others are of a generation that does not use social media, and many are unable to afford electronics; also internet connectivity in Leeds is notoriously unreliable despite recent upgrades. Reaching as many people as possible to tell them about our church will be an important step in inviting them to explore faith at LCC.
Flyers will also be given out to food pantry clients. These flyers will include the same information as the website and social media posts. I will tell clients about worship services, youth game nights, vacation Bible school, Bible studies, and any other upcoming events. The flyers will serve as a lowkey invitation to join us at LCC with no pressure to join the church. A point that I plan to emphasize either on the flyer or verbally as the flyer is handed out is that worship at LCC is informal, and no previous affiliation with a church is expected. Hopefully this will overcome the reservation many people have about coming to church without a “presentable” suit or prior knowledge about the denomination or what we typically do in a worship service. My initial plan is to distribute flyers to clients as they leave the church with their food to avoid the impression that participation is required.
In addition to flyers and social media posts, I hope to start a ministry of presence with the food pantry clients. As with chaplaincy, the ministry of presence I hope to start will not be a discussion of faith (at least to begin with) or an attempt to get anyone to come to church. Before Covid was first diagnosed in Maine I had begun making coffee to distribute to clients when they arrived on Thursdays. This was a way of welcoming people into church and a chance for me to sit and talk to the clients. The encounter helped me to see them as more than people who come to church asking for food and introduced me to them as a pastor who is accessible and interested in their lives. Giving people coffee is an easy way to help people get warm during cold weather, make them feel welcome, and give me the chance to talk to them individually. The goal is to make people feel comfortable in the church and begin to build relationships with them. This might lead to talking about the church and its programming; even if we do not reach that step the relationships will be worthwhile.
A community event of some kind is another possible next step. Session and I have for some time discussed holding events that we could invite members of the community to attend. These events are not designed to be Bible studies, worship services, or opportunities to evangelize or talk explicitly about Christian faith. One idea that has been discussed is holding community dinners. LCC used to invite the community to the church for a meal before Covid. The practice resumed in the fall of 2023 in the form of a dinner for seniors. My goal in the near future is to invite a larger cross-section of the community to eat with us. A show of hospitality would be a step towards sharing God’s love and presence with the community around us.
A related idea I have discussed with session is inviting the community to LCC to have a discussion of issues that touch our lives. While a dinner can remain an informal gathering that gives people the chance to socialize, the discussion I have in mind would need more structure:
As much as our gatherings disappoint us, though, we tend to keep gathering in the same tired ways. Most of us remain on autopilot when we bring people together, following stale formulas, hoping that the chemistry of a good meeting, conference, or party will somehow take care of itself, that thrilling results will magically emerge from the usual staid inputs.[footnoteRef:132] [132:  Priya Parker, The Art of Gathering: How We Meet and Why It Matters (New York: Riverhead Books, 2018), x.] 

Meetings often proceed with no clear agenda and accomplish little beyond giving the gathered participants the chance to talk. The community meetings I intend to plan are going to be more sharply focused. The first step in my planning process will be “committing to a bold, sharp purpose.”[footnoteRef:133] Parker describes several organizations that established goals or objectives for their meetings from the outset based on the organizations’ purposes, and allowed those goals to guide what was discussed at the meetings; this made the meetings more productive and helped the organizations understand and accomplish their goals.[footnoteRef:134] My goal for the meetings I am planning is to learn about the lives of people in the Leeds community: what challenges they face, what help they need, and what LCC can do to help them. As discussions progress, I would like to learn if members of the community are interested in some form of spirituality that LCC might be able to provide. I would also like to learn how LCC might fill other needs in the community, or if we could connect people to other organizations that can meet those needs. By asking these questions LCC has an opportunity to expand its food ministry and do Christ’s work in the community; in the process we may show ourselves to be an open, compassionate community that shares God’s love in action as well as word. [133:  Parker, 1.]  [134:  See Parker, chapter 1.] 

To accomplish my goal I need more than regular worshippers to attend, and everyone who attends should be able to share their thoughts freely. Parker discusses basing your guest list on what you expect a gathering to accomplish[footnoteRef:135]; my expectation is that I and other people involved with LCC will be able to talk to non-members living in Leeds, including people of different ages and income levels. One option might be to hold the event away from the church building. The town hall is one possible meeting place. Another option might be meeting outside in the spring or summer. [135:  See Parker, chapter 2.] 

These discussions could touch on aspects of rural poverty other than hunger, isolation, ways to foster a sense of community, raising children in a rural community, or almost anything else. The main agenda in these discussions would be to better understand the needs and concerns of the community. We might also provide lunch or dinner or provide childcare for young parents who need a break. This plan ties into the suggestion made during the research process that the church become a community center where people can gather, get to know one another, and experience a sense of community.

Conclusions
	I have learned a great deal about my church, ministry, and the connection between social service and spirituality in the course of the research for this project. I have added new techniques for getting better acquainted with my congregation. And, I have a better understanding of how my congregation and I can move forward in serving the Leeds community faithfully.
	Specifically, here are a few insights I have gained:
· Social service or helping people with physical needs is not separate from spirituality. Our faith leads us to help people. Helping people can be a form of spirituality. Helping people is an end in itself, whether or not it attracts new members into the church.
· Sharing faith or talking about faith with people outside the church is best started with relationship-building, rather than starting with a religious service. If people have physical needs, these should be addressed before faith is discussed. Relationships are more central to faith than most of us realize: Jesus ate and drank with people because God wants to be in relationship with us.
· Spiritual or religious services like worship, Bible study, and prayer meetings are valuable and should be continued. These services are important for the faith formation of people who attend church. Discipleship is and always has been central to the work of the church. Some new people may be drawn to religious services, too. Telling people in the community about religious services demonstrates to them that the congregation is serious about faith formation. This may draw new people into worship or Bible study over time. It is important not to rush this.
· Listening is essential. Listening to the congregation and volunteers at LCC has helped me understand how people think about spirituality and helping people. I have learned and grown in the process, and my theological thinking has evolved. Listening to people outside the church is also essential. Only by listening to people can we learn what people need, and what the church can do for people—and learning what people need is important to attracting them into the church. Telling them what they need is ineffective.
· Multiple viewpoints are present within my church. Some people embrace faith whole-heartedly, while others are uninterested in faith or have had bad experiences with organized religion. Part of the minister’s role is to encourage the first group’s faith while also being sensitive to the second group’s reservations. Faith should be maintained throughout the process. This is a complicated balancing act.
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Informed Consent Form 

Introduction:  My name is Rev. Steve Allman, and I am a student in the Doctor of Ministry program at Pittsburgh Theological Seminary. As part of the research for my final project, I’m seeking opinions from church members, food pantry volunteers, and clients.
My phone number is (207) 240-2958.  My email is: revallman@gmail.com.
My research advisor is Rev. Dr. Jerome Creach.  His phone number is (412) 924-1391.  His email is: jcreach@pts.edu. The study has been reviewed and approved by the Institutional Review Board of Pittsburgh Theological Seminary chaired by Dr. Barbara Blodgett.  Her phone number is (412) 924-1383.  Her email is: bblodgett@pts.edu.
Feel free to contact any of us at any time if you have questions at any point about this project. 

Purpose:  The purpose of this research is to study how church members and food pantry members at Leeds Community Church view the food pantry. I want to learn how various people involved in the food pantry understand this ministry theologically or scripturally (or whether they have no spiritual understanding of the food pantry at all).  
I am trying to learn more about whether people involved in the food pantry see it as a form of Christian ministry.  The anticipated title of the study will be “Food Pantry as Ministry, Worship, or Social Service.”  

Procedure:  If you consent to participate in this study, there will be two steps. First, I’ve created a survey that I’d like people to fill out. Once you’ve done that, if you’re willing, you will be asked to participate in a face-to-face interview about your views on the food pantry and your association with the church. This interview will not require more than an hour or two of your time.

I will make a written record of our conversations and may also create an audio recording of your participation. If so, after the project is completed, I will destroy all audio recordings.

Time required:  The project will begin on October 19 and conclude by April 15. You are being asked to commit to an hour or two of your time. 

Voluntariness:  Your participation in this study is completely voluntary.  If you choose to participate, you may still decline to be part of any session or answer any question that you do not wish to engage.  You are completely free to withdraw from the study at any time.  

Risks:  I do not anticipate any risks associated with this study.  Your answers to my questions won’t be shared publicly, and your name will be changed in the final paper. In any human subject research involving self-disclosure, there is always the possibility that you may feel discomfort or distress in the course of the research.  If this happens, please inform me immediately and decline to participate if you wish.

Benefits:  I anticipate the following possible benefits to you and the congregation and volunteers at Leeds Community Church:
· A greater understanding on my part as the pastor of how the food pantry is viewed by participants and what spiritual importance it has to those involved.
· The opportunity for the congregation and other participants to think more deeply about the food pantry and how it fits into the church’s life, ministry and outreach.
· Greater insight into how to build a tighter community and understand existing conflicts within the congregation and other participants in the food ministry, and to think together about how to offer clients the opportunity to become part of that community (with the understanding that receiving food isn’t contingent on joining the church/making a profession of faith/etc.)

Confidentiality and Anonymity:  I will be the only researcher present during the study.  I will be the only person who listens to any of its recordings. I will not share personal information that you tell me you have decided you do not wish to disclose.  When I write the final paper, I will use pseudonyms (made-up names) for all participants and code the data I have received in such a way that your name will not be associated with it.

Sharing the results:  I anticipate that the results of this research will be shared in the following ways:
· Including the results in the final paper I write to submit to my readers, which I’m willing to share with the church community.
· Sharing what I learn in conversation with the deacons, who run the food pantry, and the session, who act as decision-makers for the church.
· Holding public conversations to share what I’ve learned and expand the church’s food ministry..
· 
  You can receive my research findings by attending a public conversation about the results of my research, or by asking to read the paper when it’s finished.

There is the possibility that I may publish this study or refer to it in published writing in the future.  In this event, I will continue to use pseudonyms (as described above) and I may alter some identifying details in order to further protect your anonymity.  

Before you sign: By signing below, you are agreeing to participate in this project with the possibility of being audio-taped, videotaped, and your words being written in a final paper. Be sure that you are fully satisfied with the answers to any questions you may have before signing.  If you agree to participate in this study, you will receive a copy of this document. I will keep a copy, and the original will be kept in print form for three years in the Office of the Associate Dean of Academic Programs and Assessment.

Participant’s printed name: ______________________________

Participant’s signature: _________________________________ Date:________________

Parent or guardian’s printed name:  _______________________

Parent or guardian’s signature: ___________________________ Date: _______________ 

Researcher’s printed name: Rev. Steven Richard Allman

Researcher’s signature: _________________________________ Date: ________________


Thank you for agreeing to answer a few questions about your participation in the food pantry and the food pantry’s importance to the ministry of Leeds Community Church. Your answers will be used as part of my final project for the Doctor of Ministry degree I’m earning at Pittsburgh Theological Seminary. Individual answers won’t be publicized, and your anonymity will be protected. Feel free to fill out this questionnaire without providing your name. I would, however, like to ask follow-up questions if you’re willing to do that. If you’re willing, please give me your name and contact information at the end of the form.

All questions are followed by a list of possible answers. Please rate how strongly you agree with each answer on a scale of 1-5 and include your own thoughts after the question.

-Rev. Steve Allman

On a scale of 1-5, rate how much the following factors shape your thinking about the food pantry:
· A desire to help others because it’s the right thing to do
· Scripture or faith
· Having been helped yourself with food/rent/etc. and wanting to “pay it forward”
· Jesus’s example Jesus' example of compassion or Jesus' example of sharing food and meals
Follow-up: What passage, image, phrase, story or teaching from Scripture informs your thinking?





Where does distributing food rank in the food pantry's goals? Is there a spiritual/scriptural basis for having a food pantry (feeding people/volunteering for the food pantry/etc.)? 
· Distributing food is the pantry's primary goal and should remain the primary focus.
· Distributing food is one part of a broader array of support that we can offer to our clients/friends.
· Participating in the food pantry is one of the ways I understand my spiritual life/practices
· The food pantry grows out of the church’s life and worship.
· I'm not "religious," but I believe in helping people.
Follow-up:  How does the food pantry fit into your personal spiritual practices? Is the food pantry your only spiritual practice, or do you have others?



What other social services could/should the food pantry offer?
· A cooking class would be a helpful addition to what we currently offer our clients/friends.
· Information should be provided about other social available social services.
· Distributing food to clients is enough--no other services are appropriate for us to provide.
· A completely voluntary spiritual service should be provided for the clients.  
Follow-up: What other social services that would be helpful to the clients? What kinds of spiritual service (prayer session, Bible study, etc.) would it be appropriate for the church to provide for clients?



How could spirituality fit into the food pantry's relationship with clients?
· We should focus on social services or distributing food, rather than spirituality.
· As a service of the church, the food pantry should incorporate spirituality somehow.
· An optional prayer session or worship service would benefit the clients.




What kind of relationship does the church/congregation have with the clients?
· The church is a place for the food pantry to be housed.
· The church could connect the clients with other social services.
· The church should provide spiritual services as well as social services.
· Parishioners at the church could get to know the clients on a personal level.
· Clients should be invited to attend worship at LCC.
follow-up: what might we, the members and volunteers, learn from food pantry clients? What spiritual/theological reason is there for us to develop relationships with them?




How important do see the food pantry being to the church's overall mission?
· The food pantry is the only (or most) important part of the church's mission to me.
· Providing food to the hungry is a way of living our faith.
· The food pantry is a way to get people into the church so we can minister to them in other ways.
· The worship of God is first and foremost what this church should do.
follow-up: what do you think the church's overall mission is? How is feeding people important spiritually? Is it of equal importance with talking about faith?



What significance does the church itself have for you? What difference does it make that the food pantry is housed in a church?
· Faith is an important part of my life.
· The food pantry is a way of living/practicing my faith.
· I'm not overly interested in church except that it houses that food pantry.




What do volunteers gain from being part of the food pantry? What motivates your participation?
· My involvement in the food pantry is largely a matter of duty, service, and giving back.
· My involvement in the food pantry enriches my life in important ways.
· I am motivated to participate by seeing hungry people fed.
· I am motivated to participate by an opportunity to do meaningful work with friends.
· I am motivated to participate by an opportunity to live out my faith.
· My experience with clients is primarily functional.
· My experience with clients is one of emerging friendship.
· My experience with clients is one of tension or discomfort.

What's your experience of volunteering for the food pantry?
· I enjoy getting to know the clients.
· I enjoy building relationships with the other volunteers.
· My involvement in the food pantry helps me grow closer to God.


How would you describe your interactions with the clients?
· I focus on getting them through the line and making sure they receive food.
· I’m getting to know them over time.
· I make an effort to find out what’s going on in their lives.



 In what ways do you benefit from distributing food? (not talking about receiving food: do you enjoy getting to know the clients? Do you grow closer to God? Does your relationship with God grow or change because of your contact with the clients?)
· I enjoy the relationships I build with other volunteers.
· I enjoy getting to know the clients.
· Knowing that I’m helping people is rewarding.
· My faith grows through volunteering.


Thank you for agreeing to answer a few questions about your participation in the food pantry and the food pantry’s importance to the ministry of Leeds Community Church. Your answers will be used as part of my final project for the Doctor of Ministry degree I’m earning at Pittsburgh Theological Seminary. Individual answers won’t be publicized, and your anonymity will be protected. Feel free to fill out this questionnaire without providing your name. I would, however, like to ask follow-up questions if you’re willing to do that. If you’re willing, please give me your name and contact information at the end of the form.

All questions are followed by a list of possible answers. Please rate how strongly you agree with each answer on a scale of 1-5 and include your own thoughts after the question.

-Rev. Steve Allman

On a scale of 1-5 (1=strongly disagree; 5=strongly agree), rate how much the following factors shape your thinking about the food pantry:
· A desire to help others because it’s the right thing to do
· Scripture or faith
· Having been helped yourself with food/rent/etc. and wanting to “pay it forward”
· Jesus’s example Jesus' example of compassion or Jesus' example of sharing food and meals
Follow-up: What passage, image, phrase, story or teaching from Scripture informs your thinking?





Where does distributing food rank in the food pantry's goals? Is there a spiritual/scriptural basis for having a food pantry (feeding people/volunteering for the food pantry/etc.)? 
· Distributing food is the pantry's primary goal and should remain the primary focus.
· Distributing food is one part of a broader array of support that we can offer to our clients/friends.
· The food pantry’s work is shaped by scripture
· The food pantry is part of the church’s mission and grows out of the church’s life and worship.
· I'm not "religious," but I believe in helping people.
Follow-up:  How does the food pantry fit into your personal spiritual practices? Is the food pantry your only spiritual practice, or do you have others?



What other social services could/should the food pantry offer?
· A cooking class would be a helpful addition to what we currently offer our clients/friends.
· Information should be provided about other social available social services.
· Distributing food to clients is enough--no other services are appropriate for us to provide.
· A completely voluntary spiritual service should be provided for the clients.  
Follow-up: What other social services that would be helpful to the clients? What kinds of spiritual service (prayer session, Bible study, etc.) would it be appropriate for the church to provide for clients?



How could spirituality fit into the food pantry's relationship with clients?
· We should focus on social services or distributing food, rather than spirituality.
· As a service of the church, the food pantry should incorporate spirituality somehow.
· An optional prayer session or worship service would benefit the clients.




What kind of relationship does the church/congregation have with the clients?
· The church is a place for the food pantry to be housed.
· The church could connect the clients with other social services.
· The church should provide spiritual services as well as social services.
· Parishioners at the church could get to know the clients on a personal level.
· Clients should be invited to attend worship at LCC.
follow-up: what might we, the members and volunteers, learn from food pantry clients? What spiritual/theological reason is there for us to develop relationships with them?




How important do see the food pantry being to the church's overall mission?
· The food pantry is the only (or most) important part of the church's mission to me.
· Providing food to the hungry is a way of living our faith.
· The food pantry is a way to get people into the church so we can minister to them in other ways.
· The worship of God is first and foremost what this church should do.
follow-up: what do you think the church's overall mission is? How is feeding people important spiritually? Is it of equal importance with talking about faith?



What significance does the church itself have for you? What difference does it make that the food pantry is housed in a church?
· Faith is an important part of my life.
· The food pantry is a way of living/practicing my faith.
· I'm not overly interested in church except that it houses that food pantry.

What relationship should volunteers/food pantry leadership have with the church?
· Anyone should be allowed to volunteer with the food pantry.
· Anyone should be allowed to be part of the food pantry’s leadership.
· The food pantry is a ministry of the church, so leaders should be part of the congregation.


What relationship should the church have with clients?
· Everyone should be allowed to receive food.
· Clients should be invited to join worship and church activities.
· It should at least be made clear that the food pantry is a church ministry.



Does the congregation gain anything from hosting the food pantry? 
· It’s worthwhile building relationships with the clients.
· The food pantry is an opportunity for the congregation to live out our faith.
· The food pantry is part of the church’s mission.
· Through the food pantry the church may gain a few members.
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