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Scarcity in the Land of Plenty 

- a sermon reflection compiled by Dawn Daniels, UUFCM Minister, delivered Sun. 10/4/15 

All four of the canonical Gospels – the first four books of the Second (or New) Testament of the Bible 

- contain the story of the multiplication of the fishes and the loaves.  The story goes that Jesus is 

preaching to a large crowd, a crowd that may have traveled quite a distance, may have had to wait 

longer than they had thought.  Anyways, the day wears on and the crowd begins to grumble that they 

are hungry.  Jesus calls for food to be brought forward and his disciples bring forth five loaves of 

bread and two fish.  Then a miracle happens.  Five thousand are fed, and many baskets of leftovers 

are gathered revealing the magnitude of the abundance shared.  

There is a liberal religious interpretation of this miracle.  The interpretation goes that as the day 

wears on, people begin to worry about whether there will be enough to eat so they start to conceal 

whatever food they may have carried along with them, worried that others will see what they have 

and ask them to share.  Jesus’ miracle, according to this interpretation, is getting people to share 

freely, to partake of the abundance that exists rather than closing themselves off from one another 

because of a sense of scarcity. 

Our worship services for the month of October will be crafted around the themes of hunger and 

longing, which will lead us quite naturally into the interconnected themes of abundance and scarcity. 

It is appropriate I think that we begin our exploration on this date, as October 4 this year is the last 

day of the Jewish festival of Succot, an eight-day thanksgiving that was originally a celebration of the 

harvest; it is also called the Holiday of Rejoicing. It is a celebration of abundance that also recalls the 

difficult forty-year period “the Israelites spent wandering in the desert; all the longing and the 

yearning; all the waiting to get into the Promised Land. Unlike the American Thanksgiving, Succot 

celebrates the pilgrimage rather than the arrival…Succot is a journey practice – a retreat in the 

wilderness, both figuratively and literally. A structure called a Succah is built, in which the family 

members eat their meals: it’s a reproduction of the temporary shelters built by the Israelites in the 

desert.” [from Yearnings by Irwin Kula; pg. 259]  

It is my humble opinion that we live in a culture suffering from an over-abundance of hunger - both the 

very real physical kind (startling to find present in this land of plenty) as well as the spiritual sort. The 

story of the farmer and the angel comes to mind – an angel comes to visit a farmer near the end of 

his life – because he has lived such a good and generous life, the angel offers to grant him a wish. All 

the old farmer wants is the opportunity to see what both heaven and hell are like. The angel whisks 

the old man away in turn to two identical scenes – many people seated around a long banquet table 

in a beautiful, tree-lined setting – the table is laden with wonderful, delicious food. In each scene, the 

people have arms that are locked at the elbows…they are unable to bring food up to their own 

mouths. In the first scene he visits, the farmer sees all the people just sitting there around the table, 

looking starved and desperate – he recognizes this as hell. In the second scene, he finds the people 

robust and happy…they are feeding each other. This is heaven. I am often reminded of the hellish 

vision when I think of our nation in these times… 

Elizabeth Lesser once wrote “Stop filling the God-shaped hole with stuff,” which to me points to a 

bottomless longing…a state of being chronically hungry that can’t be satiated by material goods. 

Physical hunger has a natural end point; chronic hunger can last a lifetime.  
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To begin our journey into this theme, I would like to share with you the following reflection found in the 

October Church of the Larger Fellowship’s monthly newsletter, Quest: 

http://www.questformeaning.org/quest-article/not-what-we-have-but-what-we-enjoy/ 

Not What We Have, But What We Enjoy 

- by Rev. Kelly Weisman Asprooth-Jackson, minister of the First Parish Church, Unitarian 

Universalist, in Beverly, MA since 2010. 

I’d like to tell you a story, a true story that a friend of mine witnessed firsthand. It’s about a 

congregation in the midst of a holiday food drive for a local food bank. Members of the congregation 

were asked to fill brown paper shopping bags with food. The suggestion was that they go to the 

grocery store and purchase the sorts of things they would buy for themselves, focusing on canned 

and packaged goods that the food pantry could stock without needing to refrigerate. 

When the food drive was finished, and the congregation had collected all of those bags, they had a 

huge amount of food. So a group from the congregation got together the next morning to sort all of it. 

Part of their job was to check to make sure that it was all food that could be donated, since public 

food pantries can’t accept badly dented or rusted cans, or boxed or bagged food past its expiration 

date. 

As the volunteers were sifting and sorting, they’d pull out pieces that couldn’t be donated and put 

them in a pile for expired food. In the beginning none of them thought much about it, but then the pile 

started to grow. For the most part, it wasn’t recently expired stuff; it was things that were years out of 

date: packaging from the early ‘90s, with brands that had long since gone out of business. 

Now at first, the volunteers imagined the kindest explanations they could think off or why someone 

would donate a whole bag full of expired food. Supermarkets aren’t always careful either, and 

someone might have bought a lot of spaghetti or rice without checking the label. But that didn’t 

explain how much there was. And not everybody can afford to donate a whole bag of food, when 

they’re having trouble keeping themselves and their families fed to begin with. So it might be that 

some families, ashamed to come to services without a bag to donate, just did the best they could. 

But that still couldn’t explain how much visibly old food there was, some of it clearly inedible. The only 

explanation that was left was that some of the folks in the congregation had gotten their bags for the 

food drive and simply swept in the discarded, forgotten contents of their own pantries. 

How narrow our hearts can become, when we do not devote ourselves to opening them wider. Trying 

to explain the mentality that would allow someone to offer a stranger food they would never serve to 

their own children, one obvious answer is contempt. Contempt for the poor and hungry among us is 

common enough in our world, where there are powerful messages from many corners telling us that 

we deserve what we get. That the rich deserve to be rich, and the poor—well, they deserve that too. 

But if all you had in your heart was contempt, why donate anything? Why even go to the service to 

begin with? When I try to imagine the folks in this situation, what I see are people trying to do what is 

right, trying to show a kindness to other human beings. But that kindness is hemmed in, forced 

into a narrow place by fear: the fear of scarcity, the fear that there isn’t enough. 

A sense of scarcity—that there’s not enough to go around, so I need everything I have or can get—

can arise from a place of real need. But truly not having enough does not automatically move every 

http://www.questformeaning.org/quest-article/not-what-we-have-but-what-we-enjoy/
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person towards that outlook, and it’s easy to take that narrow view even when our basic needs are 

being met. Comedian Louis C.K. commented on the daily wonders that surround us in the modern 

age, technologies and experiences that would have been unthinkable a century ago, describing the 

situation this way: “Everything is amazing right now, and nobody’s happy.” 

In Judaism, Shabbat—the Sabbath— begins on Friday evening and runs until just after sunset on 

Saturday. It’s a time of rest and celebration, and a traditional way of marking it is with good food. 

Many of you have probably eaten challah before. One of these special foods, it has a distinctive 

appearance because the dough is braided before it’s baked, and a distinctive taste because it usually 

has egg in it, and sometimes a sweetener. One of my rabbis once pointed out to me that for almost all 

Jews living in Eastern Europe 200 years ago, challah was a special treat. They couldn’t enjoy it every 

day, because it took extra work to make and was too expensive, so having it on Shabbat was 

something that made the day special. 

Today in America you can buy it in the grocery store, for no more than many other breads sell for. 

The specialness isn’t there anymore. Challah, like many consumer goods, has become cheaper and 

more available—it has literally become more abundant—but this material abundance comes at the 

expense of a larger message of spiritual and emotional scarcity. 

We live in a world where art, entertainment, and even political discourse are inherently bound up with 

advertisement— the all-day, every-day effort to convince us that we are not presently happy, but 

could be if we just bought something. There is a line by Leonard Cohen that I believe describes the 

problem. He sings, “You are locked into your suffering and your pleasures are the seal.” It is all 

too easy to get caught up in the race for signs of success, the things we are culturally trained to want 

and enjoy. But they are distractions from the way of life that our deepest selves are calling us to live. 

The ancient Greek philosopher Epicurus felt that life’s greatest pleasures were simple ones: good 

food and the company of friends. It was a goal of his philosophy to attain ataraxia, which means a 

state of peace and freedom from fear. Epicurus wrote, “Not what we have, but what we enjoy, 

constitutes our abundance.” Those words have never been more relevant than they are today, in a 

world driven too much by having, and not enough by enjoying. 

The scarcity mindset that saps our generosity of spirit, that keeps some hungry and others well-

fed but afraid, is opposed by an attitude of abundance. Because when we truly enjoy life, we do not 

fear to share it with others. As we approach freedom from fear, we can begin to trust that there will 

be enough. Enough food on our tables. Enough love in our hearts. 

We need to move, each day, away from the disposability that directs too much of our world, and 

towards sustainability. For this to be possible requires, first, a reasonable degree of security. 

While it is certainly possible to think abundantly when you don’t have enough food to eat, or a place 

to live, or a sense of basic physical safety, that doesn’t make those shortages right. 

My grandfather grew up during the depression, and at every dinner for the rest of his life, he always 

wanted bread on the table. Simple, sliced white bread. That was what he needed to feel secure, to 

know that there would be enough for him and his family. If there’s bread on the table, no one has to 

go to bed hungry. With that security, he could better enjoy the meal and the company. He could live 

abundantly. 
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Another essential requirement, after security, is service. Any pleasure that depends on us hiding from 

the pain of others is fragile and fleeting, and ultimately false; we know ourselves only by knowing 

others… 

… We Unitarian Universalists find meaning in all sorts of places, not only in scripture and ancient 

revelation, but also in events of the present day. In order to live in a world of abundance, a world in 

which there is enough for us and for everyone, we not only have to believe it is possible, we also 

must do our part to make it so. 

 

 


