
Jesus and his people were on overload. They had been working 

day and night, healing the sick and helping whoever needed 

help. There was no rest, the gospel says, not even enough leisure 

time to eat. So they came to him, worn out, telling him about all they had done. 

Some of the gospels place this story right after the beheading of their beloved 

friend, John the Baptist, a wild man, and Jesus’ first teacher. And so they were in 

grief, too. Jesus said, let’s get in a boat, let’s get away from all of this and rest. 

Just spend some time together. Sometimes when I’ve heard this story, I’ve thought 

this was where they were going to finally do the spiritual stuff—pray together, 

study Torah, really learn what God was about. I picture one of those spiritual  

vacations I see advertised in yoga magazines, with photogenic people in stylish 

yoga outfits posing on the beach in the Bahamas.  

So imagine, you step off your yoga cruise ship, ready for a little retreat on the  

velvety white sands, and... everybody has followed you there. They all want a 

piece of you. You or I might’ve found this mighty irritating, and looked for a place 

to hide. In the midst of our grief, our exhaustion, we probably would have been 

like the disciples, who were ready to tell everyone to go home. In a nice way. But 

Jesus can’t. He looks at the crowd of people gathering and feels—he can’t help 

himself—compassion. I actually think that is the most important sentence in the 

story—Jesus looked at the crowd with compassion. 

There probably were great crowds around him. Why? Well, I don’t think it was for 

the reasons we are typically interested in Jesus today. I don’t think it was simply 

because he provided great moral wisdom. Remember that these were people who 

were incredibly poor, on the edge of survival. Dominic Crossan says that the Greek 

word used here was more like destitute. They were probably people who worked 

all day long pressing olive oil or tending sheep, and still struggled to have enough 

to eat. Why would you follow someone in this case? What did you get? Why did 

you bring your sick relatives or your own ailing body to be healed? 

There was little in the way of medical help for the sick, no hospitals or clinics, and 

so they were all over the streets. I don’t know what kind of healing Jesus and the 

disciples practiced. But I have to believe that they did people some tangible, sig-

nificant good, or why would the people have kept coming? I think going to Jesus 

and his disciples was like going to a free clinic, worship service, and soup kitchen, 

wrapped in one. These were people needing to be fed in some significant way.  

And people always need to be fed. 

People today need to be fed, in greater numbers than we have seen in recent histo-

ry. Within the past decade, dozens of food riots have broken out across the globe, 

causing political destabilization in addition to the more immediate suffering of 

starvation. An estimated 800 million people now go to bed hungry each night, a 

shocking number even for we who have somehow (not to our credit) learned to 

live with the knowledge of world hunger. The problem escalated to the point that 

the 2010 UN summit in Rome shifted its topic from climate change to the global 

food crisis. They came from their meeting urging the world to help. But they did 

not have much agreement about how to achieve this. 

The food crisis comes at a time when we’re already feeling overload about the 

problems of the world. When there are already several situations where we seem  

to have either no solution or no collective will to change in ways that would solve 

the problem. In her book Writing to Change the World, Unitarian Universalist  
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There are people in 
the world so hungry 

that God cannot     
appear to them       

except in the form    
of bread. 

―Mahatma Gandhi 
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psychologist and author Mary Pipher 

says that now, more than ever, we   

human beings go on overload with 

knowledge of problems of the world. 

We know about more things outside 

our immediate experience than ever 

before. It’s harder than ever to look at 

the crowd coming at us with their need, 

to look at them with compassion. 

Jesus sat down with the people, the 

story says, and he taught them many 

things. 

And at some point, he realized how 

hungry they were. He must have felt the 

hunger in his own belly, having had 

“no leisure to eat.” The disciples sug-

gested that perhaps the crowd should 

be dispersed to the surrounding country 

and villages to go buy food for them-

selves. A reasonable suggestion, except 

that “this was a deserted place and the 

hour was very late.” 

Remember, too, that these were people 

who probably had no money. Just what 

did they think people were going to 

do? Jesus said, “No—you feed them.” 

And they said, “Are we to go and buy 

200 dinarii worth of bread?” One di-

narius was a full day’s wages, mind 

you. This was like saying a million 

dollars. One should read this line lean-

ing hard on the sarcasm. (Thanks to J. 

Harry Feldman for this helpful bit of 

information.) They kept a collective 

purse—Jesus probably had a pretty 

good feel for the books for their opera-

tion. He would know they didn’t have 

that much. They were sure they had 

him here. 

He answered their question with a 

question—standard rabbinical tech-

nique—and asked, “How many loaves 

have you?” They answered, “five,” 

sure they had him now. And then, the 

miracle of the story goes, he blessed 

the loaves, as one would make the 

motsi, the Jewish blessing on the 

bread, at dinner on Shabbat. He had 

everybody sit in neat rows of hundreds 

and fifties, and handed it all out. And 

there was enough for everyone, with 12 

baskets worth of leftovers. 

There are two general interpretations of 

this story. One is pure magic. Jesus 

waved his magic wand and it was like 

turning the place into one big Costco, 

full of items in bulk. 

The other way people interpret what 

happened is as a miraculous enlarging 

of people’s hearts. They saw one boy 

who gave up his food for the crowd, 

and they reached into their bags, 

moved to share their own food. 

The first one is not as bad as it sounds. 

It would be nice to believe that by faith in 

the creator, we could have an end to 

hurricanes, an end to earthquakes, an 

end to this food shortage we’re facing 

now. Alas, though, its violation of natu-

ral law simply makes it an untenable 

interpretation for most rational sorts, 

and makes it easy for us to dismiss the 

story out of hand.  

I prefer the other interpretation. If I 

were to choose a miracle, it would be 

that people were somehow given eyes 

to see one another, and hearts that were 

connected by their experience together. 

But this interpretation has problems, 

too. If people had truly brought lunch 

for themselves, why would they have 

looked so hungry to the rabbi? If they 

had come to him on impulse, as the 

story seems to imply, would they really 

have packed a picnic lunch with 

enough to share around? Each of the 

six tellings, in all four gospels, paints 

an absolutely impossible situation. 

Each cries out for a miracle. 

For some time now, we’ve had some 

reliable miracles. Economic growth has 

been our solution to problems of pov-

erty. “We’re going to grow our way out 

of this mess,” we keep hearing. Im-

proved technology has been our magic 

wand. Environmentalist Bill McKibben 

considers fossil fuels to be our greatest 

“miracle.” They are powerful, remarka-

bly easy to get, and highly concentrat-

ed. They replace human and animal 

effort. We now spend about 11% of our 

budgets on food—the generations be-

fore World War 2 spent 22%. And it 

comes from the rise of centralized, 

efficient production demanded by the 

large grocery stores. The one stop 

shopping we love. It’s hard for us to 

understand the impact on most of the 

world, which lives so differently. 

The 2008 report of the four-year Inter-

national Assessment of Agricultural 

Science and Technology for Develop-

ment, backed by the World Bank and 

UN, did not push for big technical fix-

es, much to the irritation of America 

and Europe. It came down on the side 

of “multifunctional” agriculture, which 

incorporates goals such as poverty  

reduction, water conservation and cli-

mate change adaptation alongside con-

ventional efforts to increase produc-

tion. It said that the biggest gains will 

come not from new “miracle crops” but 

from making existing science and tech-

nology available to the small scale 

farmers responsible for tilling a third of 

the world’s land surface. Only by help-

ing them to feed themselves—partly by 

improving distribution and markets—

will the challenges be met.  

What does this mean for us? There are 

a growing number of people urging us 

to rethink the gospel of endless eco-

nomic growth, and endless technologi-

cal growth. 

People like Bill McKibben counsel that 

smaller and simpler lives for every-

one—rather than insisting that every-

thing keep getting bigger—would point 

the way out. I know that sounds about 

as likely as making giant loaves of 

bread and gigantic plates of fish with 

the flick of a wand. So many people 

would have to change in such funda-

mental ways. We are in a loaves and 

fishes story right now, an impossible 

situation. What will it take for us to 

feed one another? 

God is food, holiness is 
food, mercy is food,  

justice is food.  
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The Hunger Banquet 
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The invitations were 

elegant. They announced a hunger  

banquet. And as soon as people began 

receiving these invitations, I began  

getting calls. They were excited. Which 

made me smile. Because I knew they 

didn’t know what a hunger banquet 

really was.  

For those who are unfamiliar with a 

hunger banquet, it’s not your regular 

dinner. People are invited to gather and 

eat, like a regular dinner. But not every-

one is served the same things. In a hun-

ger banquet, a hierarchy is established 

such that some get more than others. 

Just like our society—and our world. 

Some get a lot. Some get enough. And 

some get not enough.  

I arranged for all invited to be assigned 

to one of three tables based on some 

arbitrary characteristic. I chose eye 

color. The objective was to make it 

something people had very little say 

in—like how we have no say in what 

family or what class we are born into.  

The brown-eyed folks got to sit at the 

first table—the privileged table. This 

table was placed on the risers where the 

choir sat, a little bit above the congre-

gation. They had a floral arrangement, 

matching china, polished silver and 

ruffled napkins. Two bottles of wine, 

sparkling cider, crystal pitchers of ice-

water, candles and silk table-cloths 

sprinkled with little daisies. The table 

was arranged banquet style, like you’d 

see at a wedding, where guests sat all 

on one side looking out over the room. 

The green or hazel-eyed folks were 

placed at the second table, below. It 

was somewhat less elegant. Real dishes 

went with paper napkins, a pitcher of 

water and juice.  

The third table, for the blue-eyed folks, 

was placed around the corner by the 

entrance to the kitchen next to the big 

trash cans. They had paper plates, plas-

tic forks, Dixie cups and water. Their 

location was such that the privileged 

table couldn’t see them. But the middle 

table could. Interestingly, 10 of the 14 

people at the middle table chose to sit 

facing toward them, with their backs 

toward the privileged table.  

To provide an indication that some sys-

tem was in place, I had asked two of 

our newest—and relatively unknown—

members to stand as “guards.” I asked 

them to dress “officially.” One sur-

prised me by coming in combat fa-

tigues, army boots, sunglasses, with a 

beret and a nightstick. When the poor 

table saw him at parade rest, watching 

over the room, they began referring to 

him as the man. The guards were given 

almost no instruction, except to main-

tain order and civility, which at a 

friendly invitational dinner might seem 

unnecessary. But, after all, we were 

dealing with hungry Unitarian Univer-

salists encountering injustice. 

When the dinner was served, the privi-

leged table received the greatest care. 

They started with tossed salad, fruit 

salad, bread and butter, carrots and on-

ions, rice and finally, chicken divan.  

The second table was served after a few 

minutes and received the green salad, 

bread, plain carrots, rice and chicken. 

The third table received only rice. And 

there was an extensive delay before that 

came. By the time it did arrive, some 

had grown tired of waiting and sent one 

among them who was intimately famil-

iar with the children’s religious educa-

tion program on a reconnaissance mis-

sion to liberate half a box of Triscuits 

and a bag of Smarties from the snack 

cupboard. 

This surprised me a bit. But, I confess, I 

really didn’t know what would happen. 

I had fully expected that the artificial 

groups I set up would quickly dissolve, 

food would be shared between tables 

almost as quickly as we set it out, and 

the evening would be spent talking 

about the gross inequity in the world.  

Back to the gospel story. It gives Jesus 

the opportunity to ask one of his very 

favorite questions of the disciples: 

“Don’t you get it?” What’s the “it” 

here, what is there to get? “Religion,” 

writes Sara Miles, “is not so much 

about swallowing beliefs, as it is about 

learning how to see.” See with the 

eyes of mercy, with the eyes of com-

passion. And what we must learn to 

see, again and again, is how intimately 

we are all connected. How one per-

son’s suffering is not so different from 

mine. The food crisis is asking this of 

us. It is asking us to see our neighbor, 

and feel their hunger. It’s not an easy 

thing to look at. 

I remember one time I was asked by 

some friends to help them with their 

turn on the sandwich van, going to a 

designated place in their neighbor-

hood and handing out sandwiches. 

People were collecting at the corner, I 

saw, and I suddenly felt   tremendous 

fear and reluctance to open the doors. 

I felt the enormity of being one of the 

people inside the van handing out 

sandwiches, versus being the one on 

the sidewalk in need. I suppose I felt 

guilty. Perhaps I even felt their suffer-

ing was contagious, or something I did 

not want to know about. But once we 

started, I was surprised by how ordi-

nary it felt. Some of them smiled, 

some didn’t. Some of them looked at 

me, some kept talking to their friends 

and took the sandwich without look-

ing. I could feel, for a moment, a very 

natural connection—I eat sandwiches, 

you eat sandwiches. I get hungry, you 

get hungry. We are not so different. 

God is food, 

holiness is food, 

mercy is food, 

justice is food. 

But God does not appear unless we 

look at one another and connect on 

this very ordinary, human level. The 

distribution of this God, found in 

food, is very much dependent on us. 

We must look at the crowd with com-

passion, or we will go hungry, too.   
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But I was intrigued to see that this was 

not what happened. There was a hesita-

tion. And what happened during this 

hesitation was what taught us the most 

about our goal of oneness and the work 

of justice required to move us there.  

The people at the privileged table had 

two kinds of responses. The first—and 

I will clarify that this was said in jest—

referred to how appreciative they were 

that the superior nature of the character 

had finally been recognized and that it 

was about time they were given the 

treatment that was their due.  

The other half of that same table did 

not seem so proud. They did express 

discomfort upon realizing that, while 

they were going gourmet, others were 

going without. Yet there was also a 

strong sense of confusion about what 

the guards would do if they challenged 

the system. They were reticent to do 

anything to create a scene. And that 

reticence held the status quo in place. 

All in all, it reflected some truth about 

the privileged group in our society—

justifying some entitlement while issu-

ing vague discomfort about the state of 

affairs and slow to take any action to 

change their position of privilege. 

The second table was, to my mind, the 

most interesting. One member of the 

table reported, matter-of-factly, that he 

knew what we were attempting and 

considered it old news. Consequently, 

the conversation turned toward the 

details of one another’s lives. All in all, 

a fairly true picture of the middle class: 

generally intelligent people who work 

hard, are aware of the dynamics and 

problems of the world around them, 

but are too preoccupied with their own 

lives and those of their friends to effect 

much lasting change on systemic con-

ditions of poverty. 

The third table also seemed very adept 

at capturing the essence of the group 

they represented. They were pissed. 

They were hungry. And they minced 

no words about it being unfair. They 

weren’t angry at the guards, who were 

just doing what they were told. They 

also weren’t really upset with the other 

tables—they were just playing their 

part in the game. But they were, with-

out question, pretty unhappy with me.  

They came to see me as the instigator. 

The maker and the keeper of the sys-

tem. For all intents and purposes, I 

played the role of God. A figure whom 

the privileged throughout history have 

cited as the source of the privilege they 

enjoyed, God has always been an am-

bivalent figure for the middle class, 

sometimes treated with confusion or 

indifference. And God is a figure the 

poor have often felt promised them 

more. And the poor have been dining 

on empty promises for a long time. 

None among us can deny the tragic 

inequality in our world. Unfortunately, 

pinpointing the ultimate cause behind it 

isn’t as clear in real life as it seemed to 

be in our simulation. One of the truest 

statements made during the evening 

was during the discussion afterward, 

when someone pointed out that the 

experience that we simulated that even-

ing was too simple. They pointed out 

that the roots of all oppression are far 

more complex and entangled in well-

meaning endeavors than is ever initial-

ly perceived, and it is hard for any con-

gregation to know how to do the good 

they so desperately want to do.  

Trying to find oneness or navigate our 

way toward justice isn’t always 

straightforward. We want to help, but 

we don’t want to upset others in the 

process. We want to empower others, 

but we don’t want to take power from 

those who have earned it. We want 

others to have a place at the table, but 

we hope it is not at the expense of our 

own. This can lead to paralysis, and 

eventually, despair.  

But beyond despair, beyond the tan-

gled details of cause and effect, beyond 

the many reasons why it is impractical 

to work for change, there is something 

else: a realization that when any in the 

world suffers, we all suffer. As our 

inner cities are assaulted with strife, 

our suburbs are assaulted with fear. As 

the poor, the Black, the Asian, the Jew, 

the gay, the disabled and the disenfran-

chised are denied their due, we all feel 

the hunger of living on empty promis-

es. And none of us—not the rich or the 

poor—ever get to know what it would 

be like to live in one world, where 

bridges are built and peace is possible 

for all people. 

If the situation in my church had re-

mained at a stalemate of confusion and 

inactivity we might have all gone home 

that night in despair. We might have 

demonstrated the reasons why 1% of 

the world’s population owns 99% of 

the combined wealth. We might have 

justified why prisons are over-

represented by the poor and minorities. 

We might have accepted the inevitabil-

ity that guards will always be threat-

ened by plastic utensils because crime 

is the only hope for the poor. And we 

might have lost hope for the kind of 

communion we all crave—the kind that 

says that all differences and all fear can 

be bridged by love. If the situation in 

my church had remained the way it 

began I might have lost hope.  

But I knew my community. And I 

knew deep down that they would get 

indigestion dining on fear and injus-

tice. That is why I invited them—to 

show how it is possible to overcome 

paralysis. And I was not disappointed. 

As I was talking to some of the folks at 

the privileged table, I began hearing 

the echoes of rebellion coming from 

across the room. Voices from the un-

derprivileged table started singing. 

Slowly at first. Softly… “We Shall 

Overcome…” Some started to join 

hands or link arms. Then, the people at 

the privileged table saw their oppor-

tunity. They rose above their hesita-

tion, elbowed their way past the 

guards, and carried food across the 

room. When the guards feebly  

When any in the world 
suffers, we all suffer.  
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Greetings Quest Monthly readers! Thank you for being a loy-

al supporter of the CLF. Do you know that your support not 

only contributes to the production of Quest Monthly for you 

to read each month, but also allows us to reach Unitarian Uni-

versalists worldwide? 

I’d like to share some of the work we did in 2018, so you can 

see why I tell folks that I love my job: 

• We produced weekly online worship that is seen across the 

world, inviting everyone to hear the life-saving message of 

Unitarian Universalism. 

• We curated worship, podcasts, and RE materials into  

Faith Rocket, a monthly subscription service for small con-

gregations, so that emerging faith communities who need 

assistance can get use out of what we’ve produced. 

• We produced #TheVUU, a weekly web show that  

focuses on topics relevant to the UU community,  

especially centered on antiracism and anti-oppression. 

• We ministered to 900 incarcerated members, providing pen 

pals, a New UU class, other UU classes, UU reading mate-

rials, Quest Monthly, UU World—all of which is a written 

correspondence ministry. With lots of volunteer help, we 

sent three holiday cards to each incarcerated member—

which was only a small part of the over 16,300 pieces of 

mail sent to members behind bars last year. For these folks, 

contact with CLF might be the only time that they are hear-

ing that they are worthy and valued. 

• We trained UUs across the country to understand the pris-

on system and mass incarceration, and how we can help 

those who are incarcerated. 

• We mentored three Learning Fellows, ministers in        

formation, helping them to expand their idea of what min-

istry is. We are an incubator for ministers preparing for the 

21st century. 

• We welcomed entrepreneurial ministers, giving them a 

home from which to launch their innovative ministries. 

All of this work inspires me. We have a very lean staff,     

almost all part time, who collaborate to do this work. Our 

staff inspires me. And your consistent financial support in-

spires me. Thank you for being a part of our worldwide minis-

try. We couldn’t do it without you. 

Message from the  
Executive Director 

BY JODY MALLOY 

EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR, 

CHURCH OF THE LARGER FELLOWSHIP 

2018 Congregations Who Supported the CLF 

Many congregations choose to support CLF’s work to bring 

Unitarian Universalism to all those who need it. Financial 

contributions go directly to support our programming, such 

as our prison ministry, our outreach via Quest Monthly and 

our internet-based worship. Congregations typically raise 

this money by sharing the plate for CLF. If you would like to 

see your congregation on this list, contact us and we can 

assist you in the process. Thank you to all those congrega-

tions who have supported CLF during 2018: 

All Souls Bethlehem Church of Brooklyn, NY 

Bay Area UU Church, Houston, TX 

Champlain Valley UU Society, Middlebury, VT 

Channing Memorial Church, Newport, RI 

Heartland UU Church, Zionsville, IN 

James Reeb UU Congregation, Madison, WI 

Main Line Unitarian Church, Devon, PA 

Mount Diablo UU Church, Walnut Creek, CA 

Northern Idaho UUs, Coeur D’Alene, ID 

Our Home UU Church, Ellisville, MS 

Unitarian Coastal Fellowship, Morehead City, NC 

Unitarian Meeting of South Berkshire, Housatonic, MA 

Unity Church Unitarian of St. Paul, MN 

Unity Temple UU Congregation, Oak Park, IL 

UU Church of Augusta, GA 

UU Church of Concord, NH 

UU Church of Fresno, CA 

UU Church of Indianapolis, IN 

UU Church of Lancaster, PA 

UU Church of Stillwater, OK 

UU Church of the Restoration, Philadelphia, PA 

UU Community Church of Santa Monica, CA 

UU Congregation of Danbury, CT 

UU Congregation of Lakeland, FL 

UU Congregation of Whidbey Island, Freeland, WA 

UU Fellowship of Fredericksburg, VA 

UU Fellowship of Marshfield, WI 

UU Fellowship of the Peninsula, Newport News, VA 

UU Women of Greater Lynn, Swampscott, MA  

NOTE: We do our best to keep accurate and up to date records. If 
your congregation’s name is missing, please let us know so we can 
apologize and do better next time!  
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attempted to stop them, the middle 

class quickly surrounded the guards 

and handcuffed them in debate about 

prolitarian morality in postmodern 

capitalistic systems. They were quick-

ly overpowered. The lower class, see-

ing the privileged people coming to-

ward them with food, unlinked arms 

and welcomed them into the group. 

Everyone began to sing louder. Then it 

was only a matter of a few minutes 

before we were all—guards and cooks 

and people of every class—sitting at 

the same table discussing what hap-

pened and in complete agreement: it 

was all the minister’s fault.  

The way out of paralysis came when 

we heard the voices calling for action 

and heard the confusion within our 

own voice—and realized it was the 

same voice. The difference came when 

we recognized that all that separated 

us, whether authentic or artificial, did 

not, could not, would not divide us in 

our common humanity. The difference 

was made in recognizing that the good 

within us is as powerful as the com-

plexity and the confusion of the  

system around us. 

We will only work for others in their 

efforts to escape the yoke of bondage 

and oppression when we see ourselves 

inextricably linked to them. When we 

understand that their story is our story, 

their opportunity is our success. Com-

ing together on the Side of Love is 

everyone’s reward.  

Since that evening, I’ve 

helped organize hunger 

banquets at four differ-

ent congregations. On no occasion 

have we ever ended hunger or oppres-

sion. But I have seen six-year-olds 

stuffing rolls in their shirt to deliver 

them to their parents at the poor table. 

I’ve seen 75-year-olds loading up their 

walkers and cussing out guards on 

their way to bring dessert to children. 

And every single time, I’ve come to 

know a communion of people who 

never thought about the poor—or the 

rich—in quite the same way again.  

Hungry Ghosts 
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It’s possible to be sur-

rounded by abundance and never no-

tice. It’s hidden in plain sight, and we 

miss it in the day to day grind—

burdened by responsibility, meetings, 

traffic—waiting for some kind of re-

lief. We miss it as we go about our 

usual way of thinking and doing, play-

ing the role we’ve been cast in, or the 

one we’ve cast ourselves in. Too often 

we just accept the script that is handed 

to us by our parents, our society, even 

our churches, without much thought 

for what’s truly possible. We sigh, and 

concede to limitations that are embed-

ded in the script we’ve been given.  

If we listen to this kind of advice too 

often we can feel cold, lifeless, alone. 

We yearn to take in the world, to love 

and be loved, and this is so hard some-

times. It takes a level of trust we can 

hardly imagine. 

The Buddhist tradition understands 

this painful predicament. The tradition 

teaches about a malady where we can 

be surrounded by life’s abundance, 

and yet lack the ability to take it in—to 

let it touch our heart, our soul. We can 

lack the ability to digest the beauty and 

possibility that is surrounding us. The 

tradition refers to these creatures who 

can’t take in life’s greatest gifts as 

hungry ghosts. Hunger is a painful 

thing. It’s horrible to hunger for some-

thing that is not available. It is even 

more painful to hunger for something 

that proves to be right in front of you, 

but which you can’t take in or digest. 

It gets missed. These hungry ghosts 

are depicted with long necks and dis-

tended bellies, showing the limitations 

of what they can swallow, and show-

ing the toll a narrow neck or a narrow 

perspective can have on us.  

It’s part of the reason I think we need 

church. We want to live, and we know 

living can feel small and limited, but 

we have a sense that perhaps there is a 

way to live with more freedom, more 

courage, more love. Perhaps we can 

find ways of seeing which show us the 

abundance that is waiting for us, but 

we’ve been too busy and bogged down 

to notice. We need help to get fed. In 

our shared hunger, our shared plight, 

even our shared sense of scarcity,  

we have a chance to stumble across 

something that truly satisfies. 

Buddhism holds teachings on re-birth, 

and tradition says that these hungry 

ghosts will continue to be in a state of 

constant hunger until the day they find 

a way to allow in some kind of satis-

faction and be re-born. I have thought 

a little bit about re-birth, and this is 

what I’ve come to: Every day is a 

chance at re-birth. We may feel we 

were born into a certain kind of life, a 

certain kind of story, and yet re-birth is 

possible every waking moment of our 

lives. We have a chance to wake up 

and see the life we’re actually living, a 

life that is expansive, mysterious and 

connected to every living thing. This is 

possible, and it’s not based on belief. It 

can be your experience or mine at any 

minute, on any given day.  

I think this kind of re-birth has poten-

tial to show us a truth that is incredibly 

obvious but commonly missed—by 

feeding others, we too are fed. We 

can’t find satisfaction by stubbornly 

trying to feed and satisfy ourselves. 

Our culture teaches us that we can, but 

it’s a lie. The spell can be broken. All 

it takes is a little imagination. When 

we begin to develop the ability to lis-

ten to the growling stomachs in the 

world, we see something truly awe-

some and ordinary—our own hunger. 

And instead of wallowing in our own 

dissatisfaction and failed attempts for 

fulfillment, we reach out and we touch 

another. And the 

ghosts find what they 

were hungering for, 

and we are reborn.   
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“You were ravenous right from birth!” 

This is the story I was told through my 

whole childhood. It puzzled me as I 

began to spend time with babies, be-

cause it seemed to me that when they 

were hungry, all of them were rav-

enous. Which is to say that they turned 

purple and screamed till they were fed. 

And then they calmed down. 

I don’t remember my babyhood, but I 

do remember a very complicated rela-

tionship with food and hunger from 

earliest childhood. When my parents 

told me that I was ravenous from birth, 

it always felt laced with shame and 

judgment. This, I think, was because of 

two factors—one, my gender, and two, 

more essentially, that I was always 

chubby. When I was young, just a little 

chubby. As I aged, and largely due to 

dieting and external controls on food, 

chubbiness turned to obesity. 

As someone who has lived with 

“weight issues” my whole life, hunger 

is a complicated thing to talk about. I 

grew up in a household where there 

was enough food and we did not worry 

about where the next meal would come 

from, so there was never a question of 

physical hunger. Someone I know who 

had to live with hunger describes it 

thus: “I couldn't focus, couldn’t think 

straight, couldn’t keep my energy up…

at times I remember thinking about 

what it would be like to die of  

starvation.” 

This was never my experience, and I 

know from others who lived with it 

that the trauma that comes from genu-

ine hunger, especially in childhood, 

never goes completely away, no matter 

how circumstances change. My experi-

ence was that there was food around, 

plenty of food, but that I was not sup-

posed to eat it. That I was bad if I ate 

it. This led to a different kind of hun-

ger, to a distrust of what my own body 

wanted and needed and an externaliza-

tion of how I thought I “should” eat. 

That kind of hunger led to secret eat-

ing, shame about eating, and a sense 

that my hunger was insatiable. 

Beginning when I was about seven or 

eight, and family photos show me on 

the chubby side of being normally 

sized, my parents locked the food in a 

closet. There was food in the refrigera-

tor—things like condiments and lefto-

vers—but other than that, food was 

impossible to get unless it was served. 

Mealtimes, however, were fraught with 

anxiety. We had to “clean up our 

plates,” whether we liked the food or 

hated it. Many nights ended with my 

father sitting at the kitchen table glow-

ering at me while I sat defiantly by a 

half-eaten vegetable or half-drunk 

glass of milk, watching the hours tick 

away until bedtime. At breakfast, the 

same food, which had been on the ta-

ble all night, would be served up as 

breakfast.  

There is an insatiable hunger that aris-

es from being out of sync with your 

own body, with your own rhythms and 

needs, likes and dislikes. Other female 

friends have told me how shame and 

hunger interacted for them, and I’ve 

heard a huge variety of stories about 

women told they were too thin, too fat, 

or simply hungry when they shouldn’t 

be—who also felt shamed about hun-

ger or lack of hunger. I did not ask 

other genders but I suspect they also 

have complicated narratives to share. 

Thirty percent of the American people 

are obese. Depending on which study 

you believe, between 30 and 75% of 

American women have eating disor-

ders of one kind of another. These 

numbers correlate, I think, to the quan-

tity of processed food we consume, but 

also to some deeper hungers which are 

not being honored or addressed. 

By now, I have engaged in so many 

forms of controlling what I eat that I 

couldn’t even begin to list them all. 

Diets, “food plans,” restrictions from 

certain processed foods, call them what 

you want. What I notice is that the 

times I am in best relationship with 

food and with my body are when I am 

eating with people I care about and we 

are eating food prepared with love and 

care, living a life where I am engaged 

with and connected to others. 

I can’t get my childhood back, or re-do 

the shaming messages that permeated 

my relationship with food and hunger 

and my body. What I can do is refuse 

to pass that shame and judgment on to 

others. I refuse to judge anyone’s appe-

tites or choices, to presume that I know 

what anyone else needs for their own 

body, to dictate when or what other 

people should eat. I refuse to partici-

pate in the shaming of anyone about 

their body or their appetite (or lack of 

appetite). 

And I celebrate good food with friends 

and family, paying attention to how 

food makes me feel and honoring those 

feelings, trusting my own body. For 

me, it’s been the work of a lifetime, 

but I am grateful to have made some 

amount of peace with myself about it.

   

 

There is an insatiable 
hunger that arises from 
being out of sync with 
your own body. 

Do you hunger for meaning?  

For connection? Are you looking 

for ways to feed your mind and 

heart and soul? The CLF is availa-

ble 24/7 to address these hungers 

and nourish the spirits of all who 

come looking. Please do what you 

can to enable the CLF to continue 

to feed a spiritually hungry world 

by sending a check in the enclosed 

envelope or by giving online at 

clfuu.org/give.  
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If, like me, you are fortunate enough to 

have a refrigerator and the means to fill 

it, it is possible that you have a tenden-

cy to stand in front of the open fridge, 

staring at the contents and wondering 

what there is to eat. It is even possible 

that some of us do this multiple times a 

day, staring at the shelves as if some-

thing would have magically appeared 

while the door was closed. 

The thing is, when I stare at my open 

refrigerator—or at my open snack cup-

board—it’s not just that I’m hungry. 

I’m hungry for something in particular, 

but I don’t know what. And so I stand 

there, wondering if what would satisfy 

me at this moment is avocado or 

cheese—or maybe both together on 

toast. What exactly is it that I want? 

You could 

quite reasona-

bly argue that 

my refrigerator

-gazing habit is 

silly—I pretty 

much know 

what’s in there 

with the door 

closed, since I 

did the shopping and the cooking my-

self. And it is certainly not energy effi-

cient to stand there letting the cold air 

out and the warm air in. But I would 

contend that the question that goes 

along with staring at the food is abso-

lutely crucial. 

What do I want? What exactly do I 

want? I imagine that pretty much all of 

us spend a lot of time dissatisfied with 

our own personal lives and with the 

world in general. We hunger for work 

that is meaningful and restorative rest 

and caring relationships and fun times 

and a world that is more just. And 

many of us have gotten pretty good at 

recognizing and sharing the many 

things we see that are wrong with the 

world—racism and homophobia and 

sexism and ableism and environmental 

degradation and corruption in govern-

ment and the whole long list of very 

real, and often devastating, problems. 

And it matters to identify those prob-

lems, whether personal or social. We 

need a clear analysis of what has gone 

wrong and why. But it seems to me 

that we often assume that identifying 

the problem is the same as finding a 

solution. Somehow we seem to think 

that if we tell our partner or our child 

how their looking at their phone during 

dinner makes us nuts, it should fix the 

relationship. Or maybe we figure that 

by sharing news of the latest police 

atrocity against a person of color on 

Facebook we are dismantling white 

supremacy. 

And those are both perfectly good 

things to do. But they aren’t solutions. 

Solutions don’t start with what is 

wrong. Solutions start with the ques-

tion What do I want? And the more 

precise we can be about what we want, 

the more specific we can be about how 

we might be able to get there.  

What do I want from my family at  

dinner time? I want to hear about each 

person’s day, their successes and frus-

trations. I want to look in the eyes of 

the people I love. I want to share a sto-

ry about something that happened  

to me today. I want to make plans for 

what we will do on the weekend. I 

want to hear about an idea you had or  

a book you read or something you 

learned. 

When I know what I want, I can ask for 

it. I can make a plan for how I might 

get it. I shift the focus from how the 

other person is wrong to concrete steps 

that would move in the direction of 

something that is better. Of course, 

getting to those solutions is not neces-

sarily easy. What I want may be in 

conflict with what someone else wants. 

Powerful forces may stand in the way 

of what I want. But creating change is 

only possible when you move step by 

step down the path of what exactly do I 

want? 

To be clear, I’m not saying that there is 

some magic power that will manifest 

what you want if you just imagine it. 

I’m not a fan of the power of positive 

thinking, or of the prosperity gospel 

which seems to generate so much more 

prosperity for its preachers than for its 

followers.  

The question What exactly do I want? 

is pragmatic, useful. What do I want? 

Justice. What exactly do I want? Well, 

it’s a long list, and I’m going to have to 

choose where I will focus my attention 

at any given point in time. I want an 

end to racist policing. OK, but that’s 

really what I don’t want. I don’t want 

racist policing. What do I want? I want 

police who understand their job as pro-

tecting and serving the entirety of the 

community where they work. I want 

police to choose de-escalation over 

force whenever possible. I want the 

police department to listen to the com-

munity about what would make people 

feel safer. I want police officers to be 

accountable for their behavior.  

That list could go on and on, and each 

piece could be broken down into small-

er pieces. But when I know what I 

want I can find other people who want 

the same thing, and we can find points 

in the system where we can exert  

pressure to accomplish those goals. 

Maybe my standing in front of the  

refrigerator pondering what exactly I 

might be hungry for is a waste of time 

and energy. And it is possible to get 

what you wanted purely as a delightful 

surprise, without even knowing the 

hunger was there. But if you intend to 

actively pursue positive change, then 

the more exactly you know what you 

want, the better position you are in to 

make it happen.   

Solutions start with the 
question What do I want?  
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Sure, there are grand cathedrals 

that proclaim God’s glory to the heavens, 

preachers who shout the word unto the faithful, 

gilded temples rich with incense and chanting. 

Who doesn’t want to reach out 

and try to grasp the eternal? 

And shouldn’t we try 10,000 ways 

to build the Kingdom of Heaven? 

Whatever your theology, we all 

have our religion. This is mine: 

Bring the best you have to offer. 

Be fed by what is on the table. 

Be grateful for the feast. 

 

Lynn’s book of poetry, Bread and Other Miracles,  

is available at lynnungar.com 
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