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A THEOLOGICAL REFLECTION ON FOOD JUSTICE
Objective of the Presentation:
To set out biblical and theological principles underlying the concept of food justice, under which an ecumenical movement on the subject can be built particularly in Africa.
Some Thoughts About Food Justice
Food justice is a concept or principle that advocates fair distribution of food as a means of ending chronic hunger and malnutrition in various parts of the world. It is based on the belief that what is actually lacking in some parts of this world is not food, but the political will to fairly distribute food, regardless of the recipient’s ability to pay because globally, enough food is produced to feed the entire world population.  Thus it is possible to have a world in which everyone would be free from hunger and free from the fear of starvation if only the principles of food justice are adhered to. Advocates of food justice consider food security as a fundamental human right whereby adequate healthy affordable food is available to people, whereby people have easy access to food, whereby households do not live in hunger, and whereby people do not live in fear of starvation. Sometimes, this concept is stretched to cover the well being of the land on which food is grown, to cover farmers, and to cover farm workers and animals.[footnoteRef:1] Generally, food justice has to do with fairness in the production, acquisition and distribution of food. [1:  Google  Search, Wikipedia, Free Encyclopedia.] 



The Current Food Situation in Africa
It is said that about one billion people live in chronic hunger in the world. The latest FAO figures indicate that there are 22 countries worldwide in which the under-nourished prevalence rate is over 35%, and 16 of those countries are in Africa. In other words, about a quarter of the world’s under-nourished are found in Africa.[footnoteRef:2] If this is the case, then it is definitely necessary to address the food situation in Africa. As leaders and members of the Church in Africa, it is not out of place at all for us to find out what God’s principles would be in relation to food matters in our world today. [2:  FAO’s Corporate and statistical database, etc; FAO Statistical Yearbook , 2010.] 


BIBLICAL PRINCIPLES/ PARADIGMS ON FOOD JUSTICE
1. God has made enough food available for all. (Gen. 1:29)
Then God said, “I give you every seed-bearing plant on the face of the whole earth and every tree that has fruit with seed in it. They will be yours for food. And to all the beasts of the earth and all the birds of the air and all the creatures that move on the ground – everything that has breath of life in it – I give every green plant for food.” And it was so.
This may be considered as the foundation on which all other paradigms on food justice can be based. After creating the human being – both male and female – God made provision for their feeding and sustenance. Thus if a person cannot find food to eat, then there is something basically wrong because that is not what God intended for the human being and all other living things. This calls for examination and a probe into the reasons behind such a situation in which people do not have enough to eat so that the underlying factors would be addressed. In Africa, one would easily identify reasons like poverty, war and its related issues such as displacement of people, natural disasters, climate change and its related effects, and lack of capacity to engage in advanced level mechanized cultivation and production of food. (The experts can tell us more about these.)

2. Those who have food should share with those who do not have.
The Bible reveals that God cares for the poor in a special way. God demands justice for the poor and a recognition of their rights. Therefore God set up various laws in the Old Testament to ensure that needy were cared for. One text that readily comes to mind is Leviticus 19:9, 10:
“When you reap the harvest of your land, do not reap to the very edges of your field or gather the gleanings of your harvest. Do not go over your vineyard a second time or pick up the grapes that have fallen. Leave them for the poor and the alien.”
In view of this law, Ruth, who was a Moabite said to Naomi, “Let me go to the fields and pick up the left over grain behind anyone in whose eyes I find favour.” Ruth also took the initiative to go and glean on the field because of her knowledge of the Jewish law.
While she was doing this, Boaz, the owner of the field came around and tried to find out who Ruth was…  So Boaz said to Ruth … “Don’t go and glean in another field and don’t go away from here. Stay here with my servant girls. Watch the field where the men are harvesting and follow along after the girls. I have told the men not to touch you. And whenever you are thirsty, go and get a drink from the water jars the men have filled.” (Ruth Chapter 2: 2, 8-9)
This was Boaz’s kind gesture towards a foreigner, a Moabite woman, whom the Israelites would have ordinarily considered to be an enemy. (cf. Deut. 15:7-11, Deut. 15:4 which stress the need for those who have to provide for the needy.)
That same concern for the needy is underscored in the New Testament. A spontaneous response of the sharing of goods, including food, with those in need characterized the early church. Such an attitude towards giving and providing for the needy should be motivated by our gratitude for God’s indescribable gift to us of the Lord Jesus, who shows us the way of self sacrifice.   
This element of sharing the food we have with those in need is also the thrust of Isaiah 58:1-11 in which God’s people are exhorted to make their devotional practices, such as fasting, worthwhile by sharing what they refrain from eating with the hungry or the needy. Here, the act of sharing food is tied to the real essence of our religious piety.  In other words, engaging in religious practices just for the edification of ourselves while people around us are starving when we could have done something to ease their situation is not praise worthy. Still deducing from this text, sharing the food we have with the needy, creates the atmosphere for God’s blessings to prevail amongst the people of God. 
The Great Thanksgiving, the Eucharist, the Holy Communion, is another gift that Jesus Christ has given to the Church to remind us of the need to share the gifts that God has provided, which includes food, with one another.

3. Total Ministry Does Not Lose Sight of the Hungry
In Mark 8:1-9 and John 6:1-13, Jesus and his disciples had the opportunity to teach and preach to the crowds that had followed them to the fields. While they ministered to them through the word of God, Jesus felt that they had spent quite some time with them and so must have been hungry. I dare say that being in human form, Jesus himself might have been hungry as well. So what did he do? He could have closed the meeting and sent the people away. He could have gone aside to have a meal and return to continue teaching. Instead of those possibilities, he saw it as his responsibility to feed his followers as a way of teaching them that much as their salvation mattered to him, he was concerned about their physical needs as well. 
As churches and ministries, while we teach and take care of the spiritual development of our membership, we need to ensure that they are having their daily bread. It might not necessarily mean putting food in their hands, but finding ways of empowering them through capacity building programmes and micro credit schemes that can support their small scale businesses that would guarantee their daily bread, for instance. (Refer to 2 Thess. 3:10)
Another way of paying attention to food needs of our people may be to advocate for national policies that would eventually lead to easier access to adequate amounts of healthy food. (The experts may throw more light on such initiatives.) 
In fact, as part of our ministry, we as churches can take food justice matters as seriously as was done in Acts chapter 6:1-7, where Stephen and his colleagues were appointed to be in charge of matters related to food. We can go further and institute committees whose main duty would be to address issues of food justice in our churches and communities.

As the people of God left slavery in Egypt and moved through the wilderness towards the Promised Land, they were given some lessons related to food and this we would find in Exodus 16. They got hungry and they cried to Moses for food. According to one Rev. Dr. Shanta Premawardhana, this story is not just a “feeding miracle”, but a “story that illustrates Yahweh’s alternative to the Egyptian economy. God raining bread from heaven symbolizes cultivation as a divine gift, a process that begins with rain and ends with bread. This is a test to see if Israel will follow instructions on how to gather – a symbol in traditional societies for harvesting.”[footnoteRef:3] [3:  Dr. Shanta Premawardhana, A Sermon preached at Lutheran School of Theology in the U. S. A. on the 19th of September, 2011. (Google Search)] 

4. Gathering Just Enough Food (Exodus 16: 16-18)
Thus, the first lesson God gives them is to gather just enough bread for the day even though they were receiving it freely. Here God is teaching them to avoid greed and to be mindful of others even as they gather food for the family. The tendency for people, especially in less endowed situations, is to gather as much as they can when they have the opportunity to access free food. This might be done to the detriment of others including the aged, the physically challenged, women, and children. The strong in particular or the witty who knows how to manipulate things should not be greedy when it comes to the distribution of food.

5. Do Not Store Up What You Gather (Exodus 16: 19-20, cf. Luke 12:16-21)
The accumulation of the food that God gives freely would make those who accumulate it more powerful and possibly dominant as against those who don’t accumulate. God’s people are being told not to hoard “through strategies of accumulation, but rather to circulate through strategies of redistribution.”[footnoteRef:4] If even people find it necessary to accumulate food, maybe as against possible negative climatic conditions, for instance, the accumulation of food should be for the benefit of others including the needy and not just for the one who accumulates and his or her immediate relatives. The story of the rich fool in the gospel of Luke who ended up in hell after thinking that his accumulated food was his security for life buttresses this point quite well. [4:  Ibid.] 


6. Maintain the Sabbath Discipline as you Gather Food (Exodus 16: 22-30) 
God told the Israelites not to gather on the seventh day. They were to gather enough on the sixth day to cover the seventh day so that they would rest on the Sabbath day and reflect on God’s faithfulness and sustenance. This would remind them that it was not by their own strength that they got what they received over the week.  In our processes of gathering food, we need to realize that all good gifts, including food, come from God. We should therefore depend on God’s guidance and principles even in matters related to the acquisition and distribution of food.
THANK YOU.
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