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Life is a mix of times-- times of celebration, times of hardship and maybe, if you are privileged, 
times of relative stability and ease—normal times. For many people, normal time MEANS 
hardship.  The last two years have been a time of hardship for everyone—uncertainty, isolation, 
loss, privation—which have hit some people much harder than others.  Ukrainian people have 
been hurtled into a time of upheaval and hardship by the brutal assault of Russia –whether they 
are huddling in bomb shelters or have fled to Poland and are living in refugee camps.  If you are 
going through a difficult illness or reeling from the death of a family member, you have also 
been bumped out of normal life and into this time of hardship. 

What is the food that sustains you in times of hardship or times of transition?  In many of our 
cultural backgrounds, we have foods that our people relied upon in times of deprivation, or 
foods that were staples because that was all that was available.  Potatoes or rice and beans or 
chitlins or chicken feet.  From my ex-husband’s Norwegian family I learned about lutefisk, dried 
cod that was soaked in water and lye before it was eaten.  Definitely a food you’d only eat if 
starving. Genmaicha is green tea mixed with roasted rice—poor person’s tea.  My daughter’s 
violin teacher was from Novosibirsk, and told us about Siberian tea—it’s hot water!   

And we may also have some “hardship foods” in our personal backgrounds.  The ramen that 
you ate when you were in college or a starving artist. The soup or smoothie that you ate when 
you were recovering from a severe illness. My daughter Becca is 6 months pregnant now but 
spent the first three months sick every day, so her foods then were saltines and pickles.  Even in 
the pandemic, we have had to adjust to different food.  Some people who relied on eating in 
restaurants had to figure out how to cook.  We went without communion for months, and 
when we got back together, we’ve had to use wafers, instead of real bread.   

Food provides physical nourishment—it is necessary for life--but it also has social, emotional 
and spiritual meaning.  We’ve had to invent new ways to gather when we can’t gather—
celebrating holiday meals over video calls, holding gatherings outside, or having coffee hour 
inside, stuffing food quickly over or under masks.  And there is food that is not physical, but also 
feeds us in times of hardship—music, art, prayers, nature, beauty, walks with others, and so on. 

The Hebrew people were rescued by God from the “bread of affliction”—their time of suffering 
as slaves in Egypt—and then they were led into the desert by Moses.  But the desert brought its 
own privations and difficulties.  There, God provided manna, this “daily bread” that was given—
not too little, not too much, just enough for each person each day.  And this went on for the 
entire time they were in the desert, 40 years long.  Once they get to the new land, they are able 
to celebrate Passover using “real food,” local food grown on the land.  From the food of 
hardship and transition to “normal food.”  The younger son in the parable spends money on 
caviar and champagne until it all runs out and he is so hungry he is coveting pig slop.  He goes 
home, ‘cause he knows that at least there he can be fed regular food, not expecting the lavish 
party that his overjoyed father throws for him.   



What is the food that gets us through?   In addition to living through pandemic times, this 
congregation is also going through great transition.  Mark Nelson announced this week that he 
will retire as music minister in June after some 21 years at St. John’s.  For me personally and, I 
suspect, for many of you, this comes as a great shock and loss.  He is such an awesome 
musician, choir director, liturgist—it has been a joy to collaborate with him in planning and 
leading worship.  He is a pastoral presence, truly keeping track of people and showing care.  He 
has been a mainstay, making sure that worship and music have continued through the 
pandemic, and giving hours and hours extra for years to make it happen.  And there are all 
those other little things that most of us don’t even know about that he has done.  So your 
retirement will leave a huge hole here, huge shoes that will not be filled by anyone else. 

And, of course we support you in your decision.  The last two years have been especially hard, 
so if you can retire, it makes sense for you to do so.  And BECAUSE you have been here so long 
and are such a big presence, it probably is wise for you to give the church some time and space 
to go through a music transition before the new rector comes, possibly bringing a new direction 
for worship and music. 

But still.  Just because it makes sense, it doesn’t mean we like it!  Transition is always hard.  And 
having COVID transition on top of rector transition on top of music minister transition . . . yeah, 
it’s a lot.  And some of you are having life pressures or changes that are causing you to step 
back from your involvement in St. John’s.  It can all add up to extra anxiety about the future—
will St. John’s continue?  Who will lead?  What will happen? 

I think the take-home message in today’s readings is:  In times of hardship, God provides the 
food to get us through.  Even though the Hebrew people complained a lot in the wilderness and 
were often faithless and ungrateful, God fed them day by day, God provided water to drink and 
guidance along the way. The Gospel parable tells of a young man who turns his back on his 
family and spends his whole inheritance wastefully.  Only when he is hungry enough does he 
remember that his father would provide for him, and he goes back, willing to give up his status 
as a son if only he will be fed.  That is the story of any of us who feel we can make it on our 
own, that we don’t need God—until we realize that we do.  That we are, in fact, starving and 
have no way to feed ourselves.  And the story promises not just survival food, but a feast.  
God’s arms open, no condemnation, just welcome, and food, enough and more than enough. 

We will get through this time.  Together.  Together with God.  It may not be pretty, it may not 
be without ups and downs, some mistakes, some injuries, some grumbling, but if we turn to 
God, God will feed us.  What will be food for us in this time of difficulty?  What has sustained us 
so far?  Music—it will probably change, but that’s OK.  Eucharist.  I’m hoping maybe we can 
have some real bread during Easter season.  Caring for one another.  Prayer.  What else?  Let’s 
look for us, grab onto it, wait for it. 

Even in times of hardship, there are times of celebration.  I think the last 2 years have taught us 
that.  My daughter didn’t get to go to a graduation celebration when she got her master’s 
degree, so we threw a fake graduation ceremony outside at her grandparents’ house, complete 
with cap, gown, Pomp and Circumstances and a carefully crafted fake diploma.  People have 
still celebrated birthdays, gotten married, welcomed children into the world, gathered to bury 
their dead.  We have met outside, made up drive-through parties, hung banners.  



In a bomb shelter in Ukraine, a young girl sang a beautiful folk song that drew together 
everyone in the room and around the world.  And a violinist joined with a virtual orchestra of 
violinists from around the world in solidarity. 

There is power in the food of hardship.  It becomes a symbol of resilience, of perseverance, of 
the spirit to live and to thrive.  “Chitlins State of Mind”--a website dedicated to the African 
American soul food--announces: “Chitlins represents the perseverance, preservation, and 
survival. Chitlins represents turning hardships inside out and the ability to make something out 
of nothing.”  In Passover, Jews celebrate God’s triumph over the “bread of affliction,” with the 
bread of freedom.  The parable of the prodigal son promises not just subsistence but feast 
when we return wholeheartedly to God. 

What does God provide for us in our times of transition and hardship?  What WILL God provide 
in the coming months?  Let us turn and put our trust in our loving, caring Creator and 
Redeemer.  Let us pray.  Amen.  

 

 

 


