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Jeremiah 2:4-13 
 
Jeremiah gives voice to God’s own lament, “my people have changed their glory for 
something that does not profit.”  While we may think of this in terms of spiritual idolatry 
(forsaking Yahweh for another god), in the ancient world the spiritual was intimately linked 
to the economic and the political.  So “not profiting” was a material problem, not simply a 
spiritual problem.  Biblical scholar Richard Horsley writes, 
 

In contrast to modern society, there was no separation between economics, politics, and 
religion. In most cases there were no words and concepts for what we think of as particular 
functions or roles. Our textbooks may label Hammurabi as the Babylonian king or emperor. In 
Akkadian, however, he was called simply “Great One,” which we would have to translate with 
multiple overlapping terms: emperor of Babylon = high priest of Marduk, the chief sacred 
Power of Babylon = CEO of the Babylonian imperial economy. What scholars usually refer to 
as “temples” were indeed the “houses” of particular gods where their chief servants offered 
sacrifices. But these “temples” were also the storehouses in which the tithes and offerings 
brought to the gods were kept and the political center of the area that they controlled. The 
economy and politics were thus always sacred, done in service to the cosmic-civilizational 
Forces or Powers that determined the people’s lives.1  

 
Keeping in mind that ancient civilizations were sacred in all aspects of their operation, God 
grieves that the people have turned to other gods whose economic demands enslave rather 
than staying faithful to “I AM” who liberated them from slavery and for freedom and just 
relationships with each other.  For in contrast to the sacred economies of Marduk or 
Pharaoh, in God’s economy, all God’s people profit.   
 
As people of faith in the twenty-first century, how might we attune our market economy to 
ensure the well-being of all?  How could corporate buyers, producers, workers and 
consumers each use their power to benefit everyone? 
 
One model that has been highly successful in structurally changing the US fresh tomato 
industry is that of the Fair Food Program.  The FFP was developed by Coalition of 
Immokalee Workers and is a collaborative, comprehensive, sustainable solution to what 
have been endemic human rights abuses, including modern slavery, in the Florida tomato 
fields.  Lauded by the White House, the United Nations, the FFP ensures human rights for 
tomato pickers and the highest standards for corporate social responsibility.  The PC(USA) 
has played a critical role in convincing eleven corporations to join the Fair Food Program 
and currently is engaging fast-food giant, Wendy’s as well as supermarket chains Publix, 
Ahold and Kroger.   
 
 
Hebrews 13:1-8 
 
“Let mutual love continue,” the writer of Hebrews exhorts the community of Christ 
followers, and immediately follows this admonition with the injunction, “Do not neglect to 

                                                        
1 Covenant Economics, Richard Horsley, Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2010. 

http://ciw-online.org/fair-food-program/
http://ciw-online.org/slavery/
http://ciw-online.org/2013/04/15/white-house-recognizes-ciws-fair-food-program/
http://ciw-online.org/2013/05/06/united-nations-working-group-fair-food-program/
http://pcusa.org/fairfood
http://pcusa.org/fairfood
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show hospitality to strangers, for by doing that some have entertained angels without 
knowing it.”  Christian community, therefore, is marked by love not only of people we know 
but also marked by love for people we do not know, but whose lives intersect our own. 
 
In ancient days “strangers” seeking hospitality might be fleeing trouble, migrating to avoid 
famine, or trading goods from foreign lands.  Showing hospitality in an era without hotels or 
easy travel options was a central tenet of most ancient societies.   
 
These days however it is uncommon to welcome someone who is completely unknown to us 
into our homes or even our churches.  Meanwhile, the goods we purchase come to us from 
across the nation and around the world.  And it is rare that we know anything about the 
manner in which such goods are produced.2   
 
How then are we to show “mutual love” and “welcome to the stranger” if, on the one hand, 
we insulate ourselves from strangers and, on the other hand, know little to nothing about 
the people whose labor makes possible the goods we buy? 
 
Through the Campaign for Fair Food, Presbyterians have come to know more about the food 
that comes to our table, who picks it and the conditions under which our sisters and 
brothers labor.  
 
For farmworkers of the Coalition of Immokalee Workers, who harvest tomatoes at the 
bottom of this industry, began talking with us, the consumers who purchase tomatoes at the 
top of this industry.  And from this conversation grew an unswerving commitment among 
students and among people and institutions of faith and the sustainable food community, 
that together with the CIW, we would create a new food system that would truly ensure the 
human rights of farmworkers and that would assure consumers that the food we put on our 
table would not come at the great expense of our fellow human beings.   
 
Today that dream has become a reality in the Fair Food Program, which is a collaborative, 
comprehensive and sustainable program among the Coalition of Immokalee Workers, 
eleven corporate buyers and the vast majority of Florida tomato growers.  The Program is 
monitored by an independent, third-party monitor, the Fair Food Standards Council, that is 
solely dedicated to overseeing the FFP’s operation.  Approximately 100,000 farmworkers 
are impacted every season by these advances. 
 
As the Rev. Gradye Parsons, Stated Clerk of the General Assembly, recently stated, “At its 
most basic, the Fair Food Program is about loving our neighbors as ourselves; respecting 
them, treating them with dignity, and working together with them to ensure our common 
well-being.”3 
 

                                                        
2 While the US Department of Labor regularly publishes a report tracking goods produced with child and slave 
labor, underscoring extreme problems but products produced with exploited labor or poorly compensated labor 
rarely are identified.  Fair trade products certainly help, but most efforts are focused on improving the price 
received by small farmers or other small-scale producers and not on wages or conditions of laborers themselves. 
In some instances small producers are also workers, but in many cases they are not.  Further, at least to date, 
they provide more of an alternative market rather than reform the industry as a whole.  How might the church 
help expand and extend fair trade principles and practices so that they are comprehensive? 
3 PC(USA) Press Release, Presbyterians Urge Wendy’s to Join the Fair Food Program, August 2, 2013. 

http://ciw-online.org/
http://fairfoodstandards.org/
http://www.dol.gov/ilab/programs/ocft/2012TVPRA.pdf
http://www.dol.gov/ilab/programs/ocft/2012TVPRA.pdf
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If we are to show “mutual love” and “hospitality to strangers” in the twenty-first century, we 
must ensure not only that such an ethic infuses our inter-personal relationships but that it 
also characterizes our structural economic relationships as well.  While this is a huge 
undertaking, the Fair Food Program is an inspiring reminder that creating sustainable, 
structural change is possible and that the church has an irreplaceable role to play in making 
it happen. 
 
 
Luke 14:1, 7-14 
 
In this passage, Jesus uses the universal human need to eat to align the dignity of the poor 
with the dignity already extended to the rich.  To do this, he issues three instructions.  First, 
by healing a man on the Sabbath even as he has arrived to a dinner banquet, Jesus 
underscores the urgency and religious mandate to help another person in need.  Second he 
tells a parable critiquing the well-to-do dinner guests who are already jockeying for 
influence by taking seats of favor around the table.  And third, he turns to the host and 
baldly states that the poor and lame should be invited to a banquet, not rich friends and 
relatives who can return the favor in kind. 
 
In every case, Jesus makes people who have been made poor and vulnerable, visible even 
though they are missing from the table around which he and religious leaders are seated.  
Truly this must have been an uncomfortable exchange – indeed, there’s really no exchange 
at all!  The religious leaders and the Pharisee who is hosting are left speechless until some 
poor fellow exclaims, “Blessed is anyone who will eat bread in the kingdom of God!”  But 
Jesus doesn’t even let this alone.  He’s not about to allow the conversation to veer off into a 
general affirmation about blessedness when specific people are excluded and harmed by 
not being at the very table at which he is seated.  He responds with a parable that essentially 
concludes with those who were invited are missing the banquet entirely because of their 
own misguided priorities. 
 
Labor Day Sunday is a fitting day to think about who is present and who is excluded from 
tables not simply of food, but also of decision-making in industry, politics and yes, even the 
church.  How can we not simply enlarge our table, but also recognize that people at the table 
must be at the table as equals?  Jesus shows he’s very attuned to politics of power that 
would smooth over inequities with a vague affirmation of blessedness and inclusion.  Are 
we as courageous? 
 
Over the last eleven years as the PC(USA) has participated in the Campaign for Fair Food, 
we have insisted that farmworkers, who for generations have been excluded from the table 
of decision-making about the industry and its functioning, be seated as equals at that table.  
For many years representatives from the corporate and the agricultural worlds found it 
impossible to imagine why having farmworkers at the table would be either necessary or 
beneficial.  All they felt was threat.   
 
But as the church joined farmworkers in boldly and persistently engaging growers and 
corporations they came to realize that if they were going to actually deal with the endemic 
problems in the tomato fields, that workers were in the best position to identify and 
address these problems with them; that workers brought specific knowledge, relationships 
and experience that were absolutely essential to routing out hard to detect abuses such as 
modern slavery which by its very nature is hidden as well as other abuses.  And slowly both 
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corporate buyers and tomato growers began to realize that farmworkers could be partners 
who enhanced the operation of their business.   
 
But it is important to remember that the corporate buyers and the growers didn’t start 
there – they needed to be challenged first.  Putting forward such a challenge and being on 
the receiving end of such a challenge is never easy.  But it is important for us as followers of 
Jesus to be as willing as he was to rupture the comfortable chatter and business as usual 
around our banquet tables and industry tables, in order to ensure that all people are treated 
with the dignity and respect as God intends. 
 
 


